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ARIELLE

CHAPTER 1

THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 3




“GRAB HIS ARMS!”

“Now pick up his legs!”

“Hey, quit! Stop! Leave me alone!”

“This is gonna be too funny!”

“Hurry up, before a teacher shows up.”

“He’s slippery like a little worm, man.”

“Quit wigglin’, little punk! You gonna make me throw you in the pool!”

“Let me GO!”

Arielle Gresham, who had come to school early to get some homework done, was sitting alone in a side hall near the boys’ gym, lost in her own thoughts. Startled by the noise, she turned her head to see two big guys carrying a kicking, flailing smaller boy into the hall that led to the swimming pool.

“Put me down!”

“Make me!”

“PLEASE just leave me alone!”

“This is gonna be the best You Tube video ever!”


“Make sure you film just him and not our faces, dude.”

“I’m not stupid!”

Arielle heard screeches of complaint, more laughter, then silence. By this time she was already on her feet and marching toward the locker room that led to the boys’ entrance to the pool. She’d never actually been in a boys’ locker room before, or any male bathroom for that matter, but she figured she could handle it.

The smell hit her first. How could a room that had to have been cleaned last night still reek so bad? The room was brightly lit with fluorescent bulbs that illuminated everything with a purplish glare. The row of urinals lined up against one pee-spattered wall helped explain the smell. Battered green lockers and benches lined the far wall.

She hurried out of there and down the hall to the pool. The voices, louder and clearer, made her break into a run.

“Throw his jeans into the pool!” A soft splash.

“He’s wearin’ tightie-whities, man!” Lots of deep laughter echoed.

“Throw those in too.”

Arielle opened the door to the pool area. Damp, moist air, sharpened by the pungent tang of chlorine, hit her face.

The scene in front of her made her gasp. Two guys, students she’d seen around but did not know, were holding a squirming, crying student facedown on the tiled floor. He wore only a navy blue hoodie and his socks. His shoes lay a few feet away, but his jeans and underpants floated nearby in seven feet of water. A third boy was holding a cell phone, obviously filming the scene.

“What is wrong with you?” she screamed. Her voice echoed against the damp walls. “Let him go!”

“Busted!” the largest of the three said. “By a girl! Too cool!”

“No sweat. We got enough to post,” the filmer crowed gleefully, flipping his cell phone shut. “Hey, Wardley! Your butt’s gonna be famous!”

And with that, all three bigger guys hooted with laughter and ran out of the pool area.

The kid who’d been released lay there, his hands clasped over his head, trembling.

Arielle, unsure of what to do, knew he had to be mortified.

“Get out,” the boy mumbled.

“Do you want me to try and fish your clothes out of the pool?” she offered.

“I said get out!” the boy said louder.

She was pretty sure she recognized that voice. “Osrick?” she asked.

Osrick Wardley was in her chemistry and English classes, but Arielle barely knew him. He was seventeen—a senior like the rest of them—but he was only about five feet tall and couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds. With dirty blond hair, a mouth full of braces, and a narrow, sunken chest, the kid was a magnet for guys who liked to act tough. Members of the football team sucker punched him and tossed him into wastebaskets with regularity. And now, it seemed, the swimmers were taking their turn.

Of course, everybody called him Weird Osrick. Who would name a kid Osrick? Arielle thought. His parents might as well have pinned a sign on him that said, PLEASE MAKE FUN OF ME!

Osrick had never scored anything lower than an A in any class Arielle had shared with him. Except for gym, which had to be rough for a guy who could be knocked over by a wildly tossed basketball.

“Osrick, are you okay?” Arielle asked. She touched her carefully curled hair, which was beginning to droop in the humid air.

“Please, promise you won’t tell anybody!” Osrick pleaded. “Please!”

“Okay, okay! I promise.” Arielle frowned, pondering whether that was the right thing to say. Surely she should tell a teacher?

“Now please just leave,” Osrick begged.

“Suit yourself,” Arielle said with a shrug. “I was just trying to help.” She picked up a towel, tossed it toward him, then hurried out of the pool area, leaving Osrick to the privacy of his humiliation.









ARIELLE

CHAPTER 2

THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 3




AN HOUR LATER ARIELLE WONDERED IF she’d handled the situation correctly. Maybe I should have reported it to the principal, she thought. But that would have embarrassed the kid even more. And who am I to narc on somebody?

But she knew she wasn’t any better than the haters who’d picked on Osrick. It was why she was sitting alone right now. She thought back to the beginning of the school year, when she’d had a boyfriend to show off and girlfriends to hang out with. But she’d treated them all like dirt. In just a few months, she’d managed to alienate them all. How could this have happened so quickly? Arielle mused.

She thought about her friend November, who’d gotten pregnant last year. I laughed at her fat gut and her swollen feet. I called her stupid for being dumb enough to get caught in the baby trap. I never even told her how sorry I was about Josh’s death.


Then Arielle’s thoughts turned to Olivia Thigpen—a girl with legs like tree trunks and a body to match. Arielle had treated her like a meaningless toy to laugh at and humiliate. I can’t believe I threw food on her and made jokes about her size! How could I have been so cold? Arielle shook her head. And who woulda thought she’d end up with my dude? She slid the rollers right up under me! And I never even saw it coming.

Arielle had always assumed the world revolved around her size-two waistline. But by the time she figured out that the universe didn’t even know her name, she’d lost just about everyone who’d once mattered to her.

She finished her chemistry homework and closed her laptop. She unplugged her earphones, put her brand-new iPhone carefully back into its case, and tucked both items into her backpack. Then she headed toward her second-bell class—chemistry, room 317, smoothing on a touch of MAC lip gloss as she hurried down the hall.

“Lookin’ good, sista-girl,” a boy named Ram yelled from across the hall. “I’d like to taste a little of that sugar you got in your coffee!” He then whispered something to his friends, who burst out in loud, rowdy laughter.

Arielle ignored them and dashed up the steps to the third floor. She hated that her cheeks burned red so easily.

With a few minutes to spare, she eased into her seat, pretending she didn’t care that although lots of kids sat together in small groups and talked quietly, not a one spoke to her. Osrick, she noticed with surprise, was already in his usual place in the back of the room. Wearing a pair of worn sweatpants instead of jeans, he sat quietly with his head down and his hoodie covering his face. He looked just as alone as she felt.

She glanced away, not wanting to embarrass him, and saw Jericho Prescott, sitting two rows away from her. He was laughing and chattering with Olivia, who was not a size two. Olivia played the tuba, of all things, and Jericho looked at her like she was a whole cheese pizza. Actually, she looked like she’d eaten her share of pizzas and burgers and fries as well—nothing about her was petite. She had a round face and an even rounder middle, and Jericho seemed to love every inch of her. Arielle didn’t get it. How could someone like that take someone as cool and popular as Jericho away from her? It was so not fair.

She ran her fingers through her hair almost unconsciously.

“Your hair looks perfect,” Kofi Freeman said quietly, leaning forward in his seat behind her. “It always does.”

“You better not let Dana hear you say that,” Arielle replied, turning halfway around. “I got enough trouble without the claws of Dana the Wolfe in my back.” But she smiled at the compliment anyway.

“Aw, Dana’s my girl—everybody knows that. But I ain’t blind!” Kofi chuckled and got out his book. “Besides, she’s absent today—she went on another college visit.”

Arielle sighed. She envied what Dana and Kofi had going on. They reminded her of silk and satin—flowing smoothly and softly. They’d been together for a couple of years—a lifetime in the world of “let’s hook up for a night” relationships that most kids seemed to find.

Miss Pringle, the new science teacher, a slender woman with short, spiked hair, sat at her desk, sipping her coffee and grading papers.

Arielle wasn’t sure whether it was for negligence or carelessness, but cool Mr. Culligan, their former science instructor, had been fired last year after the investigation into the death of a student. Somebody had to be blamed, and Culligan got it all.

Josh Prescott—good-looking, fun loving, and lighthearted—had died when a group of boys decided to jump from a second-story window as part of pledging a club called the Warriors of Distinction. Josh had left behind dozens of grieving friends, including his girlfriend, November Nelson, and his cousin Jericho. Arielle winced just thinking about it.

Arielle looked up with a start and almost did a double take. November Nelson breezed into the classroom at just that moment. November was back to thin already! She’d lost all that baby weight! Arielle nodded in approval at the orange print tank top and short denim skirt November was wearing, which hugged her curves in all the right ways. I would have bought that outfit.

November tossed an enrollment form onto the teacher’s desk. “Hi! I’m back!” she said cheerfully, as if she had gone out for pizza.

“And you are…?” said Miss Pringle, looking over thin-rimmed, red-trimmed glasses.

“November Nelson. I was out for a few months, and this is my first day back.” She grinned at the class and waved at Jericho and Olivia, at Kofi, and at Eric Bell, who sat in a wheelchair at the front table. Everybody seemed glad to see her.


“Back from what? Vacation in Europe?” Miss Pringle asked. Her voice sounded like bullets when she talked—fast and sharp. Nobody ever laughed at her lame jokes.

“Not exactly,” November replied. “I had a baby—but I tried to keep up with all my classes through the homeschool instructor. She said she’d turn in my grades to all my teachers.”

“I see.” Miss Pringle gave November a chemistry book and a pair of lab goggles. “Take a lab sheet and find a seat. I’ll have to check later to see if your makeup work is sufficient,” she said curtly.

“Okay,” November told her pleasantly. She found an empty seat near Jericho and Olivia and flopped down. “Wow! Feels great to be back in chemistry! Did I just say that?” she said, a little louder than necessary, Arielle thought.

Arielle and November had been close friends up until their junior year. But she hadn’t seen November since she’d had the baby, and she wondered if November would even give her the time of day now. She watched November slip right back in with their old crowd.

“Welcome back, little mama,” Olivia said.

“What’s up with the new chem teacher?” November asked in a low voice, tilting her head toward the teacher.

“Oh, she’s just one of several we’ve had since Culligan got canned,” Jericho told her.

“What happened to the last one?” November asked.

“Somebody set her wig on fire!” Olivia stifled a giggle.

“Shut up! Who did it?”

Olivia shrugged.


“Nobody ever told,” said Kofi, who had walked over to join the conversation. “Hey, kid.”

“Hey, Kofi,” November said, smacking palms with him. “Where’s Dana?”

“At Ohio State checking out scholarships and stuff. She’ll be back by lunch.”

“You still pullin’ down the straight As?”

“Every day,” he told her with a bit of pride.

Arielle knew lots of kids thought getting good grades was stupid, and they even made fun of those who put in the effort to hang with the best. But Kofi quietly took lots of AP classes, racked up a high GPA, and sailed though the SATs.

“So is Pringle okay?” November asked.

“She’s got issues,” said Olivia. “But they all do, I guess.”

“She seems to be surgically attached to that coffee mug,” Kofi observed.

“And those keys around her neck,” Olivia added. “Twenty-four/seven.”

“Don’t forget the hokey-pokey dance she taught us to memorize the periodic table of elements!” Jericho said with a laugh. He stood up and did a bit of the dance.

“Funny thing is—it worked!” said Olivia.

“What is the woman wearing?” November whispered. “She looks like she’s ready to clean out her garage, not teach a class!”

Arielle had wondered the same thing. Miss Pringle wore an oversize sweatshirt with pockets, baggy slacks, and a hideous pair of earth shoes.


Arielle quickly sketched a pencil drawing of her on a blank notebook page, with arms like those bendy straws that little kids use and stick-straight hair. The woman’s body was lean and taut—no flab anywhere. Everyone knew she worked out all the time. Before school every morning, and in the afternoon after most folks had gone home, her raggedy green Volkswagen could be seen parked outside the gym and her skinny legs pumping around the track—even in snow. Get a life! Arielle thought. She drew the woman with sticks for legs, bent and ready to run.

“How’s the baby?” Olivia asked November just as the bell finally rang for class. “I haven’t seen her in a couple of weeks.”

“Miss Sunshine?” November grinned and pulled a small photo album from her purse. She handed it to Jericho, who passed it to Olivia and Kofi. “She’s getting stronger and better every day. The doctors are really pleased with her progress.”

“I think Sunshine is startin’ to look like Josh!” Jericho said as he peered at one of the photos.

November pulled the photo book back gently and touched the picture lovingly.

“I feel sorry for the kid, then,” Kofi said with a laugh. He ambled back to his seat, smacking hands with Luis Morales, Roscoe Robinson, and Cleveland Wilson, all survivors of the Warriors of Distinction tragedy.

Arielle turned to a clean page of her notebook, sighed, and began to copy the homework assignment off the whiteboard at the front of the class. It seemed so long ago: Jericho—cool, laid-back, and completely hers; Josh—his lighthearted cousin, always at his side; and the Warriors of Distinction—best club in the school, best parties on the weekend, and best chance to be somebody around here. But all that had vanished in an instant. Josh died. The Warriors disbanded. She’d lost Jericho for good. And everybody seemed to hate her now.

Miss Pringle cleared her throat. “Miss Nelson, do you think it would interrupt your social calendar if you let us have class today?” she asked. “Or should we just look at baby pictures?”

Arielle had to stifle a giggle. She was sure November wanted to reply with a smart remark, but it probably wouldn’t be a good idea, considering it was her first day back. November wisely replied, “I’m sorry. Let’s do some chemistry!”

Miss Pringle gave a faint smile. “Good choice.”

While the teacher began the class in her rat-a-tat voice, Arielle glanced over to the windows, wishing she could open one to get the smell of chlorine out of her nose. One whole wall was filled with windows, which was why she liked this room better than those interior ones. But the windows, Arielle remembered, did not open at all. Sealed by paint or an ancient school board decision to prevent lawsuits in case some kid fell out—she wasn’t sure which—none of the third-floor classrooms allowed for any fresh air to get in. Last spring, when the building’s air-conditioning system broke down, it was brutal.

An odd, fading assortment of blinds and shades—some with holes from dry rot, some just torn and tired—covered most of the windows, keeping out the hot afternoon sun on summer days, but opened wide to celebrate the first snowfall of the winter.

“We will be using the computers today,” Miss Pringle was saying, “for recording your lab reports.”

Roscoe Robinson, a football player with a history of stunning touchdowns and a smart mouth, raised his hand. “You talkin’ about those prehistoric green-screen antiques on the side table?”

The far wall of the classroom contained a long row of tables on which sat twelve ancient IBM computers. Arielle knew that the science teachers constantly begged for new equipment, but in the four years she’d been at the school, nothing had been upgraded.

“You know how hard it is for schools to come up with money for new technology, Roscoe,” the teacher replied.

Roscoe cracked up. “If you tried to connect one of those computers to the Internet, it would explode!”

“We do the best we can,” Miss Pringle said with a sigh. “Kofi, can you take a look at a couple of them after school this week? You’re the computer genius around here.”

“Yeah, sure, Miss P,” replied Kofi.

Arielle noticed that neither Miss Pringle nor Kofi seemed to give a thought to Osrick, who could probably handle all that electronic tech repair stuff with ease and skill.

“Mrs. Witherspoon’s got lots of electronics and computer toys in her room,” Luis commented. “But all we got here is that beat-up TV on the wall.”

“She won some kind of teacher award, and she used all the money for her classroom, I hear,” Miss Pringle replied.


“If you won a prize like that, would you do that, or spend it on yourself?” Cleveland asked, leaning forward on his desk.

Miss Pringle responded by saying, “I’ll get the lab equipment out now.” She removed her keys from around her neck.

“Can I help?” Roscoe asked.

“You know my procedures, Roscoe. Are you just trying to get on my nerves?”

“Yep!”

“It’s working,” replied the teacher, but with a smile.

“Maybe we should use the stuff in the cabinet behind you,” Roscoe suggested. “At least that would match the computers they stick us with!”

“I think that stuff came from the ancient history museum!” Jericho agreed. “Cavemen used it to measure mammoth stew!”

A cabinet made of wood and glass stood behind the teacher’s desk. Many of the glass panes had been cracked or broken over the years, and the equipment hadn’t been used in ages. Full of dust-covered, old-fashioned test tubes and beakers and dozens of pieces of ancient glass paraphernalia, the cupboard was truly a remnant of classrooms of long ago.

“No, we’ll use the good stuff—at least the best we have. That’s why I keep it locked up,” the teacher explained as she began what had become a daily pattern of locking and unlocking that back door a dozen times in five minutes. Get out test tubes. Lock. Unlock. Bring out nitric acid. Lock. Unlock. Carry out five beakers. Lock. Unlock. All the while yap, yap, yapping about measurement and chemicals and formulas. It was hard to keep up with her as she walked and talked at the same time.

As Arielle watched the teacher yo-yo back and forth, she again noticed Osrick sitting by the storeroom. Arielle tried to make eye contact with him, but he had a habit of pulling his hood over his head so his face could not be seen.

As she turned back around she saw Jack Krasinski on the other side of the room and instantly grinned. Kids called him Crazy Jack, and he loved it, even encouraged it. Tall and skinny and generally liked by everybody, Jack always wore bright, showy colors—like green neon shirts and red plaid pants.

When Osrick dressed in wacky clothes, students laughed and made fun of him, but if Jack decided to wear pajamas to school, Arielle noticed, everybody thought it was really cool. She wondered why Jack could get away with it, but Osrick couldn’t.

Jack played in the school band—cymbals and drums, instruments that made maximum noise. The louder the better. Jack had once told her the racket made the voices in his head get quiet. She had no idea what he’d been talking about.

As Miss Pringle was bringing out the last of the test tubes, Jack raised his hand.

“Miss P, I forgot to take my meds this morning. Can I go do that and pee? I’ll be right back!”

“Jack, you know you’re supposed to take care of those things before class,” she said, but she grudgingly handed him the hall pass. Lots of kids took meds at school for one condition or another, but everything had to be distributed by the school nurse. Anyone caught medicating themselves could get suspended from school.

Jack, his long legs protruding from the purple gym shorts he’d worn that day even though the temperature was in the thirties, jumped up and left the room.

Miss Pringle continued with the lesson, trying to explain the chemical equations necessary to work the lab problems. She really wasn’t a bad teacher, Arielle thought—just a little strange. She shifted in her seat and tried to get comfortable. It would be a long fifty minutes.

Just as Miss Pringle was telling them how to measure the liquids in the test tubes, the fire alarm rang out shrilly. Clang-clong! Clang-clong! Clang-clong!

“Grab your personal effects, students, and line up quickly!” Miss Pringle ordered. She looked really annoyed with the interruption.

“Should we take our books or leave them to burn up in the fire?” asked Roscoe.

“Leave your books and papers; you know this is just a drill, Mr. Robinson,” Miss Pringle replied as she gathered up her materials. “Now, no more talking. Let’s go, class. Down the steps and out the side door. You know the procedures.”

Students started pulling on coats, grabbing purses, and heading to the door. The alarm kept ringing, piercing the air.

As Arielle reached for her purse, she heard November tell Jericho, “Good chance to check with the babysitter. This is the first time I’ve left the baby all day, and I’m a little worried.”

“Aw, man, it’s freezin’ out there!” Cleveland complained. “Who’d be dumb enough to plan a fire drill in February?” Six feet tall and weighing well over two hundred fifty pounds, the linebacker was unlikely to freeze, Arielle thought, but he was known to complain good-naturedly over just about everything.

“I got my coat,” Luis said as he zipped his down jacket over his slim frame. “A man’s gotta be prepared!” Luis, who ran track, had been offered both academic and athletic scholarships to several schools. His entire family always showed up for his meets. Arielle wondered wistfully what that must be like. Her family sure wasn’t like that.

“So you gonna let your main squeeze freeze?” Rosa asked Luis, her voice sounding pitiful. “I left my coat in my locker.” She rubbed the arm of his jacket.

“Girl, it’s a good thing you look so good!” Luis said with a laugh. “Here, my sweet señorita Gonzales, take the coat—my gloves, too. I’ll let you warm me up—later.”

Rosa took the coat, and they hurried out the door with the others.

Osrick darted out ahead of most of the students. He was no fool. Fire drills were a great chance for teachers to be looking elsewhere while a kid like Osrick got punched or kicked down the stairs. Jack got back from the bathroom just in time to leave again.

Clang-clong! Clang-clong! Clang-clong! Clang-clong!

“Why do they have to make that alarm so loud and so ugly?” Roscoe asked.


“To make sure people in gym and music and choir classes all can hear it,” Miss Pringle told him.

“People in China can hear that thing!” Jericho said, shaking his head, tugging Olivia by the hand out the door.

Arielle was one of the last ones to leave the room. It was just another false alarm, so what was the hurry?

When nearly everyone had moved into the hallway, Kofi tapped the teacher on the shoulder. He was at least six inches taller than she was. She turned, jerking away from his touch. “What is your problem, Mr. Freeman?” she asked, annoyance in her voice. “They time us on how quickly we clear the building, you know.”

“You forgot Eric, Miss Pringle,” Kofi reminded her.

The teacher gasped. “Oh my Lord! How could I?” She rushed back into the room, where Eric Bell, sitting quietly, his hands on the controls of his electric wheelchair, sat waiting. He looked embarrassed.

“Fire drill procedure 101,” Eric said with a sad smile. “Elevators are shut down. Crippled kid has to be carried.”

“I was informed of the procedures,” Miss Pringle tried to explain, “but I’d never really thought about exactly how we’d accomplish it. Aren’t there supposed to be two male teachers assigned to do this?” She looked around helplessly.

Who’s she waiting for—Superman to come flying around the corner? Arielle thought.

“I guess they forgot. I hate this, you know,” Eric said through clenched teeth.

Kofi ran out into the hall and returned with Jericho and Cleveland, both football players. “We got this, Miss P.”


“You can leave me up here, you know. No one will ever find out. Like you said, it’s just a drill,” Eric said.

“Oh, no, I couldn’t do that!” replied Miss Pringle. “I’d lose my job. The law says everybody must leave. Plus, I’d never forgive myself if it were a real fire and you got hurt. On top of that, you’re the only kid in my class who hasn’t yet mastered the periodic chart dance, so we’ve got work to do!”

“I got an A on the chart test, you know,” Eric replied, laughing.

“Without my dance? Unheard of!”

Looking at Eric grinning at the teacher, it dawned on Arielle that he probably preferred being teased like a real person rather than treated like a special case. She’d never thought about that before.

Jericho and Cleveland made a chair of their arms while Kofi pivoted Eric up from his wheelchair, his legs swinging limply.

“Okay, let’s get this dude to a dance hall! Honeys are waiting below!” Jericho shouted, trying to lighten the mood. Together he and Cleveland carried Eric out the door and down the steps. Arielle walked behind them, while Miss Pringle locked the classroom door.









KOFI

CHAPTER 3

THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 3




WHEN THEY REACHED THE GROUND FLOOR, Kofi darted into a classroom and grabbed a straight-back chair. Once outside, the three of them gently set Eric onto the chair and stood close to him so he wouldn’t tilt and fall. Eric had broken his back the summer before seventh grade playing Daredevil by jumping from a tree to a swimming pool. He’d missed the pool and landed on concrete. Kofi winced just thinking about it.

“Thanks, dudes,” said Eric. “And props on the chair, Kofi. This is a whole lot better than coolin’ my butt in the snow.”

“Like Weird Osrick over there?” Kofi asked. “The kid is sitting in a snowbank!”

“Did somebody toss him over there?” Cleveland asked, frowning.

“No, I think he did it on purpose to beat them to it!” “Definitely weird,” said Cleveland, turning back to Eric. “You know, if we had tried to move your electric car, we’d still be up there!”

“Yeah, that thing weighs, like, a million pounds,” Jericho added. “What do they do in your other classes when Crazy Jack pulls the alarm?”

“You think it was Jack?”

“Well, he did have to go to the bathroom just as the alarm went off.”

“He got shorts on, man,” Cleveland said. “Even Jack ain’t that crazy.”

Jack, his legs bright red in the cold air, was doing a series of jumping jacks to keep himself warm. A few other kids had joined him, laughing as they jumped on the snowy sidewalk. Kofi noticed Susan Richards, the girl who had won a free ride to Juilliard for dance, quietly doing stretches instead of leaps.

“We ought to change your name to Jumping Jack!” a senior named Rudy called out breathlessly.

Eric shivered in the cold morning air. “Well, most of my classes are on the first floor, so getting me out of the building is not usually a problem. I just roll out down the ramp. It’s just math and chemistry that are upstairs.”

“Man, it is cold!” Cleveland moaned, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “A fire drill in February is just plain stupid!”

Other kids from the chemistry class huddled close to them, shielding Eric and using one another for warmth. Jericho had his arm around Olivia. November was on her cell phone, as were many other kids.

“For a school that doesn’t allow cell phones, this place looks like a TV ad for a cell phone company!” said Kofi.

He was standing close enough to November to overhear her side of the phone call.

“So she’s asleep?…How much formula did she take?…She likes that yellow blanket, you know. Just put it close to her…. Rub her tummy if she gets fussy…. And don’t forget the music. She loves classical!…I’ll see you at three. Thanks, Laura.”

She clicked her phone closed, and her shoulders slumped.

“It’s hard being a mom, right?” Kofi asked her gently.

“Yeah. I never thought how hard it would be to leave her.”

“Who watches the baby?” asked Rosa.

“A woman who lives two blocks away has a home day care. She’s like a mama-grandmama rolled into one. A cute little old lady. She’s really sweet with the kids and experienced—but most important, I can afford her! I filled out some paperwork and got some help from the state, but I gotta find a job when school gets out,” November explained.

“And all I got to worry about is what color to do my nails this week!” Rosa said. “Better you than me!”

Kofi told November, “You know, it is what it is until you make it better.”

“That’s deep. Where’d you get that? I’m gonna put it on my wall at home.”

“Kofi’s Book of Quotations. Chapter Three: Deep Thoughts.”

“You’re silly,” November replied.


Olivia joined them then, clapping her hands together to keep them warm. “What’s up, little mama?” she asked. “How’s my favorite baby girl doing at the babysitter?”

“I just talked to Laura, who said Sunshine is eating and burping and not crying for me! Ungrateful kid. The least she could do is scream and holler and miss her mother,” November joked.

“I’m sure she misses you, November. You’ve been there for her twenty-four/seven ever since she was born. It’s gotta be hard for both of you.”

November sighed. “Yeah, it is. I know by the sound of her breathing what she needs or wants. Every cry she has is different—every noise she makes I understand. I can’t wait to get home this afternoon.”

Olivia touched November’s shoulder. “She’ll give you the biggest smile when she sees you!”

November grinned. “She might punch me in the nose instead!”

“Or poop all over you,” added Kofi. “Kids do that sometimes, you know.” Both girls laughed.

Olivia paused for a moment, her brown eyes growing serious. “So, what’s the latest from her doctors?”

November shivered, perhaps from the cold and perhaps from the thoughts of her daughter, born three months early, whose future might include some disabilities. Kofi wasn’t in on all that girl stuff, but he knew from Dana that the baby might have mental or physical developmental delays.

“She’s five months old now, and well, I guess she’s still behind on those baby charts they use to measure growth, but she’s catching up slowly. It’s like that old story of the tortoise and the hare. She’s my little turtle—slow and steady. She may not be the first kid to the finish line, but she’ll get there.”

“Doesn’t the tortoise win the race in that tale?” Olivia asked, scratching her head.

November brightened. “You know, you’re right!”

Cleveland yelled loudly then, “Hey! Somebody! Anybody! I’m freezin’ my buns off here! Somebody let us back in the building!”

Other kids started to grumble then as well. “Do you see any fire?”

“Or fire engines?”

“Anybody smell smoke?”

“It’s another false alarm.”

“Maybe they’re keepin’ us outside to punish us for pullin’ the fire alarm.”

“Did somebody have a test this period and just wanted to get out of it?”

“Who knows?”

“Where’s Jack?”

“Didn’t he go to the bathroom?”

“Jack only pulls the alarm when he has a test, man. Jack’s wack, but he’s got rules!”

“Oughta be a rule that no fire drills can be called when it’s cold like this! I’m gonna sue if I die of pneumonia!” Cleveland complained.

The all-clear bell finally sounded, and everyone hurried back into the warmth of the building. Jericho and Cleveland once again chair-lifted Eric with their arms and deposited him safely back into his own wheelchair upstairs.

“I can’t believe I’m glad to be back in this thing,” Eric remarked. “It’s like my second skin.”

But before Miss Pringle could get the class back in order, the imposing, powerful image of Mrs. Sherman, the principal, also new this year, appeared on the TV screen in the corner of the room. Each classroom had a closed-circuit television available so that morning announcements, special presentations, and video events could be seen by everyone.

A thick woman with arms and legs that looked like clay, Mrs. Sherman boomed, “Good morning, students of Douglass High School. Thank you for your orderly evacuation of the building, and we apologize if any of you were chilled by the inclement weather.”

“You think it’s a law or something that principals have to use big fat words like that?” Jericho whispered to Cleveland.

“Too much alphabet soup!” Cleveland agreed.

Kofi wiggled his toes to get them warm again as Mrs. Sherman continued.

“The fire alarm was not triggered by anyone in the administration or the fire department. Nor have we been able to locate any smoke or fire. The alarm this morning was set off by a student—one of you.” She paused for effect.

“Like we didn’t already know that!” Luis said with a smirk.

The principal droned on. “One of your peers deliberately chose to interrupt your studies and endanger your health by forcing you to stand in the cold while we evaluated the situation. This is the fourth such false alarm this semester. We want them to stop. Setting off a fire alarm when there isn’t a fire is illegal, dangerous, and punishable by suspension.”

Kofi hadn’t actually seen Crazy Jack pull the alarm, but he was pretty sure he was the one who had done it. Jack was just plain wack. He kept his band cymbals with him all day long and would crash them for no reason at all—in the halls, at lunch—wherever he felt like it. Teachers would frown and write him disciplinary reprimands, but the next week he’d be at it again.

If anybody had the nerve to pull the alarm to get out of class, it would be Jack. He made no secret of how much he hated chemistry and history. So far they’d had three tests in Jack’s history class, and there had been a fire drill during every single one. Nobody in the administration had made the connection yet, but principals, Kofi had noticed, were sometimes slow to catch the obvious.

Mrs. Sherman continued, “You know the identity of this person. He or she is endangering us all. You may send an anonymous e-mail or text message to my office with the name of the perpetrator. Or you may just write the name on a piece of paper and place it in my mailbox. I appreciate, and expect, your cooperation. Let us continue the school day with no further interruptions.” The television screen went blank.

“Yeah, right,” Kofi whispered to Arielle in front of him. “Like who’s gonna tell?” She just shrugged and bent over her work. There were only about ten minutes left before the next bell.

Kofi felt restless and had no desire to finish the chemistry lab. The left side of his forehead was throbbing. It had been almost a year since he had broken his arm in the same pledge stunt that had gotten Josh killed, and although his arm no longer ached like it used to, he found his headaches had increased. He also found that his doctor seemed to have no problem refilling his pain-med script for him.

Kofi reached down into his book bag with both hands, felt around until he found the small plastic medicine bottle, uncapped it, and removed one small round pill from it. On the street his meds were called Killers or Kickers or the Ox. But this is a legal prescription for OxyContin, he thought. I’m not like those kids who are using. He glanced around to make sure no one was looking, then popped it into his mouth and swallowed it dry. He then took a deep breath. By the time the bell rang, he was feeling much better.
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