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SAMUEL WATCHED HIS BROTHER’S big hands walk over the steering wheel, turning the pickup into the campus parking lot. He should have driven himself. Nobody who saw his prematurely graying hair would mistake him for a teenager, even as small as he was, but being dropped off still felt juvenile. The stupid things he did to make his brother feel useful. Samuel shifted, adjusting his seat belt, and double-checked to make sure the bus schedule was in his pocket.


Chris glanced at him. “You okay?”


Sometimes it seemed like that was all anyone ever asked. Samuel leaned forward, peering through the windshield as the main building came into view. The high school was a single-story building branching off in several directions, barely salvaged from eyesore status by the redwoods towering around it. The hallways looked dark and empty from across the parking lot. “Where is everyone?”


Chris stepped on the clutch and checked his watch. “Maybe class is out?”


“Dammit.” Samuel grabbed his brother’s wrist, reading the analog upside down before thrusting the muscular arm away: 3:27. “My appointment’s in three minutes!”


“Yeah? We’re here, aren’t we?”


“And what, I’m going to jog across campus and get there in the nick of time?” He twisted, reaching into the extended cab for his elbow crutches. The first one caught and he swore, jerking it free.


“Bro.” Chris put one hand on Samuel’s shoulder, quieting him, and used the other to free the second aluminum pole. “Relax. It’ll be fine, okay? You’ll do good.”


“Well. And I doubt it.” Briefly, Samuel wrestled with the temptation to shove his crutch into his brother’s washboard abs; he mastered himself by redirecting the urge into the stubborn cab door. “How long has this stupid handle been broken?”


Chris reached over and shoved the door open.


Samuel closed his eyes. Chris was not a bad person. Yes, he possessed a small lump of lead in lieu of a brain, but he wasn’t trying to be a douchebag. Samuel was just nervous. They weren’t going to fire him for being a few minutes late. Still, as he swung his legs out of the cab and shouldered his backpack, he couldn’t help muttering, “You always make me late.”


Chris gave Samuel’s arm a rough pat. “I know. Sorry.”


Now he felt like a jerk. Probably because he was being one.


“You gonna be all right? Getting home and everything? I can stay another night if you want.”


As if he hadn’t been living on his own for a decade. “I’ll be fine. You should get on the road.” Samuel slipped his arms through the cuffs and planted both crutches on the ground before sliding out of the cab. “Thanks for coming up to help.” Not that he’d asked.


“No problem. Keep in touch, huh?”


“Sure, sure.” They always went through this routine before getting back to the business of ignoring each other. He cleared his throat. “Drive safely.”


Chris’s reply was interrupted by an eight-bit rendition of “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.” “Must be Tammy.” He dug through the garbage-littered dash and came up with a cell phone. “Oh, it’s Dad. Here, you can say hi.” He punched a button. “Hey, Dad. Sam and I are—”


Samuel slammed the door. Chris quirked an eyebrow, then shrugged and waved.


In spite of the time, Samuel forced himself to stand on the curb and watch as the battered Ranger pulled away. A gust of autumn wind hit him in the face, and the smell of freshly cut grass slid up his nostrils, sharp as a knife. He drew in a breath and let it out slowly.


When the truck disappeared around the end of the block, Samuel turned away from the curb and started toward the nearest doorway. He frowned, glanced over one shoulder, and realized where he was. “Shit.” Chris had dropped him off in the wrong lot.


Then a bell shrilled, and eight hundred students came pouring out of fifty-odd rooms.


IT TOOK SAMUEL fifteen minutes to hike across campus and all of his upper-body strength to squeeze through the spring-loaded door of the portable office building, but it wasn’t until he’d stepped into his own classroom that he wondered what the hell he had gotten himself into.


The secretary had been nice enough, reassuring him when he showed up breathless, perspiring, and twenty minutes late that “Vince” was still out with the track team. Though the petite brunette was college-age at best, she invited him to “take a seat, dear” and fetched him a paper cup of water from the cooler. Two decades past puberty and every woman on the planet still felt compelled to mother him.


Vince Irving had entered a couple of minutes later, along with a heavy whiff of cologne. He looked more like a football coach than a principal, barrel-chested and clean-shaven, with a windbreaker sporting the school logo over a crisply ironed shirt. “Mr. Cooke!” he’d said, too loudly, and shoved a hand forward.


Oh, look, a walking cliché. Samuel took the proffered hand briefly. “My pleasure, Mr. Irving.” He grabbed his crutches and pushed himself to his feet. “Please, just Samuel.”


“Sam. Vince.”


No, not Sam. Samuel. He clamped his mouth shut on the correction. “Apparently I’ve got a ream of paperwork to fill out?”


Irving shrugged it aside. “Come see Joyce in the next week or two and she’ll get you squared away. Thought you’d be more interested in your classroom, eh?”


A glance at the secretary confirmed she was Joyce. “Sounds good.”


“Toss ’em.” Irving held up a palm and Joyce pitched a ring of keys. “That’s my girl. Back in a few.” He shouldered the door open for Samuel.


Samuel shuffled down the ramp and squeezed to one side, making room for Irving to pass. “Why don’t you go first?” They weren’t going to fit side by side on the narrow sidewalk, and the grass bordering it was a muddy mess. It hadn’t rained that much overnight; they were probably still dousing the area with sprinklers.


As the principal ambled toward the main building, he dug a bag of sunflower seeds out of a pocket and dumped a handful in his mouth. Samuel counted the shells that fell to the ground as he trailed behind.


Indoors, the halls were white-tiled and vacant, bearing enough similarity to hospital corridors to be disconcerting, save for the smell of stale sweat and rain. Irving fell back now that there was room, but he left the kind of wide, anxious gap between them that always made Samuel want to say, “Relax; I’m not going to break if you trip me.”


“You know,” Irving said, “we have full inclusion here.”


Wow. “Fascinating.” Obviously he was dying to hear about everyone else who happened to have some god-awful condition.


“Yessir.” Irving missed the sarcasm completely. “Started in the early nineties.” He had switched to spitting the shells into his hand, and he paused to shake the soggy handful into a big gray garbage can. “We’re considered very progressive, even by California standards.”


Was that why the nearest handicapped spot was half a mile from the office? Samuel needed to change the subject before he said something he couldn’t take back. “So . . . she’s your daughter, then?”


Irving’s bushy white eyebrows went up. “Who?”


Crap. “Um, Joyce?”


He burst into laughter. “Joyce? My daughter?”


“I thought . . .” Samuel had assumed they were related, because otherwise—well, if Rashid, CEO of the software firm Samuel had worked for in L.A., ever addressed any of his female employees as “my girl,” he’d have angry lawyers lined up around the block. Maybe Irving and Joyce had worked together a long time, although Joyce was pretty young. Maybe things were just different here.


Irving pulled a wallet out of his back pocket. “These,” he announced, “are my girls.”


Samuel offered the obligatory murmur of admiration and saw that Irving’s family really was quite attractive. He had two cheerful blondes in their twenties, and although his wife was showing her age, she was a dignified, handsome woman. “Nice.”


“My pride and joy. Ah, here’s your room.” Irving jammed the key into the lock, jiggled it, then grabbed the knob and threw his shoulder into lifting the door. “Damn keys have been copied so many times,” he explained, stepping inside.


Four rows of outdated computer banks stretched from the front of the room to the back, paired so students sat facing left or right. The right wall was composed entirely of windows, looking out over a concrete courtyard that had been painted by students. The only problem Samuel could see, initially, was the teacher’s desk, positioned on the far side of the room. He didn’t relish the thought of threading through the mess of chairs and naked cables, but he needed the lesson plans for tomorrow.


He made it to the back of the room without performing a face-plant in front of his new boss and found the promised binder centered neatly on the desk. It bore a sticky note with his name. He lifted the cover—and found a single piece of college-ruled paper. It said, in loopy red handwriting:


Keyboarding, Mon.–Thurs.: Students use typing prog. to improve.


Fri.: Print out stats and give awards (in desk).


Programming: Students researching history of programming. Presentations due next month.


Underneath was a bell schedule and a roll sheet for each class.


“Mrs. Phelps said she’d leave her lesson plans,” he said weakly. They’d spoken on the phone three times before he’d accepted the position, and she’d promised—promised—to leave everything he needed to run the class until Christmas.


Samuel opened the desk drawers one by one, but there were only a few overphotocopied awards with blanks for names and typing speed.


He looked at Irving, willing him to recall that Mrs. Phelps had left a box of supplies in the office. Irving shrugged. “You know how women get when they’re pregnant.”


“I don’t, actually.” Samuel looked out the window, biting the inside of his cheek. Was this some kind of sick joke? What the hell was he going to do? Phelps had said it was easy. Said his programming expertise more than compensated for his expired credential and almost total lack of classroom experience. Clearly the school board had agreed; they’d been thrilled to have someone with his “distinguished résumé.” And he’d believed her. Them. The truth was, he had no clue what he was doing. He’d been depending on those lesson plans to carry him until he figured it out.


And in sixteen hours, he would be standing here in front of thirty-two kids who expected him to be in control.


Irving shifted. “You want some time to . . . ?”


“Nope. I’m done.” Or screwed. One of those. Samuel flipped the binder shut and picked his way back around the edge of the room. He guessed from Irving’s thoughtful frown that the man was wondering why anyone in his right mind would abandon a lucrative career in software design for a low-paying interim position at a public institution. Samuel was beginning to wonder that himself.


Then Irving said, “So what happened? Car accident or something?”


“Excuse me?”


He gestured to Samuel’s lower half—the aluminum elbow crutches and the ankle braces outlined against his pants. “How’d you get hurt?”


Right. Because it simply wasn’t possible to mind one’s own fucking business. It didn’t bother him much if it was a kid asking, or someone with an obvious mental impairment. But any thinking adult ought to understand this wasn’t an appropriate topic for casual chitchat. Granted, Irving reminded him of Chris: about two hitters short of a lineup.


Still, this was his new boss, so he swallowed the sarcastic comeback and gritted his teeth. “Occult spinal dysraphism.” See if Irving could remember that long enough to Google it. “It’s a congenital birth defect. Disappointing, I know.” That was half the story, but it was all Irving would get. Samuel stumped past him into the hall. Though he had half a mind to keep going, he had known this job wouldn’t be easy. He wasn’t about to throw in the towel over this dumbass. Or lesson plans.


Irving locked up and handed Samuel the key, which he took to mean that the orientation was over. Thank God. His thighs ached from the trek across campus, and all he wanted to do was spend the evening with the most surreal novel he could find in his to-be-read pile. Unfortunately, what he’d actually be doing tonight was poring over the Internet for lesson plans. At least the fiber-optic line had kicked in yesterday; dial-up would have turned this disaster into an emergency of epic proportions.


Irving rubbed his hands together. “How d’you like sports, Sam?” He grinned, revealing a row of broad white incisors so perfect they had to be dentures.


Samuel had a fleeting, irrational vision of his body stretched unconscious across the hall tiles, Irving bending over him, rubbing his hands furiously and yelling, “Clear!”


“Honestly? I make a lousy shortstop.” Samuel shouldn’t have said it, but he was tired and annoyed, and he really, really didn’t like to be called Sam.


He expected Irving to go red and apologize, but the principal just looked puzzled. And then he guffawed. “No, no, I mean watching.” The laugh descended into a chuckle.


Samuel revised his opinion of Irving from “affable cliché” to “unbearable ass.”


“I’m sure you’ve heard we’re famous for our girls’ basketball.”


Samuel hadn’t. Or he’d forgotten. “How could I not?” So long as it brought the conversation to an end.


“Great! We’ve got a home game in twenty minutes. I’ll show you the gym.”


“Um. Yeah. I’d love to, but my brother dropped me off on the way out of town and the last bus on my route comes at five.” Actually six, but he was betting Irving didn’t know that.


“The bus?” Irving gave him a look that said he might be a little daft. “You’re in town, aren’t you? I’ll give you a lift.” He reached out and gripped Samuel’s shoulder with one big hand. “Come on, make your first day at Healdsburg High complete.”


He shrugged out of Irving’s grasp. “Like I said, I’d love to, but seeing as Mrs. Phelps failed to fulfill her obligations, I need the time to plan.”


“Oh.” Irving’s face fell. “Sure, I understand. Gotta make your first day a good one, eh?” He flashed another big smile, but there was something forced in it. As if he was genuinely disappointed by Samuel’s refusal.


Oh, God. He was going to regret saying this. “Some other time?”


Thankfully, an alternate date and time didn’t pop out of Irving’s mouth. “Sure,” he said. “Another time. Take care, hm?”


Samuel nodded and busied himself tucking the key into a pocket, allowing Irving a head start. Now all he had to do was locate the bus stop and he’d be home free. He’d taken a good long look at the map, and now that he had a moment to think, he oriented himself easily. The stop should be out the doors behind him and across the parking lot. It was nice not to have his thoughts interrupted every two seconds.


Nice. To be alone.


Samuel closed his eyes. He was already retreating. Just like his father had said he would.


No.


Irving was annoying, but he wouldn’t be the only person at the game. Basketball wasn’t Samuel’s cup of tea, but so what? At least it wasn’t baseball. And how much time did he really need to plan for a subject he could deconstruct in his sleep?


Samuel opened his eyes. Irving hadn’t quite reached the doors at the end of the empty hall. He could still fix this.


“Hey, Vince?”


Irving turned.


“Wait up.”


THE GYM SMELLED like the hallways, only more so. Parents and older relatives filled the wooden bleachers on the far wall; younger kids shot hoops on the empty court. Standing in the doorway, Samuel flinched when a rogue basketball smacked the wall above his head.


Almost everyone lay on the spectrum between Caucasian pink and Latino brown, with a couple of Asians thrown in for good measure, and for a moment he imagined every eye upon him. Samuel, the one who never went out to lunch with the guys. Who never spoke about his personal life because he didn’t have one. Who had refused so many happy-hour invitations his coworkers no longer bothered to ask. What was he doing here, at a basketball game?


It was all in his head, of course. Nobody knew him from Adam. If he was here, at the game, he would be the kind of guy who went to basketball games. Simple as that.


In front of him, Irving lifted his arms and stretched, exuding a kind of paternal aura over what was clearly his domain. He surveyed the gym and then glanced at Samuel. “My brother’s in town—supposed to meet me here. I oughta hunt him down before the game starts. You want to come?”


“That’s all right, I’ll find a seat.”


Irving patted Samuel’s shoulder for—what, the third time now? “Enjoy the show!”


And then Samuel was alone.


He surveyed the stands. Senior citizens and sulky teens had already taken most of the bottom row, and he had no hope of getting any higher. A smaller set of seats, about five rows high, ran along the wall to the right of the door he had come through, interrupted in the center by the scorekeeper’s podium. A few middle-aged men and women sat along the top row, backs against the wall. From the way they chatted, intermittent and casual, he guessed they were his soon-to-be coworkers. Samuel couldn’t quite work up the guts to introduce himself, so he shuffled a third of the way down the court and sat in the vacant bottom row, tucking his backpack and crutches behind the bench.


A referee appeared and began shooing kids off the floor. Shoes squeaked and balls went flying.


Samuel checked his watch and wondered how long the game would take. He wished to God he’d brought his car.


“You can’t sit here.”


“What?” Samuel blinked and looked up. He was being addressed by a large, blocky woman with a clipboard. Her graying hair was cropped close, and she wore a man’s polo shirt tucked into cotton shorts.


“You need to move. My team sits here.”


“Oh. Oh, right, sorry.” He slipped his backpack on and reached for the crutches. His legs didn’t want to move, and he had to shove himself up. Now where was he going to sit?


“Hey.”


He looked at the coach.


She gestured to the end of the row. “Just slide down. You won’t bother anyone.”


He felt a rush of gratitude. “Thanks.”


She gave him a curt nod, then hiked up one leg of her shorts and stepped over two rows to the scorekeeper’s podium. “Harry,” she barked, “get my center’s name wrong again, and I will shove that microphone down your throat.”


Yikes.


Samuel had just gotten resettled when the locker room doors opened and the girls thundered out. The floor shook as the two teams jogged around the court and started shooting layups. They warmed up for five minutes, and then the game began.


Since basketball seemed to be a Big Deal in his new hometown, Samuel tried to pay attention. It wasn’t bad, really. The contest was tense; the teams were well matched, both determined to win. He made it about fifteen minutes before his attention wandered. The people in the stands were much more interesting.


Mothers gripped knees and smiled with clenched jaws; fathers hollered at the refs. The local sportswriter was easy to identify, trying to scribble notes, cheer, and balance his enormous camera all at once. Samuel spent several minutes studying an unshaven man in the first row who was chanting what might have been antiquated cheerleader’s rhymes. The aging alumnus wore a fifteen-year-old letterman jacket with pride.


Samuel tried not to stare at the coach, but it was hard to ignore someone just a few feet away, particularly someone so focused. She stood motionless for most of the game, clipboard clutched between her large hands. Her eyes never left the floor except to glance at the board, and every now and then she called out a girl’s last name and a command, like “Morales! Out of the key!” She was not ignored. The contrast between her and the visiting team’s coach, who paced and shouted and paced some more, was striking.


Irving reappeared at halftime, trailed by his own clone. Irving Two looked a little bulkier, a little older, and a little rougher around the edges, as if he did something physical for a living. Both towered over Samuel, who didn’t bother to stand.


The original Irving gave his sibling’s shoulder a friendly whack. “Butch, Sam. Sam, my brother. Oh, Butch, did I mention about Mrs. Phelps? Some sort of high-risk pregnancy deal, she’s out for the year. Sam here’s taking over her keyboarding classes.”


“And programming.” Samuel’s preference would have been programming only. “Nice to meet you.”


“So,” Irving prompted, “whaddaya think? About our girls?”


It felt like being asked to pass judgment on a child’s crayon drawing. Samuel wasn’t sure what he was supposed to see. “Well, they’re tall.” He glanced at the scoreboard. The home team was down by three points. “Looks like they have a chance.”


Butch smirked. “If they lose, it won’t be her fault.” He nodded to the scorekeeper’s podium, where the girls’ coach was leaning over the table.


“Nguyen,” she said loudly. “It’s Nguyen. Why is this so difficult for you?”


The man shrugged and mumbled an excuse.


The coach grabbed the pencil out of his hand. “Look. I’m writing it out phonetically, right here so you can see it. W-I-N. Nguyen. Get it right.” She snapped the pencil in half, slammed it on the podium, and stomped down to the floor. “Ladies,” she called. “Huddle up.”


“Wow,” said Samuel. She had physical presence and an acid tongue.


Mistaking his admiration for shock, Irving laughed and turned his back on the coach. “She’s an old battle-ax,” he confided, “but the girls would be nothing without her. You ever have to deal with the woman, my advice is, don’t argue.”


Butch tucked his meaty hands into the front pocket of his sweatshirt. “Better not to deal with her at all,” he muttered. “She’ll rip you a new one.”


“And Butch would know,” Irving said.


Butch gave his brother a shove. “Shut up, Vince.”


The coach cast a glance their way, almost as if she had heard. Her face darkened.


Samuel averted his eyes. “Uh, right.” The Irving brothers engaged him in a little more obligatory chitchat and then departed as the third quarter began. “I’d still like that ride,” he called, lest he be forgotten.


Irving tossed a wave over one shoulder.


The second half of the game was tooth-and-nail, and when the final buzzer sounded the home team was down by two points. The girls filed into the locker room, faces showing how much it hurt to come so close.


Samuel scanned the gym for Irving, but he couldn’t spot the principal in the confusion of the emptying stands. He stayed put, figuring he’d have better luck waiting for Irving to find him.


Slowly the crowd dissipated. The players began to emerge from the locker room in twos and threes, sweaty, tired, and defeated. They hugged, slapped shoulders, and parted to return to the unconditional love of their families.


Then the gym was empty. Samuel worried Irving had forgotten him until he heard a telltale bark of laughter beyond the open doors. He glanced at his watch and sighed. Two hours and all he’d accomplished was meeting Irving’s doppelgänger.


“Does this look like a hotel?”


Samuel looked up to find the coach coming out of the locker room, dragging a netted bag of basketballs. She turned to lock the door as Samuel levered himself to his feet.


“Um . . . Irving was supposed to drive me home.” That sounded idiotic. What was he, twelve?


She looked him up and down. Not disdainfully—simply taking him in, sizing him up in a matter-of-fact way. Slight, sharp-featured, and prematurely graying. Oh, and crippled. Couldn’t forget that. Samuel guessed he didn’t make a very impressive show.


Well, so what? So he couldn’t handle the sack of basketballs she hefted over one shoulder. He was neat, he was clean, and he was well shaven. That counted for something, didn’t it? He hoped so, because he didn’t have much else.


“You’re Cooke?” It wasn’t much of a question; she knew exactly who he was.


“Yep.”


She lumbered past him with the slightly hip-centered gait of someone who’d had knee surgery—twice, he saw—throwing extra weight into her stride to compensate for the basketballs. “Irving family’s big on talk,” she said, not entirely in a friendly way. She didn’t seem very friendly on the whole. “I’ll take you.”


He started after her, slowly. His knees were stiff from sitting so long. “Don’t feel like you need to—”


“Don’t start.”


Samuel wondered what he’d done to offend her, then realized she probably wasn’t irritated at him so much as the outcome of the game. He followed her across the court to a low-ceilinged entryway and waited as she unlocked the storeroom door and tossed the basketballs inside.


“Thanks,” he said to her back. When she turned, he added, “Too bad about the game.”


She frowned, and he worried she might be preparing to chew him out, or maybe snap him in half like a pencil. Then she shook her head. “We’ll do better in the finals.” She put a hand out, making the gesture a kind of rough apology. “I’m sure Vince has told you what he thinks of me, but I doubt he mentioned my name.”


“Uh.” Samuel wasn’t often or easily embarrassed, but as her palm closed around his slender fingers, he knew confirmation of her guess was written on his face.


She laughed. “Don’t worry, it’s an even trade. Cassamajor. Everyone calls me Cass.”


“Is your first name too horrible to mention?”


She laughed again. Samuel had a feeling that might be some kind of record for her. “Greta.”


He smiled. “I like it. Greta Cassamajor. Entirely my pleasure.”


She gave him a sideways look, as if trying to decide whether he was for real. Then she shrugged and started for the door, digging in her pocket. Outside, she pulled out a second set of keys and nodded toward the central parking lot. “That way.”


“Right.” Samuel left her to squint at the lock in the waning light, grateful for the head start over the cracked, uneven pavement.


“Irving!” he heard her call. “Cooke’s with me!”


“What?” came the distracted reply. “Oh—give me one minute—”


“Forget it, Vince.” The way she said his name sounded like “asshole.”


A moment later the crunch of gravel signaled Greta’s approach, and Samuel sensed she had to check herself to keep from passing him. She was the kind of woman who functioned on one speed: efficiency. Maybe he couldn’t pace her physically, but he was betting Irving’s intellectual lag was far more irritating.


Greta drove a Suburban. She unlocked the passenger side and let the door swing open. “Need help?” She reached into the seat and shoved a couple of binders out of his way.


“I’ve got it.” He set about to make good on his words as she circled to the driver’s side, but the vehicle was higher than it looked. Or he was more tired than he thought. When she slid in and slammed the door, he wavered dangerously between a crutch lodged against the gearbox and legs that simply would not hold his weight.


Greta stuck the key in the ignition, leaned over, and pulled him in by one arm.


Prior experience dictated there would now be an awkward silence, followed by the hasty initiation of a conversation totally unrelated to his disability. And yes, the car was quiet as she navigated out of the parking lot, but it wasn’t the tense, uncomfortable silence he was used to. Greta wasn’t embarrassed; she was genuinely indifferent.


Which wasn’t exactly heartening, either.


“Right or left?” She was about to turn out of the lot.


Samuel looked both ways. “Uh . . .”


Greta gave him a withering look. “You don’t know.”


Samuel swallowed. He’d only known the woman a few minutes, but he was already quite certain he didn’t want to end up on the short list with the brothers Irving. “Hey, I’ve only been in town a week.” The excuse sounded lame even to him. “There’s some supermarket down the street . . . Amsted, Almsbed?”


“Anstead’s.” She turned right. “What street?”


Samuel knew that one. “Four-forty-two North.” He was rather proud of having discovered the little two-bedroom, slab-floor bungalow. Because of the lack of foundation, he didn’t even need a ramp to get in. It didn’t have a dishwasher, either, but he’d arranged for a part-time housekeeper to worry about that. All things considered, it was perfect—almost worth the arm and a leg it had cost to buy. Though Healdsburg didn’t look like much, the tiny wine-country town was apparently a weekend haven for wealthy San Franciscans.


Greta knew her way around; she found the street without a single wrong turn and pulled up next to the curb when he said “here” as though she hadn’t needed the verbal cue. She yanked the emergency brake and opened her door.


“I can—” She was already halfway around the car. Although getting down was much simpler than going up, Samuel let her manhandle him to the ground. He didn’t thank her this time; she didn’t seem to require affirmation.


“Well.” He shrugged his sleeves down. “Would you like to come in for, um, a cup of coffee, or . . . something?” It seemed like a neighborly thing to offer.


Her eyebrows went up. “Coffee? This late? No.”


“Oh.” Probably for the best, given that his coffeemaker was in a box somewhere in his living room. “Right.” There was silence. This time it was awkward. “So, have you been teaching here for long?”


“Yes.”


He waited. She didn’t elaborate. “I’m, um, not a teacher. I mean, I wasn’t. I was programmer at this place in L.A. We made architectural design software for large-scale projects. Stadiums, skyscrapers—” Like she cared.


“So why are you here?”


Was that a question or a challenge? “I, well—” He wished he’d prepared an answer in advance. “There was this accident.” Oh, genius. Use Irving’s idiot assumption. Playing the tragic-accident card will win everyone’s respect. “Uh, that’s not why I’m—I mean, I wasn’t hurt, but I kept thinking, if I had died, what had I ever done that was worthwhile?” Better. “So I came up with some innovative stuff, big deal. I get a footnote in Wikipedia. Meanwhile, my life is twelve-hour days and takeout on the way home. So I thought, you know, teaching.”


The corner of her mouth twitched. Barely. Suddenly he felt very silly and naive.


“Stupid, right? But I did get my credential in college, and—there were supposed to be lesson plans. But there aren’t, and I honestly have no idea what I’m doing, and . . .” And tomorrow was going to be a complete disaster. What did he expect her to do? He had gotten himself into this hole, and he would have to dig his way out. She didn’t give a damn, she just wanted to drop him off and go home. “I . . . whatever. Thanks for the ride.”


They looked at each other in the half-light.


This was the point when Samuel sort of expected her to leave. He cleared his throat and tried again. “I doubt we’ll be seeing much of each other, so—”


“Not unless you have a problem with my players. Half of them are in your sixth period.”


Samuel frowned. Why would that mean there would be . . . unless she wanted him to— “You need me to let them off for games?” Great, his first day—no, his minus-one day, and already he was being confronted with a major ethical dilemma. Standing on the sidewalk in front of his house at night in the almost rain.


“Don’t be an idiot,” she snapped. “I expect you to give them makeup work. Playing sports is a privilege, not an excuse.”


Whew. “I agree.” He hadn’t imagined the basketball coach would share his opinion.


“Good.” She started around her car. “Some advice for tomorrow and the rest of the year. Don’t trust your students.” She gave him a thin, joyless smile as she opened the driver’s-side door. “Even the good ones don’t see us as human. Good night, Mr. Cooke.”


“Good night, uh—” Did she expect him to call her Ms. Cassamajor? The formality seemed right in her mouth but strange coming out of his. Just Cass seemed weird, too. In the end the problem solved itself: she got into her car and shut the door.


Samuel waved and started up the front walk, puzzling over her warning. Were the little buggers going to trip him in the halls? Steal his keys? Surely they weren’t that low. Were they? Great, something new to worry about.


He didn’t hurry getting his keys out, but when he stepped inside and turned to close the door, he wished he had. Greta’s car was just pulling away.


At least she hadn’t called him “dear.”
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AFTER FIVE HOURS OF sleep and a double espresso (obtained at a drive-through near the supermarket), Samuel was nervous. Really, really nervous. And not just because Greta’s dour warning had kept him up half the night. In Architective’s early days, he’d frequently been called upon to give presentations to potential clients—an event usually followed by furious upchucking. That particular duty had vanished from his job description the second time Rashid found him passed out on the bathroom floor. Though the visceral terror of those meetings had faded, the curious eyes of thirty teenagers playing over his body was bringing it all back.


He distracted himself by taking a quick mental survey of the class. Roughly half were guys wearing large white shirts and pants so big they could have housed three of him. He’d read online about Healdsburg’s history as a farming community, so these had to be the sons of laborers and migrant workers, mostly. The other half were descendants of the Italians who had migrated here a century earlier, now the successful owners of the vineyards sprawling across every hill. The outliers were three blondes, one redhead, and an Asian kid in the back.


Gradually the muted chatter died. The clock showed two minutes past the hour, but Samuel hadn’t heard a bell. “Um. Sorry, did the period begin?”


A nervous titter rippled through the room.


“I’ll take that as a yes.” Okay. He could do this. Samuel drew in a breath and began with the words he had rehearsed while trying to sleep the previous night. “Good morning. I understand that you’ve had a succession of subs since Mrs. Phelps left. Fortunately, that’s over. I’ll be with you until June.”


Silence. They looked disappointed. Or indifferent.


He plowed on. “My name. Samuel Cooke, no relation to the singer.” Blank stares. Apparently they had no more knowledge of the musician than his mother. “Mr. Cooke to you, I guess. Before I take roll, do we have any football players in the room?”


They did. Which was fortunate; his arms, locked at the elbows, had nearly reached their limit. A minute of uneasy jockeying and some assistance from a few other hands got the unwieldy teacher’s desk from one end of the room to the other. “Could someone get the chair? And that binder? Thanks.” He sat, gratified to find that the chair had casters, and tucked his crutches under the desk.


Now. Roll. He grabbed a pencil and started in the middle of the sheet. “Silvia Jimenez?” One of the girls in front raised her hand. He’d memorize the list later using a couple of mnemonic tricks; the real issue was pairing names with faces. Fortunately one of the online teaching guides he’d consulted had a solution. “Silvia, tell me something weird about yourself.”


“Um . . . something weird?” Her stricken expression screamed, Oh God, don’t put me on the spot!


Samuel hadn’t expected this to be a big deal. “To help me remember you.”


She chewed her lip. “I don’t like pizza?”


He penciled “pizza” by her name. “Hope you’re not planning on college. You’ll starve to death.”


The joke wasn’t even funny, but everyone in the room laughed. It was like running a board meeting with a bunch of children. And they were children, he realized, all terrified of being singled out for ridicule. It was painful to watch: the girl in the corner, tracing her mouth with a finger to ensure her prostitute-pink lipstick was in place; the boy by the window ducking his head to pick a zit unobserved. Samuel tried meeting a pair of eyes. They flashed away. He tried several more with the same result.


His status—teacher, adult—automatically cloaked him with an aura of confidence. As far as these kids were concerned, he wasn’t capable of anxiety or insecurity.


They don’t see you as human, Greta had said. Maybe that was a good thing.


He picked another name. “Fernando Juarez.”


“Yeah. I think this class sucks ass.”


Samuel looked up and pinpointed the genius, a pint-sized kid in the back row. Fernando held his gaze. Interesting. “How original,” Samuel said, loading his voice with sarcasm. He paused and then, perhaps childishly, wrote “sucks ass” after the boy’s name. “Melinda Lopez?”


He took his time finishing roll, taking care to note each face and name, then opened his backpack and took out a ream of white printer paper. He grabbed half an inch off the top and held it out toward the redhead (Sadie, World of Warcraft addict). “Everyone take a piece. Fold it lengthwise”—he demonstrated, as the guide had suggested—“and put it over your hands as you type.”


They groaned.


“Hey, hey.” It wasn’t hard to deduce that the class had spent the last few weeks fooling around and were reluctant to return to work. “Look, you guys cooperate, and you can have the last ten minutes to do whatever. Okay?” He looked around the room. “I can’t let you just goof off.”


Grumbling assents.


“By the end of the week, I want to know where each of you stands in terms of speed and accuracy. After that, I’ll try to mix it up.” Which didn’t mean much; it was keyboarding, after all. He’d do what he could.


After they’d been at it for fifteen minutes, he got up to stretch his legs and doodle on the board, putting up strings of code in various programming languages for his next (real) class. Figuring he ought to patrol, he wandered over to the right side of the room, shuffling down the row so he could see the screens.


“Oh my God.” The clacking of thirty keyboards came to an abrupt halt. Samuel waved an arm at the nearest computer and then the rest of the row. “These—this—what the hell is this?” He was looking at a room of neon-blue screens and pixelated white text. No frame, no operating system. It was practically DOS. “You don’t have a word processing program? Like Word?”


A couple of kids in the next row shrugged. “Not really,” someone said.


“FREAKING DINOSAURS.” SAMUEL used the fifteen-minute break between second and third period to run a systems check on the computer nearest his desk. Glancing at the clock to make sure he had time, he went deeper, exposing the shameful innards of the outdated machine.


The computers weren’t complete garbage, but they were close. Probably the best solution was to load them up with bootlegged copies of Windows XP. They’d run slow and crash occasionally, but for keyboarding, it would do. Still, how the hell was he supposed to run a serious programming class with this kind of shit?


Hearing the door open, he looked up to see Sadie, the redhead, come in. She was eating chips out of a plastic sandwich bag.


“Hey,” he said. “What’s up?”


She looked at her feet. “I’m in programming, too.”


“Ah.” No surprise that someone obsessed with an online role-playing game had an interest in programming. Her shyness was palpable, so Samuel went back to digging through the operating system, getting rid of redundant nonsense.


“Are we gonna get new ones?” She moved closer, watching the screen over his shoulder.


“What, computers?” She nodded and he laughed. “I can ask, but I kinda doubt it.” The five-minute warning bell rang. Samuel picked up his crutches and headed toward his desk. “I used to play Warcraft. In college.”


Sadie’s eyes widened. “Seriously?”


He sat and settled back, bouncing a little. “Of course, that was the original real-time strategy. You’d laugh if you saw it now. I tried WoW for a few months when it came out, though. I liked to tank. Got up to level forty with my orc warrior.”


“I play a blood elf mage. We do runs on Friday nights. I mean the programming class—we have a guild.”


It was Samuel’s turn to be surprised; he’d never have guessed an entire class of adolescents could keep a guild in order.


He was less impressed when the bell rang. “Uh, where is everyone?” He was looking at Sadie plus four guys. “There’re twenty-three names here.”


“Not anymore,” said a tall, bony kid perched on the back of his chair. “Everyone transferred out after Mrs. Phelps left.”


Samuel sighed. What did it matter? Teaching five kids how to program was easier than thirty, and he still got paid. “All right, introduce yourselves.” He waved at the whiteboard behind him. “Give me your name and what languages you recognize.”


The same kid laughed and slid down to straddle his seat backward. “I’m Marcus. And nobody here has a clue what any of that means.”


The other students traded uneasy glances.


Briefly, Samuel closed his eyes. He motioned for them to continue. “Just names, then. Sadie said you guys have a guild, so tell me what you play in WoW, too.”


Nick was more freckles than not, while Travis had long, stringy yellow hair. The best-looking of the bunch and the only Latino, Lemos had a first name but preferred not to use it. Sadie, as far as Samuel could tell, seemed to be accepted as “one of the guys.” Marcus Menghini was classic Italian.


When they finished introducing themselves, Samuel sat back, fiddling with the pencil he’d intended to use to make notes. “As you’ll figure out pretty quickly, this is my first time teaching. Until two months ago, I was Architective’s senior programmer.”


He hadn’t expected that to mean anything, but Marcus’s caterpillar eyebrows drew together. “Architective? They made, uh, uh . . .” He snapped his fingers. “That thing, um . . . it’s a middleware for video games. My brother told me about this. It was part of some architectural software or something, but they realized it could be used for . . . jeez, I forget. AI? It was some total fluke—”


“Yeah,” Samuel said quickly. “That company.” Everyone always assumed the heuristic he’d developed for digital crowd behavior had been a lucky accident. He’d known exactly what he was doing, and that, combined with Rashid’s business acumen, had launched the firm. Which was why he still owned 10 percent. “Hopefully my experience will mean I can give you some real, practical skills. On the other hand, I have no idea how to do this teaching crap, so if I’m totally screwing up, please let me know.”


Nick raised a freckled hand and pointed at the upper-left corner of the board, where Samuel had scribbled his name, phone number, and address. “You probably don’t wanna do that.”


Samuel kicked himself mentally. Listing the info had been an automatic part of every client meeting. Rashid said it established trust, knowing the head of the project was always on call. “Thanks.” He cleared his throat. “So, we have a problem. I have no clue what Mrs. Phelps planned on teaching you, but these computers are shit. Uh, garbage. We have to figure out—”


“These aren’t the programming computers,” Marcus interjected.


“What?” Samuel wondered if he should ask the kid to raise his hand. But with only five students, it didn’t seem important.


Sadie flashed a palm. “There’s a smaller lab out in the portables, way better than these. I think they run Vista.”


Hallelujah. “Why aren’t we having class there?”


Marcus rolled his eyes. “Because they’re dumbasses? They just told us we had to be in here from now on.”


Sadie shot Marcus a shut up look. He frowned, confused.


What was Sadie— Oh. Right. Samuel had been sitting behind the desk the entire period. “Uh, actually,” he said, “I think ‘they’ were being considerate. Not smart, but considerate.” He shrugged and held up a crutch.


Marcus was unimpressed. “Now what?”


“How about this: you guys help me reconfigure the crap in here. It’ll be a good starter project. I’ll find out if we can switch out some of these computers for the ones in the other lab. Sound good?”


They nodded and murmured assent.


“Okay. Let’s see what you know about DOS.”


“MIND IF I come in?” The classroom door cracked open an inch, revealing a wind-pinked nose and a shock of unruly brown hair.


“Uh, sure.” Samuel set his backpack down. His fourth and fifth periods, inconveniently bracketing lunch, were not technically classes. Mrs. Phelps had described his duties loosely as “media coordinator” in the library. He’d gotten the idea he was supposed to be on hand for classes needing the equipment, but since he wasn’t sure what that entailed, he’d decided to take his things with him.


The door swung in, and a slender man in a burgundy sweater-vest, beige slacks, and shiny brown loafers stepped over the threshold. “Well, hello.” He used his fingers to comb back unkempt jaw-length hair, reminding Samuel of a young Beethoven. “You are young!”


Samuel laughed. “Nice to hear, coming from you.” First Greta, now this guy—everyone knew who he was.


“I was worried.” The younger man hitched up a pant leg and slid onto the edge of the desk, grinning boyishly. “I enjoy my status as baby of the family.”


“Really. Mr.—?”


“Moore. Call me Greg. Samuel, right?”


Samuel nodded. “Not to be rude, but I’m supposed to be at the library.”


“Oh, sure. I’ll come with.” Moore waited in the doorway, hands shoved deep into his pockets as Samuel shouldered his backpack and stood. Then he backstepped into the hall.


Samuel closed the door. “Don’t you have class?”


“Fourth period’s my prep, otherwise known as nap time.” Moore pointed at the knob before raking his hair out of his eyes. “You’re gonna wanna lock that.”


“I’m coming back—”


“Yeah, and in the meantime, all of your dry-erase pens will have mysteriously disappeared.”


Wonderful. Samuel dug the key out of his pocket and shoved it in the lock. It didn’t want to turn. He took it out and turned it over; it went in either way.


“No, no, like this.” Moore plucked the key from Samuel’s fingers. “Divot goes up. In—not quite all the way—turn it back a little, then forward. There we go.” He pulled the key out and jiggled the knob to demonstrate it had been secured. “Okay? Library’s this way.”


Irving had kept his distance; Moore walked too close for comfort. Samuel had to time his steps so as not to knock his companion in the shins. He didn’t really mind. Nor did he mind Moore’s obvious talent for carrying on a conversation almost entirely unassisted. They quickly established that, at thirty-four, Samuel was now the second youngest on staff, after Moore. This, and the fact that they were both “elective men” (Moore covered art and band) apparently made them automatic friends.


The library, when they arrived, was small and empty except for two students thumbing lazily through magazines. There were five rows of fiction. The rest was reference, including three shelves of what looked like yearbooks dating back to the Middle Ages.


“Public library’s three blocks that way,” Moore explained, seeing Samuel’s dismay. “No need to compete.”


A little woman with large hair sat behind the checkout desk. When she saw Samuel, she dropped the book she was repairing and hurried out to shake his hand. “Mr. Cooke? They said you know computers?” Her eyes flickered heavenward. “You have no idea how badly we need your help.”


“I’m beginning to get the idea, actually.”


The wall to the left of the entrance was empty of shelves. Instead there were four doors separated by windows looking into what appeared to be small classrooms.


“These are the media rooms,” the librarian explained. “They have pull-down projection screens and DVD players and supposedly some very nice computer equipment. A lot could be done with them, but all they’re ever used for is showing movies.” She stopped at the fourth door and unlocked it. “Here’s everything else.”


Samuel peered inside. The room was piled high with junk. There were televisions, computers, and even a laser disc player, with a total of five record-sized discs stacked next to it. He sneezed, sending up a cloud of dust.


Moore, taller by a head, leaned in over his shoulder. “I didn’t even know this was here.”


Samuel backed out. “What idiot bought all that crap?”


The librarian handed him the key. “Some of it’s donated, and occasionally someone sells Vince on some new piece of equipment. It usually ends up here, collecting dust.”


“And I’m supposed to . . . ?”


Her smile was pained. “Do what you can. Maybe if we have someone who knows how it works, some of it will get used. I hate to see good resources go to waste, but the truth is they usually do.” She hesitated. “I wonder, would you mind taking a look at my computer, too?”


The librarian’s system was an easy fix; it had never been defragged. While they waited for the process to finish, Moore filled the time by dishing out gossip on a dozen teachers whose names Samuel immediately forgot. When Samuel suggested silence was more conducive to studying, Moore got up and ambled over to one of the kids.


The librarian, sorting through some textbooks in a small back room, poked her head out. “Mr. Cooke.” He raised his eyebrows, and she sidled up next to him, glancing at Moore, who was in conversation with a student about an automotive magazine. “You’re new, so be aware. Greg is . . . well, anything subtle tends to go right past him. If you want him to go away, you have to be blunt. And I mean really.”


Why wasn’t that surprising? “Thanks for the tip.” Her warning confirmed that Moore was the kind of friend Samuel needed. The kind who wouldn’t go away, no matter how often he was brushed off or turned down.


“No problem. He and Cassamajor, really, are the ones you want to stay clear of.”


Moore wandered back. “How’s it going?”


Samuel held up a finger. The defrag was 98, 99, and . . . “Done.” He closed out and checked the time. Ten minutes until the lunch bell. The storage closet could wait; he’d rather return to his room while the halls were still vacant, rather than attempting to navigate through a throng of students. The majority of whom were disappointingly larger than he was. He conveyed his intentions to Moore as they stepped into the hall.


“I’ll get my lunch,” Moore said, and took off at an easy jog.


A mental replay of the trick with the classroom door, performed in reverse, got Samuel inside and seated before his companion returned. He took out a piece of paper and started a list of things he’d need to begin work in the storage room. He added a few items for the classroom as well.


“Cold out there.” Moore dropped his sack lunch on the corner of the desk and rubbed the red out of his cheeks and nose. Finding no seat comparable to the one Samuel occupied, he grabbed a blue student chair and squatted on top. “Whatcha doin’?”


“Making a—”


“Shit.” Moore tumbled out of the chair and was halfway to the back of the room before the door opened to admit Vince Irving.


The principal smacked the doorjamb with one hand. “Hey, how’s it going?”


“Stupendously.” If Samuel didn’t give him anywhere to go conversationally, maybe he’d leave. In the back, Moore was trying the door to the student courtyard. It appeared to be locked.


“Just wanted to apologize for leaving you hanging last night. Hope you didn’t get it too bad from Cass.” Irving noticed Moore, who was studiously contemplating a tree outside one of the big windows. “Looks like you made a friend. Careful, he sticks.”


Samuel forced a smile. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He glanced at the list he’d made. “Since you’re here, there’s some equipment—”


“Oh, of course,” Irving said. “Anything you need. It’s a legal requirement.”


“Really?” In the moment before he understood the miscommunication, Samuel was impressed with the school’s generosity. Then he frowned. “No, not for me. The computers. They must be ten years old.” Which might as well have been a century in electronic terms. “Some updated software will get us started, but I’ll need some USB and Ethernet cables, a few pairs of pliers, a soldering gun—”


Irving held up a hand. “Hold on. Mrs. Phelps never needed any of that.”


“Yes, well, Mrs. Phelps was babysitting, not teaching. The programming class thinks an ‘argument’ is what you have when you disagree.”


“She was very popular, Mr. Cooke, and she did an excellent job with the resources she had. This district doesn’t have an endless budget. Exactly how much will this stuff cost?”


Ironic that there were no barriers to cost when it came to Samuel’s personal needs, yet they couldn’t find the money for the tools he needed to teach. It had to be fear of legal retaliation.


Samuel gritted his teeth. “Okay, look. It’s partly for the students, but it’s also for me.” He swiveled to put his crutches in view, then indicated the cables snaking across the floor. “It’s such a mess in here, I can barely get around. I want to move all the cords under the desks and bundle them together. That means I need longer cables, and I need tools.” Hopefully nobody would realize that didn’t require software or a soldering gun.


“Mm.” Irving nodded. “Really, that’s the sort of thing to put in a work request. Get the handyman in here to—”


“I’d like to have the students do it.” Samuel pulled his chair up to the desk. “It will give them some valuable hands-on experience.”


That put Irving completely on board. “Fantastic idea! I’ll tell you what—make a list and give it to Joyce. She’ll take care of you.”


Samuel slid an elbow over his list. “I’ll do that. See you around.”


When Irving was gone, Samuel closed his eyes and sighed. “Greg,” he said, “are you laughing or crying?”


Moore stood with his back to the room, shoulders shaking uncontrollably. “That—” He snorted and burst into high-pitched laughter. “That was brilliant! You just bought yourself carte blanche! Hey, there’s this projector I’ve been lusting after for years—”


“No. Absolutely not. There’s a special circle in hell for people who exploit handicaps.” Samuel was already going to have nightmares of karmic retaliation for months.


Moore climbed onto the blue chair and took an apple from his bag lunch. “You’re no fun,” he said, the words muffled as he bit into the fruit. “But you survived a ride with Cass. That’s cool.”


“I guess?” Sure, she was a little scary, but so far he didn’t see the monster everyone made her out to be. Although he was kind of annoyed with her for exacerbating his anxiety.


“No, seriously, she’s like a volcano waiting to erupt. Last year? She thought one of the posters I designed for the tournament was offensive. It ended up on my car. In ribbons.”


“Isn’t that kind of . . . I mean, is she allowed to do stuff like that?”


Moore shrugged. “It’s all about tenure. And she’s good. As a coach, I mean.”


“Huh.” He pulled out his own lunch—half a deli sandwich and a soda—and popped the tab. “What’s your issue with Irving, anyway?”


Moore bit another chunk out of the apple. “Shlept wif his wife.”


Samuel choked. “Are you serious?” He remembered the photo in Irving’s wallet. The woman was attractive, but not twenty-years’-difference attractive.


The younger man nodded. “He doesn’t know it, though. Well, not for sure.” He shrugged. “What can I say? It was my first month teaching, she was forbidden fruit, and man, did she want it. You know, older women can really—”


“Greg, let’s consider this subject off limits for like . . . ever. Okay?”


SIXTH PERIOD WENT as well as second had, which was to say, he wasn’t batting a hundred, but he wasn’t curled up behind the dugout, either. There was an abnormally high number of X chromosomes in the afternoon class, mostly due to a group of tall, athletic young women who laughed at all his stupid jokes. Samuel was starting to feel weirdly pedophilic when one of them raised her hand and said, “Can I, like, listen to, like, my iPod, like, you know, while we’re typing?” After that, they were just kids.


Then the bell rang, his students filed out, the door swung shut, and he had done it. He was exhausted and his head was pounding with an espresso hangover, but he’d made it through an entire day without making a complete fool of himself. Maybe Mrs. Phelps was right—this teaching thing was no big deal. Or maybe it wasn’t teaching. Maybe it was him. Maybe all he needed to do was give himself half a chance.


Samuel leaned back in the swivel chair, taking a moment to enjoy his success, and groaned when a knock sounded on the door. “Come in.” What did Irving want now? Samuel bent forward and started stuffing papers into his backpack. Yep, gotta get home, lots of stuff to do, no time for basketball.


He was startled when a rough female voice said, “Regretting your career change?”


Samuel straightened. Greta’s appearance had not changed significantly since last night: today, instead of a sack of basketballs, she gripped a clipboard under one fleshy arm.


“Actually,” he said, sitting back, “I quite enjoyed myself.” An exaggeration, yes, but he had earned a bit of a gloat.


She lifted one eyebrow. “Really.”


Amazing, how much that single sarcastic word conveyed. Oh, so you’re tough now? Got it all figured out? Just wait. A month from now you’ll be crawling home with your tail between your legs. Samuel might as well have rung his father on the phone.


“Yeah,” he said. “Really.” Because he was done with that bullshit. He flashed a self-satisfied grin. “I know you came to see if I’d melted into a helpless puddle of goo. Sorry to disappoint.”


“Don’t be stupid,” she snapped. “I don’t go around waiting for other people to fail.”


“You generally take a more proactive approach, is that it?”


She struggled for words. “What— Exactly what is that supposed to mean?”


She couldn’t seriously be pretending ignorance. “It means I’ve barely been here a day, and everyone I meet warns me to steer clear of you. And yet you’ve been inexplicably decent. Is there a reason why I’m an exception?” For a moment he thought she was going to swing the clipboard at his head, but he jumped in again before she could compose a coherent response. “If you’re worried about these,” he said, stooping to pick up his crutches, “don’t bother. I can hold my own.”


Greta yanked the clipboard from under her arm. Samuel cringed, but she didn’t swing. Instead she ripped off a sheaf of papers and flung them into the wastebasket at his feet.


“You,” she said, “are an idiot.”


Samuel sat quietly after the door slammed, absorbing the sudden, sinking feeling that he’d gone too far. He licked his lips. Scooted forward. And reached into the garbage.


“Oh,” he breathed. “Shit.”


Lesson plans.
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REALLY GOOD LESSON PLANS, too. At least that’s what a cursory glance told him before he shoved them into his backpack and headed out the door. Damn, damn, damn.
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