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			This book is dedicated to all the students who connected with me through our monthly Class Letters. Your willingness to be honest and vulnerable inspired me to tell the world about our process. I’m especially grateful to the student who responded, “I never thought about it like this!” You started it all!

		

	


	
		
			Foreword

			I love English. Always have. It was my best subject in school, and always came quite easily for me. When I became a single mother, I wanted to find a profession that was aligned with my children’s schedules. Teaching was a no-brainer.

			I entered the teaching profession through an alternative certification program and spent my first year in a small town teaching 8th grade English. It was a difficult year for me, and I have often wanted to find my former students and apologize for their “learning experiences” in my classroom… or lack thereof.

			The next year, I moved to a larger school and a higher grade. I enjoyed being with the older kids, but I soon became aware that they were unprepared for life after high school. I started to look for ways to help them understand that the choices they made today would affect the people they would become tomorrow.

			After overhearing a plot to cheat on an assignment, I wrote my students a letter about cheating, asked lots of questions about their feelings on the subject, and asked for a thoughtful response. 

			I was amazed and pleased with the level of honesty in that first batch of letters. I realized that the kids not only needed but wanted an adult they could open up to. They appreciated my vulnerability and willingness to enumerate my own shortcomings. I wanted them to understand that adults have issues, challenges, doubts, and fears, just like they do. We make mistakes too, but most of my students didn’t have adults in their lives who would admit to them.

			That was the beginning of my monthly letters to my students. I touched on a variety of subjects throughout the year, including balance, motivation, and gratitude. I listed my struggles with the issue at hand, and I offered solutions that had worked for me. As an adult, I knew I had the wisdom that only comes with time and experience, but I thought it was important for the kids in my classes to think about the people they wanted to be, as well as the characteristics and skills that would help them make their transition into adulthood.

			They grumbled about the letters, of course, as they did with most assignments, but many of them truly appreciated the opportunity to speak their mind on a subject. They wanted to be heard, so I “listened” via the written word. 

			The letters quickly became my favorite assignment; I couldn’t wait to read what my students had written on a given subject. We were able to peek into each other’s lives, relating to the commonalities we had. We shared problems and solutions, struggles and victories. The letters provided a means of communication and connection between my students and me that hadn’t existed BCL: Before Class Letters.

			I soon realized that these letters provided an amazing opportunity for teachers at almost any level to make meaningful connections with their students. Originally, I wanted to create a “how-to” book of the letters I had used in my classroom, along with examples of student responses. It quickly became clear, however, that copyright and privacy issues would not allow for that type of publication, so I wrote this fictional version instead. 

			I strongly encourage teachers to try connecting with students through the power of letters. Many times, the subject for my own letters grew out of an incident in our class or at school. Sometimes they related to issues outside of school or in the literature we were reading instead. Regardless of the origin of the idea, the intention of the letters was to examine a specific topic, often using examples from my own life, and to ask lots of questions to make my students think about that topic from different angles. I tried to be as objective as possible so that the kids could form their own opinions on the subject. The content for letters like these needs to be age-appropriate, obviously, but I believe this method could be just as helpful in the younger grades as it is in high school. And since the topics tend to be about intangibles, teachers in other disciplines besides English could also easily use this tool in their classrooms. 

			I also believe these letters could be used outside of the classroom. Coaches, counselors, and even parents could incorporate letters into their interactions with kids. I like letters as a communication tool because I can think about a subject ahead of time, and then craft and edit my words to ensure that my thoughts come across as intended. Letters can be re-read and digested in small pieces until a response is required. (I gave my students a week to read and consider the letter before writing their answers.)

			I hope you enjoy Class Letters, but more importantly, I hope you incorporate letters into your classroom or pass the idea on to a teacher in your life. The results are amazing!

			 

			Happy writing,

			Claire Chilton Lopez

		

	


	
		
			Prologue

			Anne rolled over as she rearranged her pillow. A glance toward the clock confirmed her suspicion: It was only 2:30 a.m.

			2:30 a.m., and she was wide awake. 

			Ugh.

			Rocky, her boxer, snored quietly in his bed on the floor. A police siren sounded faintly in the distance. Anne pulled on a robe, slipped on her flip-flops, and padded down the hall toward the kitchen. Hopefully some herbal tea would help. She flipped on the TV and surfed through fifteen weight-loss and work-from-home-and-earn-millions financial schemes before she snapped it off.

			That’s all I need. Who wants to be reminded that they are thirty-five pounds overweight and living with two kids on a teacher’s salary?

			Unfortunately, the restless evening was a typical one on this particular night. Tomorrow was the first day of school, and although Anne had spent the previous week preparing for the new school year, she battled nerves, excitement, and curiosity. What would this year’s seniors be like? She had heard about the outgoing juniors. There were rumors about every class every year.

			“This is the worst bunch of kids I’ve seen in years!”

			Or, “What a great group of students—so diligent and respectful!” 

			Anne knew that, in reality, they were always a little bit of both. She smiled as she padded back to her bedroom, hopeful for another few hours of rest.

			In spite of her interrupted sleep, Anne awoke twenty minutes before the alarm. School mornings were always tough for Richard, her teenage son. He usually piddled around and required almost constant surveillance. Every year, Anne hoped that this would be the year he became more independent and had more initiative so that she wouldn’t feel like she had to supervise him every step of the way. This morning was no different. 

			“Richard, are you dressed yet?”

			“No.”

			“Get a move on, son.”

			“K.”

			“Maggie, how are you doing? We need to leave in fifteen minutes.”

			“I’m ready, Mom. Just waiting for the twerp—as usual.”

			Unlike Richard, Maggie loved everything about school: the learning, the challenge, and most of all, her friends. Getting Maggie to go to school was never a problem. Seeing her friends gave her life meaning and soothed her like an oasis in the desert.

			Anne zipped her first-day-of-school dress, ran a brush through her hair, checked her makeup, rounded up the children, and hit the road for another school year.

			When she entered the classroom, she looked around, confident in her preparations. Rows of desks stood at attention in straight lines, ready for the day. Posters adorned the walls, hoping to inspire onlookers. Papers lay stacked on a table, waiting to be distributed. Textbooks yearned to be read. Everything was ready.

			At forty years old, Anne was only in her tenth year of teaching and her first year at Stephen F. Austin High, after working in a variety of other fields, from retail to restaurants. She had considered being a teacher in college but had graduated with a degree in English rather than education. When her two children had crossed over into adolescence, the single mom had decided it wouldn’t be wise to leave them alone for extended breaks. As they were too old for a babysitter or day care but too young to be left completely to their own devices, teaching, and its vacation schedule, had become a viable solution. Besides, Anne enjoyed being with kids—teenagers specifically; she loved literature and writing, and hoped that she might make a difference in someone’s life. So she’d signed up for an alternative teaching certification program, and voilà!—she was a secondary-level English teacher.

			The butterflies were typical for her on the first day of school. She didn’t worry about whether or not she could do the job anymore, like she had when she first started. But the usual questions had drifted through her mind as she tried to sleep the night before. What would the kids be like this year? Would she feel like she was impacting them? How would she keep them motivated and interested?

			“Don’t smile until Christmas” was the advice a veteran teacher had given her when she began, but that wasn’t her style. She didn’t want to be stern or intimidating; she wanted to connect with the students, and the connections she had felt with her own teachers had always begun with a smile.

			Brrrring. Brrrring… the signal for class to begin.

			Anne took her place by the door to greet her students as they entered the classroom. She enjoyed the ritual of shaking hands and greeting them. It proved to be a good barometer for many of the kids. Some would smile, some would grunt, some would simply walk past her with a “Bad day” or “Tired.” Some devised their own version of a handshake—daps, high fives, or pound-its—but only after they felt comfortable with her.

			The first week of school was simply a time to get to know the students and keep them busy until the counselors finished leveling the classes so she could begin the business of teaching. This was her third year of introducing British lit to seniors. She liked seniors; they were full of hopes and dreams, ready to take on the challenges of the world. Assuming they passed her class. Most did, but some just got too far behind, too wrapped up in their life outside of school. 

			The students filed in for their first-period class, took their seats, and waited for the day to begin. And then she heard it: “Hey, wait a minute. Your name is Mrs. English, and that’s what you teach? Are you for reals?”

			It always made her smile. She knew that the students who realized this coincidence were quick—and usually a handful. 

			“Yes, that’s me. Mrs. English.”

			And with that, another school year began.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			With the preliminary class information out of the way—the rules and procedures, the dos and don’ts—Anne outlined the curriculum for the year. “As you may or may not know,” she smiled, “English IV is British lit. We’ll go through the literature book chronologically, beginning with Beowulf and ending with Pygmalion, by George Bernard Shaw. And, like every year in English, we’ll do a research paper along the way.”

			A hand in the back.

			“What’s chrono-whatever?”

			“Chronologically means we’ll read it in sequence according to the time period in which it happened. Chronos is Greek for time. Does anyone know what etymology means?”

			Blank stares everywhere.

			“The etymology of a word refers to its root, prefix, and suffix. It helps you understand where a word comes from and its original meaning. Knowing the etymology of a word could help you dissect a word enough to understand the denotation, or dictionary definition, even if you’ve never seen or heard the word before.”

			Anne wrote the following words on the board: chronometer, chronic, synchronicity.

			“Can anyone guess what these words mean?”

			Another hand.

			“Is a chronometer a time meter?”

			“Very good—it measures time. What about chronic?”

			“It’s some badass weed, Miss,” joked Ray, a Hispanic boy in the back row.

			“I’ve heard that,” Anne smiled. “What happens when you have a chronic disease or condition?”

			“Isn’t it when you have something that lasts for a long time?” asked Tiffany, a perky blonde in the front row.

			“Yes, that’s right. Good. Now, if I told you that the prefix syn- means with or together, what do you think synchronicity might mean?”

			Tiffany raised her hand, “Something that happens at the same time as something else?”

			“Right! We’ll learn more about etymology as we go through the year. Like I said, it’s a very handy thing to know. There are even times when I come across a word that I don’t know, but if I know a piece of it, like the prefix or root, I can at least get an idea of the meaning. Then I usually get the rest from context clues. Now I want to explain your novel project. Each semester, I want you to read a novel outside of class that you choose on your own.”

			“What? I hate to read! I don’t like reading nothing I have to read, so I know I don’t wanna read extra stuff,” said Ray.

			“The good thing about this assignment is that you get to choose. You can read something from the Twilight series or a Harry Potter book. It can be one hundred pages or one thousand, and can be by any author you choose.”

			“It don’t matter, Miss. I still hate to read. Do we have to?”

			“Well, it’s a test grade, and if you don’t do it, you’ll have a zero. A zero for a test grade almost guarantees you’ll fail the six weeks. But it’s ultimately up to you. Now, does anyone want to share what they did over the summer?”

			“But, Miss, about the book thing,” began Ray, “I don’t know what to get or anything. And I was banned from the library last year ’cause that library lady hates me.”

			“I can help you choose something, and I can also talk to Mrs. Boyle to see about letting you check out a book for my class. Besides, you might actually like it.”

			As she turned her back to grab a stack of papers, she heard, “Pssst. You don’t have to really read it, fool. Just look it up on the Internet. She’ll never know.”

			Two of Anne’s pet peeves were cheating and apathy, and this suggestion of using the Internet covered both. She would rather get one hundred mediocre honest projects than one stupendous dishonest one. She knew that reading was beneficial, fun, and a good escape. And, sadly, she was sure at least a few of her students could use a wholesome escape from their home life. Unfortunately, trying to convince a room full of teenagers was a difficult proposition. Rather than address the covert op during class, she wanted to sit on it for a while and determine a different tack. Besides, she was angry and needed time to think of an appropriate course of action.

			Anne holed up in the teacher workroom during her conference period, sipping a diet cola and getting off her feet for the first time that day. The first day of school—the first week or two, really—was exhausting, especially after summer break. Her vacation days were generally unstructured. She might work in the yard, swim, go out to the nature center, or ride her motorcycle, and her summer attire was always comfortable: shorts, T-shirts, and flip-flops. Some days she was up at 7:00 a.m. to pull weeds before the heat of the day descended; some days she’d sleep until ten. Getting back into a regular schedule and school-appropriate attire was always a shock to her system.

			“How are your classes?” asked Debra Carson, an algebra teacher.

			“So far, so good. Just grabbing a little caffeine boost to get through the rest of the day,” said Anne, raising the can. “Yours?”

			“Pretty good, but it’s just the first day. They’re always good on the first day. Making it through next week will be more of a challenge.”

			“True. Just out of curiosity, do you think many kids around here cheat?”

			“Cheat? Do I think many kids cheat? I think all kids cheat. Are you kidding? None of these kids is willing to work on their own.”

			“None? Really? I think there are plenty of kids who want to do their own work,” said Anne.

			“Maybe that’s the case in English classes, but not in math. It’s all just a cat-and-mouse game to see how many different ways they can find to cheat and how many we can actually catch ’em at.”

			“Isn’t that just a little bit cynical?” teased Anne.

			“Cynical? Nope, it’s reality. I’ve been here thirty-five years, and trust me, they all cheat, the little shits. Well, have a great day!”

			“Uh, yeah. See ya,” said Anne. She knew Debra’s reputation as a malcontent, but still hoped that Debra’s attitude wasn’t the pervasive one among the faculty. 

			Anne pondered her options about the potential cheating issue while stirring spaghetti sauce that night before dinner. Was there a game they could play or maybe a children’s book that would get the message across? She didn’t want to simply lecture the kids on the virtue of honesty. She wanted to do something that would bring the lesson home and make them think. She thought of her own children—her seventeen-year-old daughter, Maggie, and Richard, who was fourteen. She knew that she talked to her own children about such things, but how many of her students’ parents did likewise? As a parent, what would she want a teacher to say to them? She knew she walked a fine line between being an instructor and taking on a more parental role—something that occasionally caused resentment with parents. Nevertheless, she felt a sense of urgency—most of these kids would be completely on their own in less than a year.

			“What helps you internalize something you need to know?” she asked her children at dinner.

			“Money,” answered Richard quickly. 

			“How does that help?”

			“I’ll do just about anything for cold, hard cash, Mom,” grinned Richard.

			“Okay, but what about with my students? I can’t pay all of them to learn something!”

			“I like it when you write me letters, Mom. It’s something I can read over again if I need to, and something I can look at and think about,” Maggie said.

			“Great idea, Maggie. I like writing you letters; it gives me a chance to say what I really want to say, because I can think about it and revise it. I’ll consider that. Thanks.”

			“You’re welcome, Mom. What are you trying to teach your students?”

			“About the problems associated with cheating.”

			“Good luck,” said Richard. “Everyone cheats, and no one wants to learn on their own.”

			“Does everyone include you?” 

			“Okay, Mom. Promise you won’t get mad?”

			“Here we go… okay, I promise.”

			“All right, every now and then I’ll get answers for homework in algebra. But never on a test—homework only. You know I have a hard time with it, and Mr. Stemmons always grades the homework. I’d be failing right now if I didn’t get some help with homework.”

			“How about getting some help from Mr. Stemmons? Or your sister? She’s great at math.”

			“Ugh. I knew I shouldn’t have told you.”

			“Just try it. You may actually get something out of it. Like knowledge.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“A letter. Hmm… I like that. Who wants ice cream?”

			After dinner, Anne sat in bed with a legal pad and a pen. She rarely typed things out on the computer. It seemed more personal to her to write things out longhand and transcribe into the laptop. And her bed was the most comfortable place in her home.

			Once she began looking at cheating in general, she thought of all the different tangents she could travel along to make her point. By the end of her two-page letter, she felt like she had covered the subject in a way that would make sense to teenagers. She would soon find out.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			A few days after the initial inspiration, Anne greeted her class. “Good morning! I have a surprise for you today.”

			“Yo, no work, right?” asked Ray.

			“Actually, I do have some work for you, but there’s no wrong answer, so whatever you do will be correct. All you have to do is read a letter, write a response, and turn it in.”

			“Reading and writing?”

			“Ray, this is English class, so, yes, reading and writing. I have written you a letter. I want you to read it, consider what I have said, and write a page-long response. It’s a quiz grade.”

			“You wrote each of us a letter?“ asked Keosha, a beautiful black girl with almond-shaped eyes.

			“No, it’s to the entire class. All my classes, actually. Just see what you think and let me know. They are due a week from today,” explained Anne as she passed out the papers. “Now let’s move on to Beowulf.”

			 

			After dinner that evening, Keosha read the letter. 

			“What’s that?” her mother asked.

			“Just some homework. My English teacher wrote us a letter and wants a reply sometime next week.”

			“Next week? And you’re already reading it? That’s a switch!”

			“No big deal. I was just curious. ’Night, Mom.”

			“Okay. Well, time for job number two. See you in the morning. ’Night, honey.”

			Keosha finished the letter in her room. Considering she usually carried a C average in the classes she didn’t fail, she didn’t want her mother to think that doing homework would become a regular habit. But she liked Mrs. English. There was something approachable about her that piqued Keosha’s interest.

			September

			Dear Class:

			This is a first for me. I’ve never written a letter to my classes, but it seemed like a good time to start. Based on a recent conversation I overheard in one of my classes, I wanted to hear your thoughts on cheating.

			First, what does cheating mean to you? Is it cheating on a test? Giving someone answers for their homework? I looked up the word on Dictionary.com, and here is a list of synonyms: mislead, defraud, hoax, victimize, deceive, and trick. Not a pretty list, is it? 

			You may consider some forms of cheating harmless, and you may even use another word for it, such as “helping” someone with their homework. And there are other words for cheating. If you cheat on your taxes, it’s called tax fraud and you can pay a fine or go to prison. If you cheat on your spouse, it’s called infidelity or adultery and can be grounds for divorce. If you do it in college, it might be called plagiarism and you could be expelled.

			Look again at the list of synonyms. Several of them (mislead, trick, and deceive) also sound like lying. Defraud, hoax, and victimize sound like stealing. 

			Okay, let’s say your best friend sucks at algebra, so you help her with her homework by giving her the answers. You probably don’t think that’s cheating, and you may be right. But one way to look at it is that you are cheating her out of an education. How is she going to understand Algebra I and move on to Algebra II (both are required classes here) if you give her the answers? Another definition of cheating is “to deprive of something expected.” Your BFF might expect to understand algebra, or maybe she only expects to pass, but either way, who loses out?

			I mentioned tax fraud and infidelity above. What if you (or your parents) did that—and got away with it? Is it still cheating? If no one knows, does it count? What if you cheated on a test just to pass? Whom does it hurt? Anyone? But what if you cheated, got an A, and bumped someone out of their rightful spot in the class rank, thereby depriving them of the scholarship they need because it’s their only hope of going to college? Is there a line that you cross when “semicheating” becomes cheating, sort of like going from petty theft to grand larceny?

			If you cheat, you may never get caught by a teacher, a spouse, or the government. But there’s one person you can’t hide from, and that’s you. Even if no one ever knows, you will have to live with it. But what if cheating became easier every time you did it? What if it’s so easy you move on to other forms of cheating, like lying or stealing? Can you live with that too?

			You may think I’m making entirely too big a deal about this, but I want you to think about it. Think about the person you want to be. Every action you take today affects the person you become in the future.

			You may want to know if I ever cheated. Yes, in high school I know I looked on other papers to get the answer. I didn’t get caught. I don’t lose sleep over an indiscretion that’s twenty-five years old, but I don’t cheat anymore either. It wasn’t in line with the person I wanted to be then and want to be today.

			Here’s your assignment: Now that you have read the letter, think about cheating and its part in your life. What’s your definition? Does cheating affect your life in any way? I want to assure you that your response will be between you and me. If, of course, you tell me that you’re going to blow up the school or shoot a bunch of kids in the cafeteria, I’ll have to tell someone. Otherwise, I want you to feel free to say what is on your mind and in your heart. I expect you to write a minimum of a page, and remember, it’s a quiz grade. Enjoy!

			 

			Keosha was surprised at what she read. She had never had a teacher who admitted to cheating before. She had never had a teacher who seemed almost… human.

			“But if that bitch thinks I’m gonna tell her ’bout all the times I cheated, she crazy.”

			 

			The next day, replies to the letter began to trickle in. Anne couldn’t wait to read them and see what her kids had to say on the subject. It was a full day; she gave her students a vocabulary test, they read a short story in class, and she was too busy making copies and preparing the next week’s lesson during her conference period to read the letters, so she packed them up in her bag and took them home.

			Evenings at home were always busy. Anne usually got home at about five thirty and immediately began preparing dinner. She believed in hot meals eaten together as a family. Sometimes the grunts, “yeahs,” and “nothings” she received as answers to questions were the longest conversations she might have with one, or both, of her children, depending on their mood. After dinner was eaten and dishes done, it was time to straighten the house, do a load or two of laundry, nag at Richard to do his homework, and remind Maggie to get off the phone. There were days when her two teenagers were more challenging by themselves than her 175 students combined. Unfortunately, tonight was one of those nights.

			“Do your homework now!” said Anne as she snapped off the TV.

			“But, Mom, it’s WWE,” whined Richard.

			“I’ll WWE your behind if you don’t do your homework.”

			“Okay.”

			“Maggie, off the phone.”

			“Five more minutes, Mom. I’ve done all my homework.”

			“Five minutes, then off!”

			“Whatever,” came Maggie’s sarcastic reply across the hall.

			“Watch your attitude, young lady, or that phone will be mine.”

			“Yes, Mother.”

			Anne knew she had hit a nerve. Maggie only called her “Mother” when she was angry.

			“Whatever,” mumbled Anne. “Just four more years; they’ll both be gone in just four more years…”

			 

			Across town, Ray read the letter about cheating. The response was due the next day. A quiz grade. He didn’t want a zero for a quiz grade this early in the six weeks. Ray was a master at grade manipulation—he knew exactly how much he could blow off and still pass. Getting a zero so soon would mean that he would have to do some actual work later on. Ray knew he was smart; at least, he thought he was. He always knew the answers to the questions asked in class, but he never raised his hand. He had a tough-guy rep to protect, and answering questions made him look weak to his homies. Sometimes he even wanted to answer—wanted to do well in spite of his rep—but his ties to his friends were stronger than his desire to advance.

			Still, he was intrigued by the letter and the teacher. Would his letter really be just between them? Would he get in trouble for the things he said in it? Could he turn it in without being seen? There was only one way to find out.

			Ray dug through his little sister’s backpack for some paper and a pencil. She was a good kid—only twelve years old and so smart. He had tried to protect her and keep her safe since their dad was sent to prison. Even with parole, Ray would be well into his twenties before his dad was released, and he took his job as man of the house very seriously.

			Alone in his room, with hip-hop playing in the background, Ray sat on his bed wondering if he should tell the truth. He didn’t trust many teachers—or adults, for that matter—but there was something about this one that made him want to try. He took a deep breath and started writing.

			 

			Your probably going to think I’m lieing but I don’t cheat. Ever. I always no the answer but I don’t always say it. Why you ask? Cuz if I act as smart as I am, it makes my homies look bad and I can’t do that to them. They are mi familia.

			 

			Ray reread his answer. Satisfied with the content, he folded it up and stuck it in his pants pocket. He was supposed to meet up with Eddie and Mario. Time to blaze and cruise.

			It was ten o’clock before Anne was able to sit down with the letters. Tomorrow was the due date, and she figured she would get an influx then, so she’d better knock out the few she already had. There would be some stragglers, the 25 percent or so who would turn the paper in late. And there would be some kids who wouldn’t even bother with it.

			The first one was from a girl. The handwriting and doodles gave that away before Anne began the letter. Typical of most girls, the letters were large, round, and printed rather than written in cursive. The doodles revealed the author: TW + DS = 4ever. Tiffany Wallace and David Spears were the couple of the senior class. They had been dating since spring break of their sophomore year and were about as popular a duo as any two students could be. 

			Dear Mrs. English:

			First I want to say that I’m really enjoying ur class so far. I think ur super nice and way cool. Now about cheating, I completely agree with u—cheating deprives you of a good education. So why cheat? Mostly it’s laziness. Ppl don’t want to work for nething. They just want everything handed to them on a silver platter. That’s why they cheat. Me, I don’t cheat accept for every once and the while when I have a lot of homework and I’ve been cheering at a game and it’s really late and I’m really, really tired. But that’s it. It’s hard when the teachers pile on the work and I’ve got all my after school stuff—games, tumbling, dance and other stuff. In case you didn’t know I’m on the competition cheer squad and it takes up a lot of time so, yes, I do cheat a little bit on homework and stuff but that’s it. I hope ur not disappointed in me but I wanted to tell the truth. Thank you for reading my letter.

			Sincerely,

			Tiffany Wallace

			PS Please don’t tell my father.

			 

			Anne added her note to the PS: 

			I won’t.

			 

			David’s letter was also typical in handwriting for a boy—messy, small, and hard to read—but Anne managed with some extra light, much to her chagrin.

			Mrs. English, 

			We learn in football about how not to cheat. If we cheat in a game, we might get a penalty or something which could cost us yards or even a down, sometimes points. Some things can lose a game. So I try hard not to cheat on the football field. But sometimes it’s different in class. For example, if I don’t understand something in math or science, I might have to cheat so I can keep my grades up. Cuz if I don’t pass, I don’t play and so it’s really important to me to pass so yes, I cheat sometimes, because football is my life and I have to play or my dad will kill me. NO lie. He was a big deal when he went to school here. He was top rusher and receiver his senior year and he expects me to be as good or better. So, really, I don’t cheat for me—I do it for my dad. But not all the time. Just when I have to.

			David A. Spears III

			 

			Anne wondered, after reading Tiffany’s and David’s letters, how much pressure some of her students might be under to succeed. She wanted her own kids to succeed too, but she knew there were parents who were relentless when it came to pushing. Her stance was that, yes, they needed to succeed, but they also needed to balance it with some fun, and she felt sorry for the kids whose parents put constant pressure on them. She felt there was plenty of time in their lives to be completely focused on success and getting ahead, but high school should be a time for making memories. Maybe a subject for another letter?

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Anne had given the students a week to reply to the letter. During that time, she had waited to see how many would actually respond. A few had trickled in, but most were delivered on the appointed day. She could tell that some students had quickly scribbled their lines so that they wouldn’t get a zero for the assignment. Most letters were about a page long and, hopefully, well thought out. She was anxious to see what new information and insight she could glean from the responses. In the meantime, she and her classes read through a few John Donne poems, discussing the similarities and differences between them, and she tried to relate the information to their everyday lives. 

			She had a faculty meeting after school that would prolong her wait. The principal, Mr. Hargrove, wasn’t particularly long-winded, but there were always a couple of other teachers who tended to drag these meetings out. She knew she wouldn’t make it home before five o’clock. Tonight was her son’s night to cook, which for him meant frozen pizza, but it was one less thing for her to do.

			Anne walked into her house after five, as predicted. She was tired, as usual, but she had piles of work to do at her second job—the one at home. She had gotten behind on the laundry, and her bathroom was a mess. Although she had worked in an office in the past, she couldn’t remember what it was like to go home at the end of the day and simply relax, eat some dinner, and maybe do a little laundry or cleaning, without the addition of an hour or two of grading papers. Some days she longed for another job—one she could leave at the office. When those thoughts entered her mind, she remembered the vacation time—especially the trips in the summer with her children—and continued teaching. She wasn’t even sure anymore what she could do in an office setting. Maybe she would look into it after they both graduated. But tonight she had letters to read.

			With a load in the washer, the bathroom straight, and a belly full of pepperoni pizza, she sat down at the kitchen table and began reading. Many of the letters said essentially the same thing: yes, they copied homework but didn’t consider it cheating; no, they didn’t cheat on tests (most of the time). And when they did cheat on tests, it was because everyone else did it too or because the teacher’s test was unreasonably hard and they had no choice. Then she came across one that surprised her. It was from Keosha:

			At first I didn’t want to answer this letter. I don’t know you and I don’t trust teachers because they have messed me around more than once. But I’m trying to be good this year and get all my work done. I don’t want no trouble cuz I’ve already had plenty but I’m trying to turn things around. Last year a teacher got me in trouble and it wasn’t my fault. I had to go to the alternative school for three months. Since then I don’t trust teachers. But, like I said, I am trying to be good this year so I thought I’d write back anyways.

			I’ll admit it. I have cheated in the past. I have copied homework and cheated on tests. I have never gotten caught. I won’t tell you when or how, but I’ve done it. I wasn’t going to tell you because I didn’t think it was a big deal. But I have been thinking about it since I read your letter. Your letter was like that little angel and devil on my shoulder like you see in cartoons. The angel told me to tell you and the devil told me not to. I guess the angel won. But the other thing the angel told me was that you were right. To be honest, that kinda makes me mad. Because I used to be able to cheat without no problems in the past but now I’m not sure I can anymore. I’m not saying I’m going to quit cheating 100% but I’m going to think about it more now because of this letter. And part of me wants to tell you thank you and part of me is mad about it because sometimes cheating is the only way I pass. But, like I said before, I’m trying to turn over a new leaf and not do the things that get me in trouble. So maybe my cheating days are over.

			 

			Anne was hooked.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			September rolled into October, and the school year progressed on schedule with no problems. Anne was getting to know her students, and they were learning to trust her. She was a fallible human being, and when she made a mistake, she owned it. Her math skills were less than desirable, and she occasionally added up a test wrong. Or she might lose a paper in the black hole she called her desk. She didn’t always know the answers to their questions, but she was always willing to do the research to find out. Whether it was to her children or to her students, she never held herself up as a perfect, holier-than-thou person. She felt like she always portrayed herself as real.

			So it surprised her one day when a student challenged that.

			That morning, Anne and Maggie had a fight on their way to school. Maggie was invited to a party and let it slip that there would be no adults in attendance.

			“No parents, you don’t go.”

			“But, Mom, everyone will be there. Only the real losers will miss it. Don’t you trust me?”

			“It’s not about not trusting you. It’s about your safety.”

			“I’ll be fine.”

			“The answer is no, and that’s final.”

			The rest of their trip was conducted in silence, Anne’s hands gripped the steering wheel as she drove to school. Maggie tearfully delivered her final shot as she shut the car door: “I can’t believe you won’t let me go. You’re such a bitch sometimes!”

			Anne and Maggie rarely disagreed, and they never fought. Although she knew Maggie didn’t mean it, hearing those words hurt, and it left Anne feeling sad, angry, and unsettled. She had a tendency to wear her heart on her sleeve, and the kids knew immediately when something was wrong. They might ask how she was feeling or if she was upset, but they would usually drop the subject quickly if Anne was vague or obviously distracted. But on this particular morning, Keosha wouldn’t leave it alone.

			“What’s wrong, Miss?”

			“Nothing.”

			“I know better than that. ’Sup?”

			“Nothing. I’m fine.”

			“Okay, whatever. I guess since Halloween’s coming up, you put on your mask early.”

			Whammo—out of the mouths of babes. Ouch!

			Shortly thereafter, in spite of the no-phone rule, Maggie texted Anne: I didn’t mean what I said. Sorry Mom. ILY.

			Anne smiled, grateful for her daughter’s loving heart, and sent a quick reply. Me too. LU2.

			But the mask comment stayed with her as she watched her students interact. She saw Tiffany flirting with David between classes. Tiffany was currently all smiles and dimples, in spite of the foul mood she had exhibited in class two minutes before. She watched a girl she didn’t know hug a boy and then make a face behind his back to her friend. She remembered a comment that a football player had made about putting on his game face. There were secrets hidden within her students, just below the surface. She knew that from experience, but she also felt it from a few of them. Secrets that ruled their lives and could put them on an unyielding course toward ruin if they didn’t do something to help themselves. Letter number two coagulated in her mind.

			The students were in Denmark with Grendel and Beowulf. She assigned a creative-writing exercise and allowed them to listen to their iPods and cell phones while they wrote. It helped them focus and kept them quiet. Most were writing; a few were sleeping. She allowed the sleeping ones to continue. For one thing, this was just a daily grade and she intentionally built so many of them into a six-week period that missing one or two was not a problem. Besides, several of her students worked full-time jobs to help support their families and didn’t return home to sleep until well after midnight. She respected these kids—the ones who worked so hard outside of school but showed up for class the following day anyway. 

			“Time is almost up. Finish up your assignment and hand it in, but don’t put all your things away yet. I have something else for you.”

			“More?” groaned Ray.

			“Yep—another letter,” smiled Anne.

			“Like the one on cheating? I like those—I think they’re cool,” gushed Tiffany. “What’s it about?”

			“Read it and see! Remember, I need you to write a page. Some of your responses last month were just shy of a page—in some cases, a lot shy. And it’s a quiz grade, so don’t forget and don’t blow it off.”

			Many of the papers were taken reluctantly, but she hoped that more students would enjoy the process of give-and-take that she was trying to establish.

			October

			Dear Class:

			It’s almost Halloween. Always a fun time—especially if you like candy (which I do!). Not too crazy about smashed pumpkins (as opposed to Smashing Pumpkins, whom I like) and egged houses, but I guess it’s all in fun.

			What else do you think of when you think of Halloween? Costumes and, specifically, masks. Right? First, a little history… Halloween itself has been around for many hundreds of years and is one of the world’s oldest holidays. The name Halloween comes from an abbreviated version of All Hallows’ Eve. Hallow is a word that means to make holy. All Hallows’ Eve precedes All Saints’ Day, which is a day when various religions remember the saints and their deceased family members and friends. The costume-and-mask part comes from Halloween’s earliest origins, when the Celts would celebrate Samhain (the forerunner of Halloween). They were very superstitious and believed that Samhain was the night the ghosts appeared. The Celts wore masks and costumes when they went out at night in order to remain unrecognizable to the ghosts, and therefore safe. So, basically, the masks were used as a sort of physical and emotional shield against things that were perceived as fearful or threatening.

			Now, on to the subject at hand. One of my students confronted me a week or two ago, which prompted this letter. I had a fight with my daughter on the way to school and was not myself when class started. This student asked me if I was all right. I told him/her (I want to protect the name of the guilty party—LOL!) that I was fine. It was a lie. I wasn’t “fine.” I was sad, upset, and distracted. Then he/she said something about it being almost time for Halloween and that I had my mask on early. Guys, I gotta tell you, that hurt a little. I try to be “real” with everyone all the time, but I guess that’s not always the case. So I started to think about the different “masks” I have worn during my lifetime. There are a lot! Some are necessary, like in a job interview. I’m not talking about faking a resume, but you certainly want to be on your best behavior and present a positive picture of yourself to a possible future employer. But what about the ones that aren’t necessary? The ones that are really fake? Like when you pretend to like someone because you think their brother is cute. Or maybe you suck up to a band geek because you want their “help” (i.e., notes or homework, etc.) in a particular subject?

			Getting back to the history of masks when they were used as a protection, think about the masks you wear today. I know you wear them—I see them every day. For example, you may be cranky in class but magically turn into all sweetness and light when that special someone shows up during passing period. Or maybe you wear a tough-guy mask out on the football field because it’s expected of you, but you don’t really feel all that tough—and maybe you don’t even like football. What do masks like these protect? How do they help you? How do they hurt you? What if you get so used to wearing a mask—maybe even different masks with different people—that you forget or completely lose who you are? What then?

			You know the drill—one-page response between you and me (unless I have to take it to a higher authority), quiz grade, due in a week. Have fun out there on the 31st (but be safe). (And bring me all your leftover chocolate!)

			 

			Keosha let out a surprised gasp as she read Anne’s letter. “Fuckin’ A! She listened to me.”

			Tiffany read through the letter twice, allowing it to sink in. A single tear slipped down her cheek before she quickly wiped it away and shoved the letter into her bag.

			Ray skimmed through the letter quickly, mumbling, “Mask? Bullshit. I am who I am. I don’t put on no mask for nobody. Respect the man or move on.”

			“Did you have a question, Ray?” asked Anne.

			“Uh, yeah. I don’t wear no mask, Miss. I can’t write this story… or whatever you call it.”

			“Take some time and think about it as you go through your day. Maybe you’ll catch yourself with a mask on. Remember, there’s no wrong answer, either, so you can always tell me how you make it through your day without a mask.”

			Anne could see that Ray was, as usual, flexing his machismo muscle. She watched him during class: the way he scanned the room to see who was watching him, the way he would pay attention to her when no one was looking, and the way he feigned boredom when someone was 
watching—especially one of his buddies.

			Although they were from completely different backgrounds, she felt she understood his insecurities and his combined desire and fear regarding success. Anne had struggled with her own issues, ones that had convinced her she wasn’t good enough. Her answer for most of her life: Why try? She had worked hard to overcome the negativity and self-loathing that had filled her mind for so many years, but it wasn’t an overnight, or easy, proposition. She knew that if Ray could overcome his shortcomings, it probably wouldn’t be anytime soon, but she hoped that maybe something she said or did would impact him. All he needed was to crack that door open just a little and allow some light into his life.

			 

			Kim Le had been in the United States for only a few years. One of her fondest memories was attending Buddha’s birthday party each May. The festivals always included warm spring breezes and picnics. Kim’s favorite part was the mask dance. The masks in this traditional form of Korean theater represented people, deities, and animals. By the end of the dance, even the audience was participating. It was a time of joy and celebration. She wasn’t clear about these masks, though. At the end of class, she timidly and respectfully approached Anne for clarification.

			“I don’t understand these masks, Mrs. English. I know a little about the Korean masks we use in dances, but this kind confuses me.”

			“Hmm… well, Kim, masks like these are all about pretending to be something you’re not. The problem with the masks in the letter is that sometimes people use masks all the time. The biggest problem with this is that if people pretend for too long, they forget who they really are. For example, what if you’re sad? Do you pretend to act happy?”

			“Sometimes.”

			“Sometimes I do too. I think that’s pretty normal. Most people will do that from time to time. But how would you feel if you always had to act happy when you were sad? I think it would be a really hard thing to do. Does that make sense?”

			“Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome. Have a good evening.”

			“You too.”

			Kim pondered her newfound knowledge. Her English was good—especially compared with her parents—but she missed the subtler concepts that had no literal translation. She was a shy child and had a difficult time asking for help, but it seemed easier with certain teachers, like Mrs. English.

			 

			Keosha’s evening routine was predictable and consistent, and tonight was no different. Her mother came home from her first job at about 5:00 p.m. and left for job number two at about 8:00 p.m. to return around 1:00 a.m. Keosha’s time frame at home was from 4:55 p.m. to just after 8:00p.m., then back home at 12:55 a.m.. During her at-home hours, Keosha was friendly, helpful, and loving; once she was out on the street, life became chaotic and unpredictable. She never knew what to expect. She hung out with street thugs, crackheads, and thieves. Sometimes it was exciting; sometimes it was scary. The only place where she was truly able to relax was at home with her mother. It had been just the two of them throughout Keosha’s life. She knew there had to be a guy somewhere in the past, but she had no idea who her father was, and her mother refused to discuss it. When she was a small child, her favorite game to play had been “family” with her few dolls. Disco Barbie was the mommy, a one-eyed teddy bear was the daddy, and she was portrayed by a little white doll baby in a diaper. It was already 8:15 a.m., so Keosha quickly scribbled a reply:

			Dear Mrs. English, I can’t believe you wrote about masks. I saw dat and was like wow, she listens. I think we all got masks. I got one. Sometimes it protects me, sometimes it protects my moms. That one is the good li’l girl mask. My moms she works two jobs. She tries real hard to take care of me. It’s just the two of us—no dad, no brother or sister. I know she wears a mask sometimes 2. Sometimes she pretends she don’t mind working so much. She pretends she ain’t tired all the time but I know the truth. I help out where I can but I don’t see her much except for a couple hours at night. The rest of the time it’s just me. Sometimes I don’t always hang out wid the best people. I have to wear a mask wid them 2. But I do what I have to do to help out. It ain’t no big deal but sometimes I get scared. That’s when I really have to put on a mask. But it’s all good. I deal.

			 

			Satisfied with her response, Keosha left the apartment to see what was happening in the streets. It was one of those wonderful fall nights—crisp but not yet cold. Still, she zipped her hoodie as she headed toward the park a couple of blocks from her apartment. During the day, it was a haven for young children swinging and climbing on the equipment. At night, the dealers and thugs moved in and set up shop. The park “belonged” to the BADs—the Bad Ass Dawgs—a local street gang with no national affiliation. Their primary enterprise was drug dealing, with some robbery and auto theft thrown in for good measure. They weren’t as violent or deadly as some gangs, but their numbers were rising and their reputation was growing. Keosha scanned the crowd nervously as she walked up.

			“’Sup, li’l mama?” asked BD, aka Big Dawg, the leader of the gang.

			“Nuttin’, jus’ chillin’,” she replied. 

			“Lookin’ fine tonight,” added LD, aka Li’l Dawg, BD’s younger brother. He was always hitting on Keosha.

			Keosha ignored him and joined Tamika and LaQuandra, her best friends.

			“That boy’s been after you since ninth grade!” chuckled Tamika.

			“No shit!” said Keosha, shaking her head.

			Tamika and LaQuandra were part of the BADs. Tamika, newly pregnant, and BD had hooked up over the summer; LaQuandra was three months pregnant by Rollo, BD’s second-in-command. So far, Keosha had stayed on the fringe—not in but not really out, either. She liked the camaraderie and feeling of belonging. Part of her knew that this wasn’t the best environment for her, but she stubbornly followed her friends in spite of it. She knew that Tamika would shoplift and LaQuandra was an accomplished pickpocket, but Keosha had yet to participate in any kind of criminal activity. She knew it was just a matter of time.

			 

			Throughout dinner, Tiffany gushed to her parents about how well things were going at school. 

			“We’re playing Central this Friday. Of course we’ll win. They pretty much suck at football. And David’s…”

			“Don’t say ‘suck,’ Tiffany. It’s not ladylike,” admonished Tom Wallace, her father, sipping his nightly scotch.

			“Uh, okay. Sorry. David’s all excited because they say there will be some college scouts there. David says that even though he still has another year, he wants to make a good impression. They remember that stuff, you know.”

			“David doesn’t have to worry—he’ll get picked up for sure. Does he still want to go to UT?” he asked.

			“Oh, yes! He’s not even going to consider anyplace else. He’s going to major in business and take over his father’s car dealership. He has everything mapped out.”

			“Is that his plan or his father’s plan?” asked Tonya Wallace, Tiffany’s mother.

			“It’s both. David’s father has always dreamed of David going into business with him. And David is okay with it too.”

			“Just okay?” asked Tonya.

			“Well, you know how Mr. Spears is. He’s always had lots of plans for David.”

			“But what does David want to do?”

			“Tonya, Spears Motors is the biggest dealership in town. Why wouldn’t he want to work there—and own it someday? Seems like a good future and great job security to me. And if he and Tiffany continue dating, it’ll be good for her too,” said Tom.

			“You know how David’s dad is. Always pushing, always demanding more out of David. I think it’s a lot of pressure for a kid,” said Tonya.

			“Boys need pressure. It’s good for them.”

			“Glad I’m not a boy!” smiled Tiffany. 

			“I have expectations for you too, young lady. National Honor Society, top 10 percent, and a good college.”

			“Daddy, I’m going to UT with David. UT is a great college.”

			“And a good law school. You want to follow in your old man’s footsteps, don’t you?”

			“Of course, Daddy.” Tiffany knew her dad’s dream had always been to put up a sign one day: Wallace and Wallace, Attorneys at Law. Of course, that dream had also meant that Wallace #2 was a son, but Tiffany tried to fulfill her father’s vision, nonetheless.

			“That’s my girl! Better get cracking on that homework.”

			“Yes, Daddy.”

			Tiffany sat on her bed after dinner and reread the letter. Tears again filled her eyes as she thought about the two masks she wore. They were in opposition to each other, and the stress was becoming more difficult every day. She thought of them as her “good-girl mask” and her “David mask.” The good-girl mask was the one her parents and teachers saw: the pretty head cheerleader, the A student, the popular girl. It was the mask she was born to wear. She knew her parents’ expectations were high, and she would have been surprised if it had been any different. She was their only child and had been pushed and prodded all her life. The David mask was tougher to wear these days, but she was terrified to take it off. 

			Tiffany had known David since elementary school and had been thrilled when he finally noticed her during their sophomore year. After manipulating every situation possible (as only high school girls can), she had won his heart. It was a logical match—both were athletic, good-looking, smart, and popular. His jealousy had been flattering at first; she’d enjoyed feeling like she “belonged” to someone. However, it had mutated into something more confining. He began controlling who her friends were, what she did in her spare time, and even what she wore. His reasoning was that he loved her and wanted the best for her, but sometimes it was too much for Tiffany. Especially when he became angry. It didn’t feel loving then—it felt scary.

			David had begun to pressure Tiffany into having sex during their junior year, but she had held out until last summer. They waited until Tiffany’s parents were guaranteed to be out of the house for an extended period of time. He brought a rose and a bottle of cheap champagne. They drank out of cartoon paper cups from Tiffany’s bathroom and listened to music. It was the most romantic day of Tiffany’s life. She didn’t like sex as much as David did, but she wanted to make him happy, so she put on her David mask and did whatever he asked, as often as he required. Still, Tiffany knew that soon her perfect little world would be turned upside down.

			 

			Kim Le had pondered the idea of masks since her conversation with Mrs. English. She understood how people could put on different masks in different situations. And she understood, as Mrs. English had suggested, that it wasn’t good to pretend to be one thing all the time, especially if it was a lie, such as acting happy when you’re sad. But her mask was much more important than just acting a certain way: she had to hide her secret.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 5

			“Kill the Hornets!”

			“Spray the Hornets!”

			“Splat the Hornets!”

			Anne smiled as she watched her second-period homeroom brainstorm ideas for their spirit door. It was homecoming week—the equivalent of race week for NASCAR fans, crammed into five short days. Football players had that extra strut in their walk, cheerleaders and drill team members practiced their halftime moves, and everyone wanted to win the coveted Spirit Stick for the best classroom-door decoration. Anne sweetened the pot by dangling a pizza party as incentive, in addition to spending $40 she didn’t have on streamers, balloons, poster board, markers, and glitter. She didn’t mind losing a class period (or two, or three) to plan and implement what was destined to be an award-winning door. Besides, sports always took precedence over academics during football season. Tiffany organized her collaborators, barking orders like a general.

			“C’mon, people, we have to make a decision! I say we make a giant flyswatter and can of bug spray, with ‘Kill the Hornets’ as our cheer. Kristen, you and Jeanie start cutting and twisting the streamers so we can frame the door. Ashley, you get the poster boards and start on the flyswatter and spray can. Mrs. English has markers and glitter, so make ’em sparkle! Robert, you help Ashley. Ask Kim if she wants to help—she has great handwriting and can make the letters. Jason, you and Stephen and John start blowing up balloons.”

			While half the class helped with the door, the rest of the class took advantage of the downtime. Some slept, some chatted with friends, some listened to music. Surprised, Anne noticed that Ray was over in the corner, writing quietly. She considered taking a stroll around the class and praising Ray for his effort but decided against it. She didn’t want to interrupt him, and she certainly didn’t want to draw attention to him. Although he had his moments as class clown, she knew he preferred fading into the background.
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