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College	 student	 Alexander	 Copeland	 worked	 as	 an	 assistant	
for	astronomer	Gordon	Maxwell.	Alex	was	offered	the	opportunity	
of	a	lifetime	–	to	join	a	small	civilian	crew	and	travel	to	outer	space	
to	 investigate	 a	 mysterious	 wormhole	 presumed	 to	 have	 been	
created	by	an	alien	species.	But	the	top‐secret	government	division	
sponsoring	 Dr.	 Maxwell’s	 research	 abruptly	 canceled	 the	
expedition	and	closed	down	the	entire	project.	

Seven	 years	 later,	 twenty‐five‐year‐old	 Alex,	 working	 as	 a	
New	 York	 inner‐city	 junior	 high	 school	 science	 teacher,	 is	
contacted	by	 the	same	arrogant	government	project	director	who	
tells	 him	 the	 original	 space	 expedition	 has	 been	 revived.	 Alex	 is	
offered	a	seat	on	an	advanced	space	shuttle	christened	Status	Quo,	
set	 to	 go	 through	 the	 wormhole.	 But	 Alex	 is	 immediately	
suspicious.	After	seven	years,	why	is	the	project	suddenly	on	again?	

Alex’s	 new	 shipmates	only	 add	 to	 his	 anxiety.	 Sara	Maxwell,	
gifted	 daughter	 of	 the	 late	 Dr.	 Maxwell,	 has	 spent	 the	 last	 seven	
years	 in	 a	 mental	 institution.	 The	 ship’s	 pilot	 is	 a	 teenage	 boy	
whose	only	flight	experience	is	on	a	simulator.	The	pilot’s	mother,	
also	 chosen	 as	 a	 crewmember,	 is	 supposedly	 psychic.	 The	 ship’s	
doctor	 is	 a	 novice	 who	 wants	 nothing	 to	 do	 with	 the	mission.	 A	
troubled	teenage	girl	on	the	brink	of	suicide	is	also	accepted	as	part	
of	 the	crew.	There’s	even	a	 convicted	murderer	and	a	cat	aboard.	
Absolutely	no	one	chosen	for	this	mission	has	any	sort	of	astronaut	
training	 or	 experience.	 And	 worst	 of	 all,	 the	 project	 director’s	
agenda	 appears	 to	 be	 making	 sure	 that	 the	 ship	 and	 all	 aboard	
never	return	to	Earth.	

It’s	 a	 conspiracy	 that	 leaves	 these	 lost	 souls	 stranded	 in	 a	
strange	 galaxy	 with	 a	 damaged	 ship	 surrounded	 by	 threats	 both	
human	and	alien.	Even	if	this	group	worked	together	and	managed	
to	survive,	could	they	–	would	they	–	return	to	the	uncaring	world	
that	 sent	 them	 to	 space	 to	 die?	 With	 the	 alternative	 looking	
exceedingly	grim,	the	journey	of	Status	Quo	seems	doomed.	Or	is	it?	
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O	N	E	
	
	

I	 wanted	 to	 pinch	 myself	 to	 make	 sure	 this	 was	 all	 real.	 As	 an	
eighteen‐year‐old	college	sophomore	going	to	Nevada	State	University,	I,	
Alex	 Copeland,	 was	 about	 to	 become	 part	 of	 a	 discovery	 that	 would	
change	human	history	forever.	People	dreamed	about	opportunities	like	
this	their	entire	lives,	and	I	just	fell	into	it...	

After	 spending	 six	months	 in	 Dr.	 Gordon	Maxwell’s	 lab,	 I	 already	
knew	 it	 was	 an	 experience	 like	 none	 other.	 Originally	 I’d	 started	 at	
Nevada	State	University	as	a	journalism	major.	I’d	contacted	Dr.	Maxwell	
for	 an	 interview	 for	 a	 school	 newspaper	 article.	 We’d	 hit	 it	 off	 in	 the	
interview,	and	later	he	contacted	me	to	see	if	I’d	be	interested	in	working	
for	him	in	his	lab.	His	enthusiasm	convinced	me	to	change	my	major	from	
journalism	to	astronomy.	

I’ll	never	forget	the	prideful	grin	on	Dr.	Maxwell’s	face	when	I	told	
him	how	that	one	afternoon	changed	the	course	of	my	life.	We	stayed	in	
touch	and,	 later	 that	year,	he	offered	me	an	 internship	with	his	project.	
I’m	sure	there	were	better	candidates	for	the	job,	but	he	insisted	that,	for	
a	project	of	this	importance,	trust	meant	more	than	experience.	“I	have	a	
hunch	about	you,”	he	said.	Strange	words	coming	from	a	scientist,	but	Dr.	
Maxwell	was	no	ordinary	scientist.	

‘Documentation’	was	my	main	responsibility	 in	 the	 lab,	but	 I	 soon	
realized	this	was	an	opportunity	far	beyond	note‐taking.	Dr.	Maxwell	had	
been	 one	 of	 the	 first	 scientists	 in	 the	 world	 to	 discover	 the	 rift	 –	 an	
apparent	wormhole	of	unknown	nature	–	that	had	suddenly	appeared	in	
space,	 far	 beyond	 the	 moon’s	 orbit.	 He’d	 detected	 the	 rift	 through	
telescope	observation	and	other	means,	but	before	he	could	announce	his	
findings,	our	country’s	military	intelligence,	upon	the	recommendation	of	
the	President	himself,	stepped	in	to	maintain	a	veil	of	secrecy	to	prevent	
world	 panic	 about	 the	mysterious	 ‘hole	 in	 space.’	 Scientists	 from	 other	
countries	had	spotted	the	rift	too,	but	no	one	should	ever	underestimate	
the	 determination	 and	 capability	 of	 governments	 to	 squash	 a	 secret	 to	



STATUS QUO         Mark	Rosendorf	
 

2 

keep	it	 from	getting	out.	An	international	consortium	of	nations	capable	
of	detecting	the	rift	had	been	formed,	and	all	were	working	diligently	to	
provide	 a	 united	 and	 coordinated	 effort	 to	 find	 out	 all	 that	 could	 be	
determined	 regarding	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 rift	 and	 any	 possible	 danger	 it	
posed	to	the	Earth	and	the	rest	of	the	solar	system.	

A	 probe	 of	 Dr.	Maxwell’s	 design	was	 launched	 into	 the	 rift,	 but	 it	
had	yet	to	return	any	data.	A	manned	space	shuttle	was	the	next	step,	but	
planning	 and	 execution	 would	 delay	 that	 trip	 for	 some	 time.	 Still,	 Dr.	
Maxwell	 eagerly	 anticipated	 the	 prospect	 of	 traveling	 further	 than	
mankind	 had	 ever	 gone	 before,	moving	 forward	 to	 discover	 everything	
possible	about	the	rift	and	beyond.	All	we	knew	about	the	universe	was	
about	 to	 change,	 and	 it	was	all	based	on	our	work	 in	Dr.	Maxwell’s	 lab.	
Wow.	

Dr.	Maxwell	already	had	a	list	of	his	top	picks	for	the	shuttle	crew.	
Of	course,	he	chose	his	daughter,	Sara.	She	deserved	it;	no	one	put	more	
hours	into	this	lab	than	she	did.	Although	she	was	just	a	year	older	than	
me,	she	had	an	intellect	that	ate	mine	for	breakfast.	Not	to	mention,	she	
looked	 exotic	with	 those	 thin	 hips	 and	 flowing	 reddish‐blonde	hair.	My	
stomach	fluttered	whenever	we	shared	a	conversation.	

I	never	expected	Dr.	Maxwell	to	offer	me	a	seat	on	the	ship,	but	he	
did.	 “You’re	 an	 important	part	of	 all	 this,	Alex,”	he	 said.	 “You	belong	up	
there	with	us.”	Wow,	I	was	just	an	intern	who	took	notes	while	they	did	
the	research.	I	immediately	said	yes.	The	excitement	overwhelmed	me	to	
the	point	I	had	barely	slept	since.	I	still	couldn’t	believe	I	was	part	of	all	
this,	 and	 not	 just	 from	 the	 perspective	 that	 my	 name	 would	 someday	
appear	 in	 history	 books.	 There	was	 also	 the	 added	 bonus	 of	 sitting	 on	
that	ship	next	to	Sara,	experiencing	what	no	one	else	could	ever	imagine.	
From	that	connection,	what	else	could	grow?	

That’s	when	everything	fell	apart	–	and	in	the	worst	way	possible.	
	

*	*	*	*	*	
	

It	 was	 a	 Saturday	 morning,	 normally	 my	 day	 off.	 But	 with	 Dr.	
Maxwell	out	of	town	for	a	meeting	at	NASA,	I	promised	Sara	I’d	help	give	
the	 lab	 a	 long‐overdue	 scrubbing.	 She	 loved	 to	 clean,	 and	 I	 enjoyed	
spending	 time	 with	 her,	 which	 made	 us	 the	 right	 duo	 for	 the	 task.	 I	
couldn’t	wait	to	get	started.	

However,	 as	 soon	 as	 I	 walked	 in,	 I	 saw	 the	 plan	 had	 changed	
dramatically.	I	stopped	dead,	spotting	Sara	with	both	her	hands	wrapped	
around	 a	 black	 pistol	 pointed	 at	 an	 all‐too	 familiar	 man	 in	 a	 beige	
sergeant’s	 jacket	 filled	 with	 ribbons	 and	 badges	 that	 flaunted	 his	
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importance.	
“Oh,	my	God,	Sara!	Sergeant	Reynolds,	what’s	going	on	here?”	The	

tension	in	the	room	made	my	heart	skip	a	beat.	Sergeant	Nolan	Reynolds’	
visits	 to	 the	 lab	 almost	 always	 caused	 an	 aura	 of	 stress,	 but	 never	 like	
this.	Sara’s	hazel	eyes	usually	reflected	the	bloom	of	excitement,	but	this	
time	they	were	fired	with	desperation	and	anger.	

Reynolds	stood	with	his	back	perfectly	straight,	a	great	posture	of	
composure	 for	a	man	with	 the	barrel	of	 a	gun	pointed	at	him	 from	 less	
than	ten	feet	away.	A	soldier	in	a	green	uniform	stood	on	Reynolds’	right	
side.	He	cocked	his	rifle	and	aimed	it	Sara’s	way.	

I	 pressed	 my	 hands	 desperately	 against	 my	 brown	 hair,	 slicked	
back	during	my	morning	trim.	I	just	couldn’t	process	this	scene.	“How	did	
this	–	what	happened?”	

“Leave	the	building	immediately,	Mr.	Copeland,”	the	larger‐than‐life	
sergeant	said	through	his	handlebar	mustache.	

“He’s	shutting	us	down,	Alex!”	Sara	turned	her	wide‐eyed	glare	my	
way,	then	back	to	Reynolds.	The	florescent	lights	that	usually	reflected	off	
her	flowing	hair	had	been	dimmed.	

“Now?	Without	any	warning	or	clue?	But,	why?”	
The	sergeant	ignored	me	and	focused	on	Sara.	“You	have	to	accept	

this,	 Miss	 Maxwell.	 The	 funding	 for	 your	 father’s	 project	 is	 cancelled.	
Everything	must	be	confiscated	today.”	

“My	father	won’t	allow	it!”	
“He	has	been	informed	of	the	decision.	Believe	me	when	I	say	I	am	

not	particularly	satisfied	with	this,	either.”	
“I	don’t!”	Sara	snarled	like	an	angry	dog.Her	gun	kept	moving	from	

Sergeant	 Reynolds	 to	 the	 soldier,	 and	 back	 to	 the	 sergeant.	 I	 blinked,	
wondering	if	she’d	even	noticed	the	two	other	soldiers	in	the	back	of	the	
laboratory,	 each	with	 a	pistol	 pointed	her	way.	Reynolds	nodded	 to	his	
men	 in	 the	 back.	 An	 order	 to	 shoot?	 I	 had	 to	 do	 something.	 I	 took	 a	
hesitant	 step	 forward.	 Say	 something,	 anything,	 and	 fast.	 One	 of	 the	
soldiers	 in	 the	 back,	 a	 huge	 man	 at	 least	 ten	 years	 my	 senior	 with	 an	
African‐American	 complexion,	 cocked	 his	 gun.	 The	 other,	 a	 smaller	
soldier	and	the	only	person	I’d	ever	seen	wearing	a	helmet	indoors,	crept	
toward	Sara.	

“Y‐you	you	have	to	put	the	gun	down,	Sara!	Please!”	Damn,	was	that	
the	best	I	could	come	up	with?	

Sara’s	 gun	 flinched	my	way.	 I	 jumped	back	 to	 the	wall	 and	 raised	
my	hands.	She	aimed	the	weapon	back	on	the	sergeant.	“Alex,	don’t	you	
side	with	this	asshole.”	Her	hands	shook	around	that	pistol.	Did	she	know	
how	to	use	that	thing?	“You	saw	what	he	put	us	through.	What	he	put	my	
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father	through...”	
“I’m	not	siding	with	him,	Sara.	I	swear,	I	just	...	I–”	I	just	didn’t	want	

her	 to	 get	 hurt	 or	 arrested.	 Or	 worse.	Why	 couldn’t	 I	 say	 that?	 Maybe	
because	my	tongue	felt	like	it	suddenly	weighed	more	than	that	gun.	

“We	 tolerated	 it	 ...	 swallowed	 his	 demeaning	 attitude	 every	 day!	
Now	he	wants	to	take	it	all	away.”	Sara	shook	her	head.	“No!	I’ll	kill	him	
before	I’ll	let	him	kick	us	out.	I	swear	I	will!	Don’t	try	to	stop	me.”	

“Listen	to	me,	young	lady,”	Reynolds	said.	“I	don’t	want	this	to	get	
ugly	for	you	or	your	father.”	

“You	don’t	want	this	to	get	ugly?”	she	wailed.	“You’re	destroying	all	
our	work,	not	to	mention	robbing	the	world	of	great	scientific	knowledge!	
This	is	so	far	beyond	ugly–”	

“This	 decision	 came	 from	 above.”	 Reynolds	 rubbed	 a	 thumb	 from	
one	end	of	his	mustache	to	the	other.	“There	was	no	choice;	this	project	
has	 been	 stagnant	 for	 a	 while	 now.”	 He	 shrugged.	 “This	 is	 how	 things	
work	in	the	adult	world.	A	new	administration	comes	in,	a	new	direction	
is	determined,	and–”	

“This	 isn’t	 about	 that!”	 A	 tear	 rolled	 down	 Sara’s	 red	 cheek.	 “We	
were	set	to	go	through	the	rift.	Everything	we	know	was	about	to	change.	
How	can	you	pull	us	away,	now	that	we’re	so	close?”	

“You’re	 a	 young	 woman	 of	 facts,	 Miss	 Maxwell.	 So,	 let’s	 speak	
factually.	Your	 father	presented	a	 theory	 that	 there	 is	 intelligent	 life	on	
the	other	side	of	the	rift–”	

“There	is	intelligent	life	on	the	other	side	of	that	wormhole!”	
Reynolds’	glare	forced	me	a	step	back.	“And,	we	funded	him	plenty	

of	dollars	 to	prove	 that	 theory	correct,	 including	millions	on	 that	probe	
built	to	his	specifications.	It’s	been	a	year	since	we	sent	it	through	the	rift.	
Nothing	 has	 come	 back.	 Nothing.	Meanwhile,	 you	 and	 your	 father	 have	
sat	 in	 this	 lab	 and	 done	 what	 since?	 We	 still	 have	 zero	 evidence	 to	
support	his	claims.”	

“Th‐that’s	why	we	were	going	to	go	through	ourselves,	 to	 find	out	
firsthand.	We	just	need	...	the	ship–”	

“How	the	hell	can	we	fund	an	outer‐space	mission	on	nothing	more	
than	your	father’s	unproven	theories?”	

The	tall,	dark	soldier	tiptoed	a	few	more	steps	forward.	The	red	dot	
from	 his	 pistol’s	 scope	 bounced	 off	 Sara’s	 head.	 The	 helmeted	 soldier	
aimed	his	weapon	as	well.	They	could	kill	her	at	any	time;	all	they	needed	
was	the	order.	No	wonder	Sergeant	Reynolds	hadn’t	pissed	on	himself;	he	
had	everything	under	control.	

“Sara...”	No	other	words	crept	through	my	throat.	
“Take	 a	hike,	Blue	Eyes.”	 She	used	 the	pet	nickname	 she’d	 coined	
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my	first	day	on	the	job.	She	said	I	had	‘the	biggest	baby‐blue	eyes’	on	all	
of	planet	Earth.	It	was	the	first	of	many	times	Sara	made	me	blush.	

I	had	every	intention	of	asking	her	out	once	my	internship	came	to	
an	end.	Asking	earlier	ran	the	risk	of	making	things	awkward.	What	if	she	
shot	me	down?	 I	 sure	didn’t	want	 to	be	 asked	 to	 leave	 and	 lose	 out	 on	
seeing	 this	project	 to	 its	end.	Now,	 it	didn’t	matter.	No	more	project.	No	
chance	of	a	date.	The	odds	of	this	ending	without	Sara	in	prison	or	dead	
were	becoming	slimmer	with	each	passing	moment.	

“Stay	out	of	 it,	Alex!”	She’d	never	spoken	to	me	like	that.	“This	has	
nothing	to	do	with	you.	Get	lost.”	

Good	 advice,	 although	 a	 little	 insulting.	 For	 six	 months,	 I	 wrote	
down	everything	said	and	done	in	this	lab.	Not	to	mention	all	the	errands	
I	ran.	I	felt	as	much	a	part	of	this	project	as	I	did	the	Maxwell	family.	My	
feelings	–	and	infatuation	–	for	Sara	aside,	I	couldn’t	stand	by	and	let	the	
doctor’s	daughter	get	shot.	He’d	never	survive	it.	He	loved	her	even	more	
than	 that	 wormhole	 in	 outer	 space.	 Even	 more	 than	 that	 probe	 he	
negotiated	 from	 NASA.	 I	 wanted	 to	 say	 or	 do	 something	 clever	 ...	 but	
nothing	worth	saying	came	to	mind.	

The	 soldier	 tossed	 his	 helmet	 on	 the	 floor,	 revealing	 a	 bald	 shine	
underneath.	He	holstered	his	pistol	and	charged	at	Sara	 like	a	madman.	
All	I	could	do	was	scream,	“Look	out	behind	you!”	

In	 response,	 Sara	 spun	 around.	 The	 soldier	 dodged	 left	 and	
snatched	her	wrists.	A	gunshot	jolted	my	eardrums,	as	did	Sara’s	scream.	
The	back	of	my	head	slammed	against	the	wall.	 I	sagged	to	my	knees	as	
Sara	did	the	same,	her	left	denim	pant	leg	soaked	red		her	ankle.	

Smoke	poured	from	the	end	of	the	pistol	held	by	the	young	soldier	
next	 to	 Reynolds.	 The	 son	 of	 a	 bitch	 looked	 proud	 of	 himself.	 “Go,”	
Reynolds	ordered.	

The	 bald	 soldier	 grabbed	 the	 back	 of	 Sara’s	 neck	 and	 pushed	 her	
onto	her	stomach.	He	yanked	her	hands	behind	her	back	and	cuffed	them.	
His	huge	partner,	meanwhile,	stood	over	 them	with	his	gun	pointed.	He	
kicked	Sara’s	weapon	across	the	floor.	

“Lieutenant	Seaver,	Lieutenant	Reed,	get	Miss	Maxwell	up	and	take	
her	the	hell	out	of	here.”	Reynolds	spoke	as	if	he	were	the	coach	of	a	ball	
team.	

On	command,	 the	bald	soldier	–	Seaver,	 I	 guessed	–	 lifted	Sara	off	
the	metal	floor.	Blood	painted	her	white	sneaker	red.	The	giant,	who	had	
to	 be	Reed,	 grabbed	 an	 arm.	 The	 two	dragged	 her	 to	 the	 door.	 As	 they	
passed,	 Sara	 threw	me	a	 look	 that	 begged	 for	help.	 If	 only	 I	 could	have	
done	something	other	than	sit	on	one	knee	and	wish	this	had	all	been	a	
horrible	nightmare.	
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“I’m	going	 to	 tell	 the	world	what	you’ve	done	here,”	 Sara	howled.	
“They	have	a	right	to	know,	and	I’m	going	to	tell	them!”	

I	 watched	 in	 horror	 as	 they	 dragged	 Sara	 from	 the	 room.	 Only	
Reynolds	knew	where	they’d	take	her.	I	stood	up	once	my	knees	stopped	
shaking.	 I	 just	wanted	to	grab	my	things	and	get	 the	hell	out	of	 there,	 if	
only	 the	 sergeant’s	 husky	 body	 hadn’t	 blocked	 the	way.	 Looks	 couldn’t	
kill,	but	his	intense	stare	made	my	heart	skip	a	beat.	

“I	expect	you	will	not	cause	a	ruckus	similar	to	Miss	Maxwell’s.”	His	
voice	was	friendly,	but	I	picked	up	on	the	intended	threat.	

“No,	sir,	I’m	not,	b‐but	...	I	don’t	understand.	How	could	this	happen?	
Dr.	Maxwell	was	so	close	to	proving	everything	he	said	was	true.”	

“Dr.	 Maxwell	 was	 not	 close	 to	 proving	 anything	 at	 all.	 His	 ten‐
million‐dollar‐probe	did	not	 send	back	one	 iota	 of	data.	Then,	 he	 asked	
for	a	space	shuttle	and	a	crew.	We	don’t	even	know	if	that	rift	is	an	actual	
wormhole,	let	alone	whether	there	is	intelligent	life	on	the	other	side.	The	
criticism	 our	 former	 administration	 received	 for	 keeping	 this	 project	
funded	 is	 not	 an	 embarrassment	 our	 current	 administration	 wishes	 to	
continue.”	

Wow,	I	couldn’t	believe	this	guy	oversaw	the	project	for	more	than	
two	years	and	sneered	when	he	discussed	it.	How	could	he	say	there	was	
no	proof	when	the	wormhole	 itself	was	the	proof?	“Dr.	Maxwell	 is	sure.	
He	says	it’s	an	invitation	for	all	humanity.”	

“A	 theory	 based	 on	 nothing,	Mr.	 Copeland.	 In	 this	world,	we	 deal	
with	proof	and	facts.”	

I	always	tried	to	keep	my	calm;	it	helped	avoid	arguments.	Sergeant	
Reynolds,	 however,	 had	 the	 uncanny	 ability	 to	 bring	 the	 worst	 out	 of	
everyone	 around	him.	 The	 guy	pushed	buttons	 better	 than	 a	 telephone	
operator.	 On	 two	 separate	 occasions,	 he	 even	 managed	 to	 light	 Dr.	
Maxwell’s	 fuse	 –	 and	 Dr.	 Maxwell	 was	 the	 most	 rational	 and	 even‐
tempered	man	I’d	ever	known.	With	me,	it	simply	took	that	disrespectful	
glare,	 like	 I	 was	 a	 child.	 “S‐Sergeant,	 that	 wormhole	 is	 out	 there.	 It	
appeared	out	of	nowhere,	and	it’s	not	that	far	from	Earth.	It	can’t	be	a	n‐
natural	occurrence.”	Man,	I	wish	I	had	said	that	without	the	stammer.	

“Let	 me	 bottom‐line	 this	 for	 you,	 Mr.	 Copeland.”	 Reynolds	 spoke	
like	an	angry	tepfather.	He	held	a	finger	up	in	front	of	my	face.	“There	are	
several	ways	I	could	document	this	incident	with	Miss	Maxwell,	including	
as	a	criminal	act.”“Sara	is	not	a	criminal.”	

“Depends	on	how	I	choose	to	see	it.	In	that	respect,	I	could	also	have	
you	arrested	and	incarcerated	for	obstruction.”	

“What?	Are	you	serious?”	What	a	dumb	question,	of	course	he	was	
serious.	A	wave	of	his	hand	brought	the	remaining	soldier	to	his	side.	His	
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pistol	was	 in	 its	 holster;	 his	 hand	 didn’t	waver	 too	 far	 from	 it.	 I	 really	
didn’t	want	to	go	to	jail.	“What	do	you	want	from	me?”	I	wanted	to	sound	
confident,	 assured,	 less	 like	 a	 boy	 and	 more	 like	 a	 man.	 I	 know	 I	
failed.“You	are	to	forget	about	this	place,	Mr.	Copeland.	Forget	all	you’ve	
learned	here.”	

That’s	 exactly	 what	 I	 was	 afraid	 of.	 My	 first	 real	 job,	 and,	 for	 all	
intents	and	purposes,	I	was	getting	fired.	A	reference	letter	was	probably	
out	of	the	question.	“What	about	my	internship	hours?”	

“Nevada	State	University	has	been	informed	of	your	intent	to	drop	
out	 of	 their	 undergraduate	 program	 so	 that	 you	may	 return	 home	 and	
pursue	another	career	path.”	

I	suddenly	felt	like	I	had	been	the	one	shot	in	the	leg.	“But	why?”	
“No	 explanation	 is	 necessary,	 Mr.	 Copeland.”	 He	 flashed	 the	

phoniest	 smile	 I’d	 ever	 seen.	 “Might	 I	 suggest	 you	 try	 something	 in	 the	
private	sector?”	

I	opened	my	mouth,	wanting	to	respond.	I	had	nothing.	
“Lieutenant	Davis,”	Reynolds	said	to	the	soldier,	“please	escort	Mr.	

Copeland	off	the	premises.”	
The	soldier	stepped	 forward.	He	tugged	on	my	arm	and	 led	me	to	

the	open	door.	
“Can	I	at	least	get	my	notebooks?”	
“No,	you	cannot,”	Reynolds	balked.	“They	are	government	property,	

just	like	everything	else	in	this	laboratory.	Good	day.”	
With	that,	the	sergeant	stalked	off,	dismissing	me	like	I	was	a	piece	

of	 furniture	 that	 had	 to	 be	moved.	What	 should	have	been	 the	 greatest	
experience	of	my	life	had	ended	in	the	most	brutal	way	possible.	So	much	
for	making	history.	
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After	 that	 fiasco	 in	 Dr.	 Maxwell’s	 lab,	 and	 my	 ‘withdrawal’	 from	
school	in	Nevada,	it	took	me	a	while	to	get	my	act	together.	I	finally	went	
back	to	school	at	a	state	university	closer	to	home	and	majored	in	science	
education	 –	 arguably	 not	 my	 best	 decision.	 Seven	 years	 later,	 I	 found	
myself	teaching	science	classes	in	a	local	junior	high	school.	

A	year	and	a	half	of	teaching	junior	high	students	who	don’t	give	a	
rat’s	 behind	 about	 science	 helped	 convinced	 me	 my	 one	 great	
opportunity	had	come	and	gone.	Droning	about	science	to	disinterested	
stares	 or	 spitball	 fights	 just	 wasn’t	 the	 same	 as	 discovering	 life	 on	
another	planet	–	which	I	almost	did.	But	 it	paid	the	bills.	 I	 just	 ...	 I	don’t	
know	 ...	 thought	 it	 would	 be	 a	 lot	 more	 exciting.	 I	 pictured	 myself	
standing	in	front	of	the	class	and	presenting	theories	of	outer	space	that	
would	amaze	all	my	students.	After	all,	who	wouldn’t	find	space,	the	stars,	
and	 the	planets	 interesting?	Middle	 school	kids	 from	 inner‐city	Brooklyn,	
apparently.	I	may	as	well	have	been	teaching	about	sedimentary	rocks.	

“You’ve	 now	 had	 time	 to	 mull	 over	 the	 question	 of	 the	 day.”	 I	
clapped	my	hands	together	 in	an	attempt	 to	shake	some	of	 these	 future	
young	men	and	women	awake.	 “Would	anyone	 like	 to	 take	an	educated	
guess?”	

The	 five	 not‐so‐perfect	 rows	 stared	 back	 at	 me,	 each	 with	 four	
students	seated	 in	chairs	with	arm	desks	attached.	 I	wanted	to	see	how	
many	hands	would	go	up,	 ready	 to	 risk	an	answer,	 right	or	wrong.	One	
skinny	brown	hand	rose	from	the	middle	row’s	front	seat.	It	belonged	to	
Gilda	Marin.	

Gilda	was	always	ready	and	willing	to	take	a	chance.	Even	when	she	
guessed	wrong,	it	was	still	an	intelligent	answer.	Smart	girl,	her	deductive	
reasoning	 always	 stood	 out,	 even	 last	 year	 when	 she	 first	 entered	 the	
school	 as	 a	 sixth	 grader.	 Too	 bad	most	 of	my	 colleagues	 had	 the	 same	
jaded	attitude	toward	Gilda	as	the	rest	of	the	kids.	Miss	Popular,	she	was	
not.	
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Gilda	was	an	outsider,	by	her	own	admission.	Her	interest	in	school	
and	 lack	of	 interest	 in	 friends	 reminded	me	of	myself	 in	 junior	high.	At	
least	she	did	before	her	recent	problems.	Now,	only	a	cloud	of	anger	and	
stress	flashed	behind	those	flimsy	glasses.	

I	 chose	not	 to	 call	 on	Gilda.	Too	many	 times	 she	became	 the	easy	
way	out	 for	 this	 lazy	and	unappreciative	group.	Plus,	 it	wasn’t	 that	 long	
ago	 that	 I	 recalled	 my	 own	 classmates	 becoming	 annoyed	 and	 hostile	
whenever	I	stole	the	spotlight.	Someone	else	needed	to	take	a	chance.	It	
would	 be	 great	 if	 I	 had	 only	 Gilda	 to	 teach,	 but	 that	 wasn’t	 the	 case.	 I	
walked	 past	 her	 desk,	 hoping	 beyond	 hope	 to	 get	 an	 answer	 out	 of	
someone	else	for	a	change.	

“Vinnie.”	 I	 stopped	 in	 front	of	 the	desk	on	Gilda’s	 left.	 “Would	you	
like	to	take	a	guess?”	

Vinnie	Cutinello	lifted	his	head.	His	eyes	barely	showed	underneath	
that	red	doo‐rag.	His	arms	slipped	under	the	desk,	an	attempt	to	hide	his	
cell	 phone	 in	mid‐text.	 Like	 I	 couldn’t	 hear	 the	 tapping.	 “Um	 ...	 can	 you	
repeat	the	question?”	

I	 expected	a	 room	 full	 of	 laughter.	Turned	out,	 only	 less	 than	half	
the	 class	 was	 paying	 attention.	 The	 rest	 had	 their	 eyes	 pointed	
downward.	 Some	 doodled	 on	 their	 notebooks.	 A	 few	 others	 also	 had	
phones	 under	 the	 desk.	 One	 girl	 in	 the	 back	 held	 a	 compact	 mirror	 in	
front	of	her	face	as	she	applied	eye	makeup.	

What	a	shame.	I	had	really	been	looking	forward	to	this	lesson.	The	
kids	 bored	 easily,	 and	 I	 knew	 that	 going	 in;	 the	 lesson	 last	 week	 on	
volcanoes	 proved	 that	 fact.	 God,	 how	 did	 the	 older	 teachers	 keep	 the	
students	interested	for	an	entire	year?	

“Let’s	remember	the	speed	we	are	able	to	travel	now.”	I	spoke	real	
slow	 so	 even	 Vinnie	 could	 understand	 the	 question.	 He	 never	 once	
peeked	 at	 the	blackboard	where	 I	 had	written	 ‘28,000	mph’	 very	 large.	
“How	long	do	you	think	it	would	take	us	to	travel	to	the	star	nearest	our	
sun,	Alpha	Centauri?”	

Vinnie’s	 eyes	 darted	 side	 to	 side.	 His	 mouth	 hung	 open.	 I	 could	
practically	hear	 the	brain	cells	at	work.	They	sounded	 like	corn	kernels	
popping.	

“I	 guess	 it	 would	 take...”	 he	 paused	 for	 several	 seconds,	 then	
answered,	“I	gots	no	idea.”	

A	 couple	of	 giggles	 filled	 the	 room,	 the	 loudest	 came	 from	Gilda.	 I	
could	have	moved	on	to	someone	else,	but	I	wouldn’t	 let	the	boy	off	the	
hook	 with	 such	 ease.	 “Take	 an	 educated	 guess,	 Vinnie.	 Base	 it	 on	 the	
distances	we’ve	been	discussing	all	week.”	

Of	course,	he	had	no	idea	what	distances	we	had	discussed	all	week.	
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A	few	more	brain	cells	popped	 from	behind	his	 forehead.	 “Uh,	maybe	 ...	
three	or	four	weeks?”	

“Is	 that	 all?”	 I	 had	 to	 smile;	 it	 was	 pretty	 much	 the	 answer	 I	
expected.	Time	 to	make	Vinnie	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 class	 think.	Get	 them	
rationalizing	and	then	steer	them	toward	the	right	answer.	That	was	what	
I	 expected	 to	 be	 doing	 each	 day	when	 I	 decided	 to	 go	 for	my	 teaching	
license.	

I	opened	my	mouth	 to	 speak.	Before	words	 could	 come	out,	Gilda	
shouted	from	her	desk,	“Boy,	you	ain’t	even	close.”	

“Shut	 your	 hole,”	 Vinnie	 retorted,	 then	 mumbled,	 “skanky	 little	
nerd.”	

The	 ridges	 on	Gilda’s	 forehead	 showed.	 The	plastic	 frames	 slid	 to	
the	bridge	of	her	nose.	I	stepped	between	the	two	student	desks	in	order	
to	 stop	 a	 potential	 blowup.	 “She’s	 right,	 Vinnie,”	 I	 announced.	 “The	
distance	 is	 much	 farther.	 Gilda,	 why	 don’t	 you	 tell	 the	 class	 how	 you	
know?”	

She	slumped	 in	her	seat,	 faced	Vinnie,	and	gestured	a	hand	at	me.	
“Mr.	Copeland	said	yesterday	that	we’d	need	twenty	years	to	get	to	Pluto,	
and	that’s	in	our	own	solar	system.	He	always	talks	about	how	the	stars	
are	all	far	away,	right?”	

“Keep	 going,	 Gilda.”	 A	 shame	 no	 one	 else	 paid	 attention	 to	 my	
lessons.	“How	long	do	you	think	it	would	take?”	

She	 glanced	 at	 the	 chalkboard,	 then	 up	 at	 me.	 “It’s	 gotta	 take	
something	like	thousands	of	years,	right?”	

As	 she	 spoke,	 a	 collective	 groan	 came	 from	 students	 in	 the	 back.	
Her	 head	dipped,	 showing	 that	 after	 two	 long	 years,	 the	 snide	 remarks	
and	 general	 attitude	 of	 her	 peers	 still	 stung.	 The	 fingers	 on	 Gilda’s	 left	
hand	tapped	her	right	fist.	I	hadn’t	noticed	until	now,	but	her	fingernails	
had	been	chewed	to	the	quick,	just	like	my	own.	

“Good	reasoning.”	I	smiled,	giving	her	the	approval	she	wouldn’t	get	
from	 anyone	 else	 in	 the	 room.	 Hard	 to	 believe	 this	 girl	 once	 radiated	
confidence.	 Now,	 less	 than	 a	 year	 later,	 she	 was	 all	 but	 a	 shell	 of	 her	
former	self.	“But,	how	many	thousands	of	years?	Think	about	it.”	

She	scratched	the	bottom	of	her	chin.	“I	guess,	maybe,	ten	thousand	
years?”	

“Another	 good	 answer,	 Gilda,	 but	 after	 traveling	 ten	 thousand	
years,	you’d	be	nowhere	near	the	end	of	our	galaxy.”	

“Really?”	
“Really.”	 I	 eyed	 the	 entire	 class.	Most	 couldn’t	 care	 less.	 Gilda	 did	

care,	even	with	the	annoyed	glares	aimed	her	way.	It	was	times	like	this	I	
considered	looking	for	a	new	career	–	if	only	it	were	that	easy	in	today’s	
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job	market.	 “Okay,	 let’s	 see	 if	we	 can	 figure	 out	 the	math	 on	 this,	 shall	
we?”	

I	 jogged	 to	 the	 front	 of	 the	 class.	 With	 the	 chalk,	 I	 drew	 a	 circle	
under	the	28,000	mph	written	on	the	blackboard.	It	looked	more	like	an	
oval,	but	it	was	supposed	to	be	the	earth.	Damn	my	horrible	penmanship,	
but	that	was	the	price	many	of	us	southpaws	had	to	pay.	

I	had	my	explanation	ready,	until	Vinnie	whispered	for	everyone	to	
hear,	“Another	good	answer,	Giiiillllllda.”	

The	class	chuckled.	A	few	even	clapped.	Vinnie	raised	his	arms	like	
he’d	 just	 scored	 the	 game’s	 winning	 field	 goal.	 Somehow,	 his	 horrid	
impersonation	 of	 me	 grabbed	 everyone’s	 attention	 from	 their	 text	
conversations	 the	 way	 my	 lesson	 couldn’t.	 The	 entire	 class,	 it	 seemed,	
found	 it	 entertaining.	 Except	 for	 Gilda.	 She	 yanked	 her	 glasses	 off	 and	
dropped	 them	 on	 the	 desk.	 She	 leaped	 from	 her	 seat	 and	 lunged	 in	
Vinnie’s	direction.	

“You	want	 to	make	something	of	 it,	you	 jerk?”	Her	screech	turned	
the	 giggles	 into	 a	 roar	 of	 laughter.	 The	 verbal	 assault	 didn’t	 have	much	
spark	from	the	mouth	of	a	thirteen‐year‐old	who	barely	weighed	ninety	
pounds.	

“Step	off,	bitch!”	Vinnie’s	long	arm	shot	out	and	slapped	Gilda	in	the	
gut.	Her	scrawny	body	stumbled	 like	a	strong	wind	got	hold	of	her.	The	
small	of	her	back	slammed	against	an	arm	desk.	The	contact	made	Gilda	
cringe.	Her	fists	clenched.	Everyone	left	their	seats.	

“All	right,	enough	of	this!”	I	stepped	between	the	kids	and	pressed	a	
hand	 against	 Vinnie’s	 chest.	 With	 the	 other,	 I	 clutched	 Gilda’s	 tense	
shoulder.	

Vinnie	took	a	step	backward,	lucky	for	me.	At	five	foot	seven,	I	was	
hardly	 a	 midget,	 but	 I	 wasn’t	 a	 giant,	 either.	 This	 thirteen‐year	 old,	
however,	was	just	a	few	inches	shorter	than	me.	Muscular	build,	too.	Kid	
must	have	spent	a	considerable	amount	of	time	in	the	weight	room.	

“She	came	at	me,	yo,”	Vinnie	said	as	he	slapped	his	hand	against	his	
white	tank‐top.	

“What	 are	 you	 gonna	 do	 about	 it,	 dickhead?”	 Gilda	 roared.	 The	
cheering	started	again.	Jeeze,	was	I	that	stupid	in	the	seventh	grade?	

The	bell	rang,	and	conditioned	by	the	New	York	City	school	system,	
every	 kid	 immediately	 responded	 and	 obeyed.	 Vinnie	 spun	 around	 and	
grabbed	 for	 his	 books.	 The	 other	 students	 all	 moved	 toward	 the	 back	
door.	I	released	my	grip	on	Gilda’s	shoulder.	The	homework	assignment	
would	have	to	wait.	Maybe	they	could	work	on	it	in	class	tomorrow.	

The	 last	 student,	 the	 girl	who	worked	 on	 her	makeup,	 pulled	 the	
door	 shut.	 The	 room	 grew	 quiet,	 like	 the	 calm	 after	 a	 hurricane.	 Gilda	
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took	her	seat	and	leaned	her	chin	against	the	desk.	Her	heavy	breathing	
spoke	volumes.	Maybe	I	shouldn’t	have	complimented	her	in	front	of	the	
class.	

“Are	you	okay?”	I	stepped	in	front	of	her.	
“Yeah,	I’m	just...”	She	let	out	a	deep	exhale.	“I	don’t	like	it	when	they	

make	fun	of	my	name	like	that.	It’s	not	like	I	picked	it,	right?”	
Tears	 rolled	 down	 her	 cheeks.	 She	 swatted	 at	 them	 like	 a	 fly	

crawling	on	her	 face.	This	had	 to	be	about	something	more	 than	Vinnie	
making	 fun	of	her	name.	Gilda	 certainly	had	a	 lot	 in	her	 life	 to	warrant	
those	 tears.	Hard	 to	believe	 this	 girl,	 despite	 a	difficult	home	 life,	 spent	
her	first	year	on	a	roll,	answering	every	question	I	could	possibly	throw	
at	 her.	 She	 was	 on	 her	 way	 to	 what	 should	 have	 been	 a	 bright	 future.	
Then	 things	 at	 home	 got	worse,	 fast.	 So	 did	 her	 grades,	 at	 least	 in	 her	
other	classes.	

“You	want	to	talk?”	I	asked	in	a	soft	voice.	
“No.	I	just	want	to	be	left	alone.”	
I	knew	that	wasn’t	the	case.	Otherwise,	Gilda	would	have	left	along	

with	the	rest	of	the	class,	and	disappeared	in	a	bathroom	stall.	Or	maybe	
even	 tried	 to	 sneak	 out	 of	 the	 building.	 She’d	 gone	with	 both	 choices	 a	
number	of	times.	Her	head	picked	up.	The	blank	stare	spoke	louder	than	
words;	she	did	want	to	talk	about	it.	

“So,	Gilda,	how	have	things	been	since...”	I	wasn’t	sure	how	to	finish	
that	question.	

She	snorted.	“You	mean	since	my	mom	got	out	of	rehab,	but	stayed	
there	in	Virginia?	Left	me	here	and	then	forgot	who	the	hell	I	was?”	

“Yeah,	that.”	Ouch.	If	I	could	have	disappeared,	I	would	have.	
“Everything’s	 the	 same	 like	 it	 was	 yesterday	 and	 the	 day	 before	

that.”	She	sniffled.	“I’m	still	stuck	in	that	place,	Dominique’s	group	home.	
You	remember	Dominique,	right?”	

“I	do.	The	girl	you	kept	butting	heads	with	last	year.”	
Butting	heads	was	an	understatement	at	best.	Dominique	was	one	

of	the	nastiest	street	kids	I	had	taught.	Last	year,	she	labeled	Gilda	stuck	
up	 –	 a	 punishment	 for	 taking	 pride	 in	 classroom	 achievements	 –	 and	
bullied	 her	 constantly.	 The	 verbal	 and	 physical	 attacks	 brought	
entertainment	for	the	other	students,	but	misery	for	Gilda.	The	ones	who	
followed	 Dominique’s	 lead	 never	 stopped,	 even	 after	 their	 leader	
graduated.	

“When	Dominique	left,	I	didn’t	think	I’d	ever	have	to	deal	with	that	
bitch	again.	Now	I’m	living	with	her	and	all	her	posse.”	

“They’re	still	not	accepting	you	as	a	part	of	 the	home.”	 I	meant	 to	
phrase	it	as	a	question,	but	it	came	out	as	a	statement.	
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“Not	even	a	little.”	Gilda’s	teeth	rubbed	together.	“They	keep	taking	
my	stuff	like	it’s	theirs.	I	got	only	three	of	these	left.”	She	grabbed	hold	of	
her	white	t‐shirt	and	pulled	on	it.	The	shirt	had	dirt	around	the	collar.	“I	
thought	 I	 could	handle	 it	until	my	mom	came	back	and	got	me	out.	But	
she	 ain’t	 coming	 back.	 Now	 that	 I’m	 stuck	 in	 that	 place,	 it’s	worse,	 like	
being	in	jail	and	I	got	nowhere	else	to	go.”	

“I’m	really	sorry	things	have	been	so	bad.”	
“It	 not	 just	 bad,	 Mr.	 Copeland,	 it	 sucks	 like	 all	 hell.”	 Her	 voice	

cracked.	“I	got	nothing	in	common	with	any	of	them	girls.	I	try	to	study,	
they	just	listen	to	music.	They	get	high	and	act	stupid.	I	go	to	school	every	
morning,	 even	when	 the	 scratching	 in	 the	walls	 keeps	me	 up	 all	 night.	
They	never	go	to	school	...	or	even	sleep.”	

Her	left	foot	shook	under	the	desk.	This	wasn’t	the	first	time	Gilda	
complained	about	her	horrible	living	situation.	Each	time,	I	was	stumped	
for	comforting	words.	

“I	wish	I	kept	my	mouth	shut	back	in	October	when	they	put	me	in	
that	foster	home	down	the	block,”	she	grumbled.	

“You	mean	the	one	where	they	didn’t	speak	English?”	
“Yeah,	I	was	mad	when	my	social	worker	put	me	in	there	because	of	

my	last	name.	She	was	like,	‘you	must	speak	Spanish,	right?’”	Gilda	sighed.	
“It	was	actually	better	there;	at	least	the	family	just	ignored	me.”	

I	leaned	back	against	my	desk,	inches	in	front	of	Gilda.	I	cringed	at	
the	pain	written	across	her	face,	but	turning	away	wouldn’t	make	her	feel	
any	better.	In	hindsight,	I	shouldn’t	have	phoned	a	complaint	to	the	social	
worker.	I	expressed	my	concerns	that	the	foster	home	was	an	unhealthy	
environment	for	the	girl.	I	thought	it	was	the	right	thing	to	do	at	the	time.	
Who	knew	the	alternative	would	be	worse?	

I	 placed	 another	 call	 to	 discuss	Gilda’s	 depression	 over	 the	 group	
home.	Nothing	came	of	it.	The	social	worker	called	it	“transition	issues,”	
whatever	 the	 hell	 that	meant.	 Afterward,	 she	 complained	 to	 the	 school	
principal	that	I	was	annoying	her.	He	banned	me	from	calling	again.	I	had	
no	choice	but	to	comply.	

“I	know	you’re	not	happy	with	your	situation,	Gilda,	but	don’t	give	
up	hope.	You’re	a	smart	girl,	one	of	the	brightest	in	this	school.	With	your	
brains,	 you	 can	 create	 any	 future	 you	want.”	 I	meant	 it,	 too.	 If	 only	 she	
saw	 that.	 At	 one	 time,	 she	 did,	 but	 that	 self‐assuredness	 had	 been	
humbled,	then	deflated.	

Gilda	groaned.	“You’re	kidding,	right?	I	got	no	family,	no	one	in	my	
life	 who	 cares	 what	 happens	 to	 me.	 I	 wanted	 to	 go	 to	 Einstein	 after	 I	
graduate	 from	here.	Now	 I	 can’t	because	 I’m	 in	 that	 stupid	group	home	
and	 I	 have	 to	 stay	 in	 the	neighborhood.	 I	 have	 to	 go	 to	 the	high	 school	
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Dominique’s	at.	I’ve	seen	it;	it’s	as	crappy	as	this	place.”	
She	 paused	 and	 threw	 me	 an	 apologetic	 glance.	 “No	 offense,	 Mr.	

Copeland.”	
“None	taken,	I	just	work	here,”	I	answered	with	a	smile.	My	attempt	

at	humor,	though,	had	no	effect.	
Einstein	 High	 School	 was	 the	 first	 school	 I’d	 worked	 in,	 until	

seniority	 cuts	 forced	 my	 transfer	 after	 six	 weeks.	 Einstein	 had	 limited	
openings	 for	 incoming	 freshmen,	 and	 they	 never	 took	 students	 outside	
the	home	borough	of	Queens.	 I	 still	 spoke	with	 the	guidance	 counselor.	
He	 promised	 to	 take	 my	 recommendation	 and	 arrange	 for	 Gilda’s	
acceptance.	

Gilda	 smiled	 ear	 to	 ear	when	 I	 told	 her.	 It	 thrilled	me	 as	well.	 At	
least	 I	 would	 help	 one	 student	 in	 this	 school	 improve	 in	 life,	 or	 so	 I	
thought.	Knowing	she	couldn’t	go	killed	me	inside.	

“I	thought	I	could	be	a	doctor	when	I	grow	up,	or	a	lawyer.	Maybe	
even	 a	 scientist,	 I	 don’t	 know.	 I	 just	want	 to	do	 something	 good.”	Gilda	
folded	her	arms	on	the	desk	and	laid	her	chin	on	her	wrists.	“But	that’s	all	
a	wrap;	people	like	me	don’t	grow	up	to	be	a	damn	thing.	So,	what’s	the	
point,	right?”	

“That’s	not	true,	not	at	all!”	Damn,	I	didn’t	mean	to	raise	my	voice.	
“There	 is	 so	much	you	can	control,	 so	much	you	 can	do	 to	avoid	 falling	
into	that	stereotype.”	

She	 stared	 at	 me	 for	 several	 quiet	 moments.	 Doubtful,	 she	 still	
seemed	to	be	considering	my	words	of	advice.	“I	have	thought	a	lot	about	
this,	Mr.	Copeland,”	she	finally	said.	“I	made	a	decision	about	my	life,	and	I	
wanted	to	tell	you	before	I	do	it.”	

“Do	tell	us,	Miss	Marin,”	a	deep	and	authoritative	voice	came	from	
the	back	of	the	room.	My	head	popped	up.	“Does	this	profound	decision	
include	attending	the	rest	of	your	classes	and	leaving	Mr.	Copeland	alone	
during	his	prep	time?”	

Principal	Rowland	Washington	stood	in	the	doorway	with	his	arms	
folded	 across	 his	 chest.	 His	 bald	 head	 glistened	 under	 the	 bright	 lights	
above.	 I	 stepped	 forward	 and	 fixed	 my	 posture.	 Gilda	 rolled	 her	 eyes,	
never	budging	from	her	seat.	Once	again,	her	body	tensed,	like	she’d	been	
caught	red‐handed	committing	a	crime.	Amazing	how	this	principal	made	
everyone	feel	that	way.	

“It’s	okay,”	I	explained.	“I	let	her	stay	after	the	period–”	
“It	is	not	okay,	Mr.	Copeland!”	Washington	jumped	down	my	throat,	

as	was	his	habit.	 “This	young	 lady	 is	currently	cutting	Miss	Thompson’s	
English	class,	yet	again.”	

“I	 can’t	 stand	 Miss	 Thompson,”	 Gilda	 mumbled	 through	 gritted	
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teeth.	“She’s	always	ragging	on	me	for	no	reason.”	
“Perhaps	 that	 is	 because	 of	 the	 inappropriate	 and	 disrespectful	

comments	 you	 make	 in	 her	 class,”	 Washington	 hollered	 as	 his	 well‐
polished	 brown	 shoes	 swept	 through	 the	 classroom.	 “Miss	 Thompson	
showed	 me	 your	 essay	 on	 Romeo	 and	 Juliet.	 Neither	 of	 us	 found	 it	
amusing.”	

Gilda	sucked	her	teeth.	“She	said	write	your	opinion,	so	I	wrote	my	
opinion.	What’s	wrong	with	that?”	

Washington	 stopped	 behind	 Gilda’s	 desk.	 He	 stared	 down	 at	 her	
with	hands	pressed	against	his	hips.	“The	statement,	‘it	was	stupid’	does	
not	constitute	an	opinion	on	the	classic	works	of	William	Shakespeare.”	

“Were	 you	 able	 to	 follow	 the	 story,	 Gilda?”	 I	 asked,	 remembering	
my	own	difficulties	with	the	old	English	during	my	school	days.	

“Yeah,	 I	 got	 it,”	 she	 exclaimed	 in	 a	 frustrated	 huff.	 “Some	 spoiled	
rich	chick	kills	herself	because	she	don’t	get	what	she	wants.	And	we’re	
supposed	to	care?”	

“Do	 you	 see	what	 I	 am	 talking	 about,	Mr.	 Copeland?”	Washington	
asked,	but	 I	 didn’t.	 It	was	an	unusual	 interpretation,	but	 it	did	 show	an	
intelligent	understanding	of	the	story.	

“There	are	better	reasons	 for	a	girl	 to	want	 to	kill	herself.”	Gilda’s	
shoulders	 shrugged.	 She	 still	 never	 looked	Mr.	Washington’s	way.	 “Not	
like	Romeo	was	the	only	boy	 in	the	entire	world,	right?	But	she	wanted	
him,	her	dad	said	no,	so	she	drank	poison.	That’s	why	it’s	stupid.”	

“Gilda,	get	to	your	correct	class	immediately,”	Washington	ordered,	
“or	you	will	be	suspended,	again!”	

“Fine.	Whatever.	 I’m	out.”	Gilda	put	her	glasses	back	on	and	stood	
up.	She	walked	out	of	the	room.	The	door	slammed.	

“I’m	sorry,	Mr.	Washington,”	I	said	with	my	hands	folded.	“We	were	
talking	after	class	and	I	lost	track	of	time.”	

“May	I	ask	what	the	two	of	you	were	discussing?”	
“An	incident	that	happened	at	the	end	of	class.	Then	she	wanted	to	

discuss	her	home	situation.”	
The	pair	of	squinted	eyes	signaled	another	lecture	coming	on	how	

to	be	the	perfect	professional	teacher.	As	if	‘professional’	meant	‘robot.’	
“If	Gilda	Marin	 caused	an	 incident	 in	your	 classroom,	you	need	 to	

write	it	up	and	have	it	in	my	mailbox	as	soon	as	possible.”	
“It	wasn’t	an	incident,	per	se,	Mr.	Washing–”	
“And,	 if	 she	 wishes	 to	 discuss	 her	 personal	 life,	 that’s	 what	 the	

school	guidance	counselor	is	for.”	
I	 didn’t	 want	 to	 laugh,	 not	 to	 my	 superior’s	 face,	 but	 instincts	

overtook	 my	 higher	 reasoning.	 The	 chuckle	 made	 Washington’s	 frown	
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grow.	“What	do	you	find	amusing?”	he	asked	as	he	straightened	his	bright	
green	tie.	

“With	 all	 due	 respect,	 Mr.	 Herbert	 is	 seventy‐five	 years	 old.	 He’s	
been	a	school	counselor	for	over	forty‐six	years	because	he	doesn’t	want	
his	ex	from	over	thirty	years	ago	getting	her	hands	on	half	his	pension.	He	
can’t	relate	to	any	of	these	kids,	Gilda	Marin	included.”	

Everyone	usually	found	humor	in	discussing	Mr.	Herbert.	Everyone,	
it	seemed,	except	for	the	principal.	

“That	 is	 not	 your	 call	 to	 make,	 it	 is	 mine.”	 Washington’s	 voice	
turned	 to	 a	 whisper.	 It	 was	 never	 a	 good	 sign	 when	 he	 whispered,	
especially	with	only	the	two	of	us	in	the	room.	“I	can	appreciate	that	you	
have	 formed	 a	 strong	 bond	 with	 the	 student.	 Lord	 knows	 she	 doesn’t	
make	it	easy	to	do	with	her	cocky	and	insolent	attitude.”	

“She’s	never	been	insolent	with	me.”	
“That’s	beside	the	point.	I	have	to	protect	my	people,	Mr.	Copeland,	

and	 I	 don’t	want	 others	 on	my	 staff	 questioning	 your	 relationship	with	
this	girl.”	

Whoa,	 I	 had	 no	 idea	 my	 co‐workers	 would	 think	 my	 intentions	
toward	Gilda,	or	any	student	for	that	matter,	were	anything	but	genuine.	
Maybe	 I	 did	 like	her	more	 than	 the	 other	 students,	 but	 certainly	 not	 in	
that	way.	She	earned	my	attention.	The	enthusiasm	Gilda	showed	for	the	
subject	mirrored	my	own	passion.	She	was	also	 the	only	student	 in	 this	
school	 that	 did	 care	 enough	 to	 hold	 that	 passion.	 I	 wanted	 to	 see	 her	
succeed	 in	 life.	 Plus,	 she	 had	 no	 one	 else	 interested	 in	 her	 problems.	 I	
sure	didn’t	mean	any	harm	for	her,	or	myself.	“Mr.	Washington,	I	assure	
you,	I	am	only	interested	in	teaching	her–”	

He	held	his	hand	up	like	a	stop	sign.	“I	understand	your	aim,	and	we	
can	discuss	your	techniques	at	another	time.	Right	now,	you	are	needed	
in	my	office.”	

“Your	office?	Why?”	
“There	 is	 someone	 asking	 to	 meet	 with	 you,	 and	 he	 looks	

important.”	
Damn,	he	couldn’t	have	mentioned	that	the	moment	he	walked	in?	

Like	 this	 uncomfortable	 conversation	 couldn’t	 wait	 until	 later?	 Still,	
whoever	waited	in	the	office	had	to	be	real	important	for	Mr.	Washington	
to	 personally	make	 the	 trip	 to	my	 classroom.	 A	 phone	 call	 would	 have	
worked	just	as	well,	unless	he	came	all	this	way	just	to	ream	me	out	first.	

“Who	is	it?”	
“He	wouldn’t	give	a	name,	just	flashed	a	badge.	He	looks	official	and	

insists	on	seeing	you	immediately.”	
“Did	you	say	official?”	I	almost	swallowed	my	Adam’s	apple.	
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“I	did.”	Washington	took	a	step	forward.	Once	again,	he	whispered.	
“Are	you	in	some	sort	of	trouble,	Mr.	Copeland?”	

“No,	not	at	all.”	I	had	a	bad	feeling	about	this...	
“If	you	are,	the	chancellor’s	regulations	require	you	to	inform	me.”	
“I	know,	and	I’m	not.”	I	hurried	past	Washington.	
Why	 did	 I	 immediately	 fear	 this	 had	 something	 to	 do	 with	 what	

happened	 in	Nevada?	 I’d	 tried	 to	 forget	 the	whole	 experience,	 just	 like	
Sergeant	 Reynolds	 demanded.	 Whenever	 it	 popped	 into	 my	 head,	 I’d	
force	myself	to	stop.	Don’t	dwell,	I	kept	saying.	None	of	them	ever	gave	me	
a	 second	 thought.	Guess	 they	did,	 after	 all.	Only	question	was,	what	did	
they	want	with	me	now,	seven	years	later?	



 

 

 


