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1.

TJ slid into his homeroom seat on time for once.  Scott looked 

like he was about to burst.

“Dude, new chick.  You seen her yet?” he said as TJ slid his 

backpack under his desk.

“That impressive, huh?” TJ said, and Scott nodded, leering.  “I 

figure I'll run into her sooner or later.”

“Looks like sooner,” Scott said.  “Check it out.”

TJ looked up as a girl walked through the classroom door.  He 

knew right away she was nothing like the other girls in this town, 

and he was in a world of trouble.

She was short, maybe five-two, and obviously Middle Eastern.  

Her hair was jet black and hung down past her butt, which was 
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absolutely perfect, especially for someone so tiny.  Her skin had 

that dark bronze color that didn't come from a tanning salon.  He saw 

her looking around for an empty seat, and sprung into action.

“Here you go,” he said, standing up to give her his seat.

“Oh, thank you,” she said, with an accent that almost floored 

him; it sounded like a mixture of English and Indian.  She looked 

confused.  “But where will you sit?” she asked.

“Oh, it's no big deal,” he said.  “I'll grab a chair from the 

supply closet.  He was annoyed to find himself still standing there 

like a goon when she looked up and smiled at him.

He was definitely in a lot of trouble.  Scott was making kissy-

faces at him.

“Well, I'd better go grab one of those chairs,” he said as she 

smiled and nodded, wishing that just once the Earth actually could 

open up and swallow him whole.

“That won't be necessary, Mr. Burke,” someone said.  He looked 

up to see Mr. Dickerson sliding a chair into position near the front 

of the room.  

“Okay, settle down,” Dickerson sad.  “As Mr. Burke has noticed, 

we have a new student.”  The class laughed, and TJ turned an 

interesting shade of red.  “Everyone, I'd like you to meet Navi 

Rangarajan, who comes to us all the way from Dubai.  Be sure to take 

a moment in between classes to introduce yourselves.”

“Thank you, Professor,” she said.
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“Oh, it's just Mr. Dickerson,” he said, giving her a friendly 

smile.  “I'm sure some of the others will share the names they start 

to use for me around midterm later on.”  Everyone chuckled, including 

Dickerson.

She gave TJ another one of those killer smiles as he sat down.  

Oh hell, he thought.  Stacey is going to flip shit.  

#

“Dude,” Scott said, his red buzz cut looking bright orange in 

the sunlight as he caught up with TJ.  He was in a foul mood, but it 

wasn't Scott's fault.  “You're toast, you know that right?”

“How's that?” he asked, tossing his books into the locker a 

little too forcefully.

“You did it, bro.  You finally dumped Stacey,” Scott said.  

“Word has it she's gone full-on Carrie.”

“She wasn't far from it to start,” TJ said.  “I just got tired 

of her shit.”

“Excuse me,” someone said behind him.  He knew who it was 

immediately; there was no mistaking that accent.

“Oh, hey,” he said, turning to face her.  “How's it going?”

“Very well, thank you,” she said.  “I'm afraid I'm a little 

lost.  Could you help me find this room?” she asked, showing him her 

class schedule.

“Oh, looks like we have history together,” he said.  “Yeah, I'm 

headed there now; I could show you.”
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“Yeah, so I'll catch you later,” Scott said, even though he was 

headed in the same direction they were.

“So, how's your first day going so far?” he asked, wondering why 

his palms were sweating.  It was like he'd never spoken to a girl 

before.  He had to get himself together.

“It's been very exciting,” she said.  “Everyone had been very 

kind.”

“That's good.  Oh hell,” he said as the very last person he 

wanted to see approached them.  Stacey was making a beeline for him, 

and she looked mad enough to eat nails.

“You fucking asshole,” she said, tossing the necklace he'd given 

her for her birthday at his face.  He caught it in mid-air.  “So this 

is her, huh?” she said, looking Navi over.  “This,” she said, looking 

down at Navi, “is what you dumped me for?”  She stared down at her, 

and since Stacey was every bit as tall as he was, it was a long way 

down.

“Would you excuse us?” he said to Navi, who was looking very 

uncomfortable.  “The classroom is right down the hall, third door on 

the right,” he said, pointing her in the right direction.

“Of course.  Thank you,” she said, and was that just a glimmer 

of a smile she gave him?  He grabbed Stacey by the elbow and pulled 

her off to the side.  

“I didn't dump you for anyone,” he said, trying to control his 

temper.  “It wasn't working between us, and hadn't been for a very 
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long time.”

“Ever since you met your little bite-sized piece of ass,” she 

said, glaring down the hall at Navi, who was walking into the 

classroom.  

“That's enough,” he said.  He was losing what little patience 

with her he had.  “You still don't get it.  It's not her fault, it's 

yours.  It's this, right now; the way you act.  It's over,” he said, 

tired and frustrated.  He couldn't deal with her any more.  “It's 

over.  Just let it go.”  He walked away from her before she could 

react; it was the only way to end it before she blew up.  He had a 

lot of practice ending fights with her.

He made it into class just as the bell rang.

Aw hell, he thought as he slid into the only open seat.  Of 

course, it was right next to her.

“I'm sorry if I caused you any trouble,” she said as he sat 

down.  “That looked uncomfortable.”

“What, that?  Don't even worry,” he said, twirling his finger 

around his temple.  “She's a little crazy.”  Navi smiled again, 

leaving him a little punch-drunk as Mr. Corrigan walked into class, 

late as usual.

“Okay, settle down,” Corrigan said.  “As you all know, we're  

quite a bit ahead of schedule, seeing as how most of the text is 

utter crap.”  Most of the students laughed.  Corrigan had made his 

distaste for the current approved textbook known loudly.  They'd 
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covered only what was necessary to pass the standardized tests, which 

he also ranted against on a regular basis.

“I thought rather than make you sit and listen to me talk, we'd 

try something a little different.  Oral presentations,” he said, 

rubbing his hands together in excitement.  

The news was greeted with loud groans and booing.  “Unless,” 

Corrigan said, “you'd all rather spend the next two weeks going over 

the Crimean War in detail?”.  The class quieted down.  “That's 

better.  And, just so we don't all fall asleep, we're going to change 

things up a bit.  You'll be working in pairs, and your topics will be 

recent, local history.  That means within the last hundred years.  

Now,” Corrigan said, digging in his briefcase, “I have your teams 

already set.”

“Mr. Corrigan?” Scott asked.

“Yes, Mr. Farmer?” Corrigan said, looking up.

“Why can't we pick our own partners?” the kid asked.

“Because I have an ornery side that won't be denied,” Corrigan 

said.  TJ had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, consisting 

of equal parts dread and excitement.  Knowing Corrigan the way he 

did, he had a feeling he knew exactly who he was going to end up 

partnered with, and he wasn't wrong.  Corrigan read off the list of 

pairings until only he and Navi were left.

“And finally, Miss Rangarajan, I'd like you to work with Mr. 

Burke.  Maybe you can manage to teach him some decent study skills.  
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Lord knows no one else has,” he said, and everyone laughed.

“I think we'll work together very well,” she said, and gave him 

another one of those smiles.  She was going to have to stop doing 

that if he was going to actually do any work.
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2.

“So,” TJ said as they walked out of the classroom.  “I was 

thinking maybe we could get together after school and figure out our 

topic.”  He felt like a babbling idiot.  He'd never had a problem 

talking to girls before; why was she so different?

“That's a good idea,” she said.  God, but he could listen to her 

talk all day.  Snap out of it, he told himself.

“Great.  You know where the library is?” he asked, and 

immediately wished someone would just clout him over the head and be 

done with it.  

“I believe it's right across the street,” she said, still 

smiling.

“That'd be the one,” he said, wondering exactly when he turned 
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into a total idiot.  “So, after last period?”

“Until then,” she said as she turned and left, her hair bouncing 

as she walked.  He was still standing there watching her walk when 

Scott slid up behind him and flipped his ear.  

“Dude, no way,” he said when he saw the dopey grin on TJ's face.

“Shut up,” he said, still grinning.

“Dude, you're hooking that up already?  You are my hero,” he 

said, giving him a worshipful look.  “No, but seriously, you need to 

watch your back, Bro.  Word has it Stacey's gone completely fuck-

tarded crazy.  I don't know what you said to her, but she was so 

pissed off they sent her home.”

“She was crying?” he asked.  He was thrilled to finally be rid 

of her, but that didn't mean he wanted to see her suffer.

Scott laughed.  “You wish, dude.  Total frenzy, man.  Nurse gave 

her a sedative. Word has it she even freaked out Hargrove.  Speaking 

of,” he said as a tall woman approached them.  It was Principal 

Hargrove, and she was headed straight for him.

“Looks like you got some 'splainin to do, Lucy.  Catch you 

later,” Scott said, taking off in the opposite direction.  He lived 

not to be noticed by the administration.

“Mr. Burke, could I have a word with you?” Hargrove asked.  She 

didn't sound exactly angry, but he could tell it wasn't going to be a 

pleasant talk.

“Sure,” he said.  She motioned for him to follow her.  He 
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expected her to lead him to her office, so he was surprised when they 

walked past her door and into the nurse's station.

“Is something wrong?” he asked as they stepped inside, where the 

school nurse and the counselor, Mrs. Dixon, were waiting.

“I hope not,” Hargrove said as he took a seat.  “First, I want 

to let you know you aren't in any kind of trouble, TJ.  We wanted to 

speak with you because, frankly, we're concerned for your safety.”

“Really?” he said.  He knew where this was going.

“I understand you were dating Stacey Huffman until recently,” 

Mrs. Dixon said as she looked through a manila folder.

“What, you actually keep files on that?” he asked.  The look 

Hargrove gave him made him stop short.  “Yeah, I was.  We broke up 

this morning.  Well, I broke up.  She didn't take it very well.”

“No, she didn't,” Hargrove said.  “Has Stacey ever given you 

reason to think she might be dangerous?”

“She gets pretty jealous sometimes,” he said.  “I'm not scared 

of her or anything, but she can get pretty crazy.  It's why I broke 

it off.  Why?  What's going on?”


