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Chapter 1 A Normal Morning

BEEP!  BEEP!  BEEP!  The alarm clock frightens me awake at 6:45 AM.  Blurry eyed and still very tired, I reach for my watch.  The display says 6:40 AM.  The clock must have gotten five minutes ahead again.  It gains about thirty seconds a day, thus making me set it again about once a week.  Today I could have slept for another wonderful five minutes.  Furthermore, I feel like I could have slept for another five hours.  I went to bed at 10:15, but the late supper I enjoyed seems to have kept me awake much of the night.  I must learn not to eat so late.

A female visitor awakened me earlier this morning.  I was sleeping soundly when I felt a kiss on my cheek.  I caressed the face giving me the kiss.  To my horror, instead of finding the face I dreamed about, I found an ugly brown face attached to six legs.  Miss roach was killed there on my jaw.  Her final revenge consisted of leaving the nauseating sweet sour cockroach smell all over my face.  After spending a long time washing my face, I never fell into a deep sleep again.

Throwing my feet over the side of my bed, I sit up for the first time this morning.  I can’t decide whether to actually get up or to lay back down.  I look at my bed.  It is basically an old mattress resting on old box springs resting on the floor.  The old mattress is about to succumb to old age.  It has gotten saggy.   The ends are at least four inches higher than the center.  Sleeping on my stomach often leaves me with the feeling of training to become a human pretzel.  I keep thinking that I’ll buy a sheet of plywood to replace the old box springs, but I never get around to it.  Besides that, here in the Marshall Islands a sheet of plywood costs forty dollars.  That is one full week’s wage for the volunteer teaching position that I hold here at Delap SDA School.  

The school itself is situated along the ocean side of the Delap section of the Majuro Atoll in the Marshall Islands.  The two-acre campus is surrounded by a concrete wall on three sides and the Pacific Ocean on the forth side.  Outside the concrete wall on one side is a rival elementary school run by the Peace Corps called Co-op School.  On the other two sides of the wall is a relatively poor neighborhood.  The houses made of concrete block are unpainted.  Some of them have glass windows.  Others don’t.  None of the houses have air conditioning.  Pigs, dogs, and children run wild in the streets looking for either something to do or for something to eat.  

Inside the campus walls are the two story elementary building / teacher apartment building, the two story high school building, and a couple more two story staff apartment buildings.  Also inside the walls is one of the few gymnasiums on the island.  The last building on campus is the Delap Seventh-day Adventist Church.  All of the staff members and teachers of the school go to this SDA church.  

No matter where you are on campus you can either see or hear the ocean breaking against the coral reef.  I can’t hear it in my room this morning though because my electric fan is making too much noise.  Besides that, I don’t hear anything very well in the morning.  

After five minutes of sitting I manage to stand up.  This is good progress.  Normally it takes me about a half-hour to convince myself that it is worth it to get up.  I am not a morning person and on average I don’t wake up until after I have been working for a couple hours.  I try to be awake before my first class, but it doesn’t always happen.  Sometimes while I am teaching, I’m jolted awake by the realization that I have no idea what I have been saying for the last thirty minutes.  No wonder the students are so confused about chemistry.

I stumble around getting dressed.  First comes the gray polo shirt with the school logo where the pocket should be.  Then comes the black wash-and-wear pants that make up the other half of the teachers’ uniform.  My shirt has been worn and sweated in for so many weeks that it is no longer gray but more of a dirty yellowish-gray.  The seams under the arms have rotted out leaving gaping holes.  My pants are also very dirty from many days of chalk dust.  They are too big for me anyway.  They still have the remnants of chalk dust on them from yesterday.  Too bad I don’t get paid enough to buy a separate uniform for each day of the week.  It’s okay though because the students only own one uniform each.  At least I have two.  

Following my morning rituals, I wander into the room that serves as a kitchen, living room, and bedroom.  This room is one of the other two rooms in my cockroach infested, termite ridden, wooden apartment.  My roommate sleeps here.  Today he is already out the door looking for a girl to have morning devotions with.  I grab the articles needed for my daily breakfast and head back to my bedroom.  With some music playing, I sit back for another ten minutes and enjoy my cereal.  I’ve eaten raison brand cereal for breakfast for about four months now.  It is a good breakfast.  After I finish eating, I head towards the third room in the apartment to use the toilet.  

After carefully combing my hair, I snatch my backpack and open the door.  During the short one-minute walk to the library for morning staff worship, the perpetual wind turns my hair into the same disheveled mess it was when I woke up.  So much for vanity.  

Upon entering the library, I find my usual seat across from Ben Lobitaña and Mikael Rudholm.  Ben teaches Bible and general math.  He is the only certified teacher at the school and comes from the Philippines.  For the last couple of months he has been trying to read a book during the five minutes before worship starts.  At the rate of one or two pages a day, he might finish the book before the end of the year.  

Mikael teaches computers, math, and biology when he is not trying to set up the computer lab’s network.  He probably spends more time in his classroom than any other teacher.  Now the network, which was nonexistent at the beginning of the year, is almost finished.  All he needs now are some newer computers.  

Mr. Rudholm comes from Sweden and is my associate sophomore class sponsor.  He has 10B, and I have 10A.  The thirty-member sophomore class is divided into two classes according to their ability with the English language.  10A speaks English fairly fluently while 10B struggles with every word.

After a couple songs, I lay my head down for another fifteen minutes rest while I pretend to listen to one of my colleagues reveal some deep spiritual insight.  I usually have no idea of what was said or even who said it.  Anyway, worship is over now and I sit up again.  Casually, I wipe the drool off my cheek with the back of my hand.  One day that drool will give away the fact that I sleep through worship.  

During the announcement period, Mr. Brown the principal, reminds us to watch that our textbooks don’t get lost.  He even passes out a paper giving suggestions like “Don’t let the students out of the room until all the books are accounted for” or “Be sure to give plenty of time in class to do the homework so the students won’t need to take the books home.”  Then Mr. Brown makes another announcement.  

“Some of the parents are complaining that they don’t see their child bringing home any homework, so please be sure to send some homework home,” he says.

Several of the teachers point out his contradiction, but he only replies laughingly, “I don’t know, but do your best.”  

The students are hard on books.  They don’t realize that a textbook costs fifty to sixty dollars apiece.  The school does not have enough money to purchase new books every year, and the students do not have enough money to purchase their own books.  So the books are not let out of the classroom unless special arrangements are made.  Apparently some students are taking books home regardless of whether they have permission or not.  

Chairs scrape against the floor as the teachers stand up preparing to head to their classrooms.  Another day at Delap SDA School has started.  I slowly rise and head towards the computer lab with Mikael.  I make a couple of jokes about Mr. Brown’s oxymoron and then throw the impractical textbook suggestions into the trash can as I pass.  

Chapter 2 The Classes

For me classes start at 9:15 AM, an hour after school has officially started.  I spend part of that hour checking my email.  As usual, there is only one message.  Today it is from Denny who is trying to keep me up to date on the sports world.  He does this because I don’t have a TV here to watch any sports.  The radio and newspaper don’t mention the sports either.  After all the Marshall Islands are not the United States.  This time I learn all about the Detroit Tigers newest trade.  Three guys who I can’t remember were traded for three other guys who I’ve never heard of.  Denny seems to think that it was a good trade.  

After checking the email, I take the long way upstairs to my classroom.  Along the way I chase Hanson and Ferdinand back into Mr. Crawford’s classroom.  Once in my room, Room 201, I sit at my chalkdust covered desk and mentally prepare for the day.  

Room 201 is on the ocean side of the second floor of the high school building.  Across the back wall are four windows.  Each window is made of fourteen tilting yellowed strips of glass.  Past the glass on the outside of the building, clings a very rusty wire mesh designed to keep trash inside the classroom.  However, the screen is so rusty that is ready to fall off the building.  Past the screen I can see nothing but the deep blue ocean breaking into white foam against the reef which surrounds the island.  


The lower part of the walls is painted dark gray, while the upper portion and ceiling is white.  The floor is a light gray tile.  At the beginning of the year, a few posters pertaining to chemistry and physics adorned the walls like oddly placed trophies.  Now the walls are plastered with posters and English stories that my students composed.  My chalkboard is simply a piece of plywood that is painted black.  The paint is of such a high gloss that the students cannot read anything written on the board due to the glare from the windows.  On the left of the room is a locked book closet where I have all the books except for the physical science books.  Before I obtained the key to the closet, two chemistry books, one English book, one geometry book, and one math book managed to grow legs and disappear without a trace.  Starting by that door and running to the other end of the room is a counter and bookshelf.  The twenty physical science books are stacked in three piles on this counter.  The first pile is three books lower than the middle pile.  The middle pile is one book higher than the third pile.  


The students sit at five long blue tables.  In the four months since the painting of the tables, the paint has been cut away and written on, proudly displaying the names of the students who created the graffiti.  Former maintenance men made these wooden tables.  The front left table has a wobbly leg, so whenever the students bump it, the table teeters and shakes like an old dog with unsteady legs.  Yet it remains standing.


My office consists of a very rusty teacher’s desk with only half of its drawers in working order.  In order to write on my desk I have put some glass windowpanes on my desktop.  They make a better writing surface than the rusty metal top.  At least I assume it is a metal top, for I cannot see anything except rust.  Now I cannot see much of the rust either because I have stacks of books covering two thirds of the desktop.  

I flip open the chemistry textbook and read the section that I plan on covering today.  I don’t have a teacher’s edition, but there are only ten books for the twenty-five seniors.  Most of them have never even looked in the book all year, so they won’t care if I just tell them what the book says.  However, somebody must care because two of these books have wandered away into the unknown during the first three quarters of the school year.  The concepts for today seem easy to me; now I just have to explain it in simple words that the Marshallese students can understand.  The hardest part of my job is using the English language to teach students who don’t know English very well.

After I finish looking at the chemistry book, I check my lesson plans for English class.  The mixed class of fourteen juniors and seniors are supposed to read a story.  No problem.  I haven’t read the story yet, but it is a mystery story so it can’t be that bad.  The English literature book is supposed to be a collection of the best anyway.  Maybe that is why Darlia’s book no longer exists as part of Mr. Wright’s classroom.

Math class will be fairly simple, too.  My seven algebra 2 students are supposed to spend the class period working on homework because they aren’t supposed to take the books home.  This is the only class that will finish the book by the end of the year.  I hope that the student who permanently borrowed one of the books finishes the book before the end of the year and returns it.  I don’t like the idea of paying for the missing book out of my wages.  By the end of the last quarter, the seniors who are graduating should be ready for college algebra, and the two juniors I teach will be ready to spend next year’s math class in complete boredom.

Geometry class will require a little running around.  The twelve-member class of mostly freshman barely speaks English and has never taken any algebra at all.  Basic concepts are about all that are taught and those are just barely grasped.  Anyway, they are supposed to work on homework in class also because they can’t take their textbooks home.  I have already lost a couple of the geometry books this year.  Worse yet, I don’t even understand why someone would want a geometry book.  The book is as boring as can be, and the English in it is so complex I barely understand it let alone one of my students.

At this point in my meditations, Castal walks into my room.  Castal is a little punk freshman boy.  He thinks he is great and that it is more fun to play in the hall than to be in Mr. Crawford’s English class.  

“Castal, go back to class,” I tell him.

Castal smiles his big smile.  “Yeah, I know.”  Castal doesn’t move.

“Show me that you know,” I respond.

“Ah!”  And Castal goes out the door into the hall.  This has been a morning ritual for many weeks now.  Currently, I barely listen to what he says.

My last two classes are after lunch.  Both classes are physical science with the sophomores; seventh period is with 10B and eighth period is with 10A.  Like the rest of the day, these students are supposed to work on homework.  The four questions, which would take me about five to ten minutes to answer, will take more than the forty-five minutes allotted.  Even more than the other books, the physical science books cannot be taken out of the classroom.  The books were purchased this year, and we just started using them at the beginning of the second quarter.  Before that we had no physics books to use except for one sample teachers edition.  The books are really nice with lot of pictures and diagrams.  Also, in the back of the books is a very nice lab book.  The English level is appropriate for the kids, and I can’t keep them from looking through the books as I give my short worship talk.  

Finally I open my Bible to see what is the next story in the book of John.  Today I get to use the great story of the discovery of the empty tomb as my worship thought.  Since this is a Christian mission school and I am considered a missionary, I use the first five minutes of class to give a little worship thought.  The students enjoy having the time to sit and not having to take notes or even listen.  I just hope that my worships will help some spiritually needy student.

The metallic reverberations of the bell echoes down the hallways announcing the end of first period.  A minute or two later the seniors start to pour through the doorway.  Three minutes after the first bell, the second bell rings starting class.  Attendance is taken.  The students sit down.  I pray, and class begins.  Extensively using the chalkboard and models, I give a wonderful presentation about isomers to a silent room full of vacant stares.  This is probably the first time all year that there has been no talking whatsoever in class.  The kids won’t even talk to answer my questions.  I can’t decide if this is a good thing or not.  

English class goes more normally than chemistry even though it is with many of the same students.  Only three-quarters of them read the assigned story.  The other quarter just sit and talk to their friends who are trying to read.

Math class follows along in due course of the school bell.  The math students who understand the concepts ask for help while the confused students remain silent.  The confused students are so confused that they refuse help when I offer it.  

Geometry class follows the exact same program as math class.  Only now all the students are confused, just some to a lesser degree than the others.  The less confused students ask for help while the very confused students hide their papers under the desk and vigorously refuse the offered help.

Finally the bell rings.  “Everyone may go.  We will continue tomorrow,” I shout as everyone tries to be the first out the door.  I try to keep track of the number of books as they are stacked on the corner of my desk, but students in the hall keep interrupting me with questions and the students in the classroom push past me to join the melee out in the hall.  If I ever got knocked off my feet at this time of day I would be trampled to death.  After everyone is gone, I am pleased to see all twelve geometry books stacked neatly on my desk.  

As I carry the books to the book room I notice the three piles of physical science books again.  Still holding four geometry books, I mentally restack the physical science books into four stacks of five books each.  My stomach grumbles that it has been too long since breakfast.  In my mind, the physical science books come out even.  All books are accounted for.

I lock my classroom door and head to my apartment for lunch.

Chapter 3 10B Physical Science

After spending a blissful lunch hour reading Agatha Christy, my watch informs me that it is time to go back to class.  Coming up the stairs to my classroom, I meet Thynia, Angela, and Jojoni in the hall waiting for me.  As soon as I open the door they walk over to the books and take theirs.  Each book has a number written on it and the students are supposed to only use the one with their number.  I don’t check this very often, however. 

The girls play around while some of the guys come into the room.  The guys aren’t as interested in finding their books as the girls were.  They would rather wait and see what is happening in class before they use their energy to find their books.  Jojoni comes up to me and playfully tries to steal my attendance book while I scowl at her.  She gives me a big smile as I relentlessly hang on to the attendance book.  At the same time as Jojoni tries to play with me, Thynia starts picking on Abraham, one of first guys to come into the classroom.  Abraham plays his part of the flirtatious game of hitting each other, so I have to separate them.  The first bell still hasn’t rung and half of my class is in the classroom early.  The sophomores must like my class.  That makes me feel good.  But the raucous games that I witness before class always disturbs me a little bit.  I cannot very well stop the games, but they are a little dangerous too.  So, I keep praying that no one gets hurt.  

The bell rings and things start calming down as the remaining sophomores of the 10B class enter the classroom.  When class starts there are thirteen students.  

“Christina,” I shout taking attendance.  No response.  I don’t know why I verbally take attendance because no one ever tells me if they are here or not.

“Jojoni, Tony, Juanita, Koneo – absent as usual, Edwin, Abraham, Maria, Roger, Benitha.  Is Benitha here?”

“Late,” several students answer.

“Thynia, Teliphen, Angela, Richard.  Very good.  Let’s quiet down and begin with worship.”  The room just barely gets quieter.  “Sshhhhhhhh!”  That works a little better.  “Remember my rule for worship.  No talking,” I remind the kids, as the classroom becomes silent.  

“It was early Sunday morning.  It was so early that it was still dark outside when Mary Magdalene went down to the grave where Jesus was temporarily buried.  She was going to finish wrapping Jesus’ body to be buried permanently.  When she got to the door of the grave, she was surprised.  It was open and empty.  It must be the wrong grave so she looked around the garden, but there were no other graves.  This had to be the right grave.  She ran back to town to find some of the disciples.”  

At this point Benitha enters the room and blurts out something in Marshallese.  The kids laugh as she sits down fixes her big beautiful eyes on me and gives a big lovely smile.  How can I be upset?

“Shhhh.  Mary found Peter and John,” I continue with worship.  “Mary blurted out, ‘The grave is empty and somebody stole Jesus’ body and come and see and come help!  Somebody stole His body!  Come fix it!’”  I continue telling the story of how Peter and John ran to the tomb and found it empty.  I tell how Jesus appeared to Mary after the disciples had left.  It is a wonderful story.  The students are even listening!

“Jin jar.  Let’s pray,” I conclude.

After prayer, it is time to give the assignment.  “Open your books to page 225 and answer the four questions.  After you finish with that you can start reading pages 226 through 231.”  I know full well that they won’t even finish all of the questions, but I write all the information on the chalkboard anyway.  

I have answered almost all of the questions yesterday when I was lecturing about energy conversions.  But I also know that most of the students won’t look at their notes and that they wouldn’t understand them even if they looked at them.  These kids almost don’t understand enough English to learn physics from an English speaking person like myself.  

“Wrighta, can you come?” Maria inquires.  Maria seems to understand relatively little of what happens in class.  

“What do you need, Maria?”

“Number one,” she answers.

I look at the question.  “Give an example of an energy conversion from electrical energy to thermal energy.”  How am I supposed to make that simpler?  

“Tell me something that changes electrical energy into thermal energy.”

“Huh?”  Maria looks thoroughly confused.

“Tell me something that uses electricity to make something hot.”  

“Oh,” she exclaims.  “Say it again?”

I repeat myself and go to help Richard.  He hands me his paper.

“One,” he says.  That means he wants me to check number one to see if he is right.  

“The sun’s energy hits the plants and is converted into chemical energy,” I read his answer.  

“What does that have to do with a conversion from electrical energy to thermal energy?” I ask Richard and myself at the same time.  

“It’s wrong?” he asks with a disappointed expression on his face.  

“Yeah. Tell me the name of something that changes electrical energy into thermal energy.”

Richard’s expression is complete bewilderment.  The expressions on the guys near at hand all match Richard’s face.

“Let me help,” I say.  “Here is an example like number one and three.”

“An example of an energy conversion from electrical energy to sound energy,” I write on the board.  “A radio gets electrical energy.  That energy makes the speakers vibrate which makes sound energy.”

“I want an answer something like that,” I announce.

“That’s the answer to number one?” Richard asks.

“No, it’s LIKE number one!”  I’m beginning to get a little exasperated.  How do you explain what an example is?

“Oh,” Richard says.  “How ‘bout a stove?”

“YES, write that down!”  He got the idea!

Most of the rest of the class period is spent in similar discussions.  Some of the students finish a little early and sit around talking.  Jojoni stands up and starts looking at all the geometric drawings on the wall behind her.  She picks up a pen and acts like she is going to write on one of the posters.  

“Jojoni!  Don’t do that,” I warn.  

It sounds like a reasonable request to me.  With no one pestering me with questions to check their answers, I lean against my desk.  I watch as Jojoni moves along the wall still looking at the posters.  Now she stands four feet away from me.  She steps up onto the bench and starts drawing on another poster.

“Jojoni!  What are you doing?  Sit down and stay after class,” I command bewilderedly.

Just then the bell rings.  

“Stack your books back up neatly!” I yell above the din of moving people.

The books are merely piled on the counter with no resemblance to the neat stacks I had envisioned.  Some of the books never make it off the desks.  They just lay there forgotten.  

“Jojoni sit down and put your head down,” I command.

Jojoni shakes her head no and disappears through the door.  She has been too flirtatious with me today.  She wants to play to many games.  I don’t give chase or even go out into the hall.  I just sit down and pull out a discipline notice to be sent home to her parents.  Before I fill the note out though, I go stack up the books.  One seems to be missing.  I look around the room under all the tables and benches and in all of the bookshelves.  One book is missing.  

“Jojoni you’re being too stupid today,” I think to myself as I hurry downstairs to the computer lab here the 10B class is going for the next period.  Inside the computer lab, parts of both 10A and 10B are assembled.  Some are finishing their solitaire games while others are just starting.  Jojoni isn’t in the classroom.  

I go straight to Mr. Rudholm and tell him I’m here to find a missing textbook.  The door opens and closes without anyone entering or leaving.  Mr. Rudholm looks outside and sees Jojoni disappearing around a corner of the building.  She won’t come into the room.  The bell rings for the next class to start so I ask Mr. Rudholm to take care of it.  I run back upstairs to my 10A physics class.  

Chapter 4 10A and After School

For some reason most of the 10A class is late.  I take attendance anyway and wait for them to show up.  We don’t start class for another five minutes.  As soon as everyone is ready, I tell the same worship as I did the period before only this time without interruption.  The same assignment is given and after another few minutes the kids begin to work on it.  

The sophomores in 10A know more English than 10B, so their questions are more of the nature of just requesting me to check their answers.  Sometimes, though, they need help to get pointed in the direction of the correct answers.  

“Mr. Wright, what is number four asking?” asks Jebro.

“What’s it say?”

“Describe the kinetic-potential energy conversions that occur when you bounce a basketball,” Jebro reads.

“Okay, you bounce a basketball.  Where in the bounce does it have potential energy?  Where does it have kinetic energy?  Where is the energy changing?” I elaborate.

“Oh, so like at the top, it has potential energy?”

“Yes.”

“And like in the middle it has kinetic energy?”

“Yes.  Now what about the bottom?” I ask.

“Kinetic energy?”

“The ball is moving when it is on the floor?”

“No,” Jebro says unconvincingly.

“Look at the pictures on page 222 to get some ideas,” I suggest and walk away.

“Mr. Wright,” asks Kevin.  “Can you come over here?  I can’t find my book.”

“I know.  I think Jojoni took it.”

Kevin just gives me a concerned look and goes back to sharing Valentino’s book.  Maybe I should not have said that.  Too late now.  Kevin is the most Christian of the students that I know.  He won’t abuse what I said by starting a lot of gossip.

I sit down with Kevin and Valentino to help them.  In order to clear workspace, I push some half-full backpacks to the other end of the table.  They are all light except for one that is twice as heavy as the others are.

The final bell of the day rings.  Instead of the rush of all the other classes, my sophomores stay in the room until they have finished their assignment.  Even after the assignment is done some of them sit and talk for a while longer.  I like the feeling of being trusted by the students enough to sit and talk in my classroom.  I grade papers while listening to the hum of voices still filling my room.  

The backpacks are shouldered one by one.  I smile as I see Mekkie struggle with the heavy pack.  She must have about three or four students’ notebooks in there.  The last few students exit through the door and my room is quiet except for the sound of the ocean breaking on the reef outside my windows.  It is a good ending to my day.  Now I just have to go get that missing book from Mr. Rudholm.

I gather up my belongings and put them into my backpack.  After I close the windows, I close and lock the door.  I go down the stairs and into the computer lab.  Mr. Rudholm looks up at me.

“Jojoni didn’t have the book,” he tells me matter-of-factly.

“What?”

“I checked her backpack and she didn’t have the book.”

Now what am I going to do now?

Chapter 5 The Students

You probably already know who took the book, but I’m not that smart.  So now I have the job of working all the way through the problem.  Here is everything as I see it.  Either Jojoni took the book or she didn’t.  If she did take the book, she passed it off to someone else between classes.  If she didn’t take the book than someone else in 10B did.  In either case, Jojoni doesn’t have the book and someone else does.  I have always read that in order to solve a crime, you first need to know the motive.  For the life of me, I cannot think of more than two reasonable motives.  The only motive I can think of is that Jojoni took the book to keep up the flirtatious games with me.  Only I wasn’t playing the games.  At least I don’t think I was playing.  The other motive is that someone took the book to study from.  However, I haven’t known any of those kids to study.

Jojoni is an intelligent girl of about sixteen years of age.  She is Mormon and only half Marshallese although she speaks the language very fluently.  The easiest way to recognize her is by her birth defect visible on her head.  Jojoni is almost never in trouble, but if she didn’t take the book then who did?  Or to whom would she give the book if she did take it?

Well there is Tony her brother.  Tony is very quiet and might be convinced to play a part in his sister’s game.  I will have to interrogate him tomorrow.

Deep in thought, I suddenly think of another possibility.  Perhaps someone threw the book out the window.  There is a hole in the screen large enough for a book to fall through.  I run around the high school building, but there is no book out there on the ground.

After more thinking about the suspects, my list remains at the fourteen 10B students.  I decide to go to bed and think of about it more in the morning.  However, I have a hard time putting off the thinking until morning.  I keep thinking about it all night and sleep rather fitfully.  

It is now the day after the crime.  The trail has grown cold, but I will try to stir a few of the warm embers to make the trail hot again.  My plan of attack for the day is to start with the first 10B student and interrogate every single person until I have the answer to my problem.

As I walk to the library for staff worship I meet my first victim, Richard.  Richard is an honest boy that I haven’t heard tell a lie yet.  He is fairly quiet around me because he doesn’t know too much English.  Talking with him is hard because of that, but he is getting better.  He pulled his grade up from an F to a C.  That is very good improvement.

“Hey Richard,” I call to him.  “Did you see anyone in your class take book number three out of the classroom yesterday?”

Richard gives a thoughtful look and says, “Maybe Teliphen.

I run into the library barely making it on time for worship.  As soon as my colleague finishes dispensing his sacred tidbit, Mr. Brown makes another astounding announcement.  

“Teachers are responsible for any lost books.  I hear Mr. Wright has lost a brand new physics book, so if it is not found he will be fined for the price of the book.”  Thanks Mr. Brown.

When the announcements are over, I start describing my miseries to Mikael.  He listens politely and then sympathizes with me.

“I’ve lost a couple math books and a biology book, too.  It’s kind of nice not having books to worry about for computer class.  The kids just steal my mouseballs instead,” Mikael laughs as I leave him for my classroom.  

Coming out of the Mikael’s computer lab heading up the stairs to my classroom, I run into Mr. David Crawford.  Dave is bigger than myself, so I bounced of him into the wall.  Mr. Crawford barely moved during the collision.  I must remember to use this as an example of momentum for physics class.  Crawford and I occupy almost adjoining classrooms.  The only thing between them is the main hallway.  He is the drama, English, and personal finance teacher from Alaska / Canada / Washington.  I don’t know where he claims to really come from, and I’m not sure that even he knows where he is from.  

As soon as I recover from my shock of meeting Dave in such a bruising manner, I pour out my story of the aggrievement of the lost physics book.  Dave listens attentively and then informs me that he too is missing a math book and a personal finance book.  Everyone seems to be missing a book from every subject they teach.  

After second period I run into Teliphen.  He is a hyperactive boy who can barely sit still during class.  Many times he asks if he can go get a drink or go to the bathroom or something like that.  He is a little absent-minded and might have thrown the book into his backpack on accident.

“Good morning, Teliphen.  Yesterday, did you see anyone in your class take a physics book?”

“Who’s book is it,” he asks.  

“Kini’s and Kevin’s but Kini hasn’t been here for a couple months and it was gone before Kevin came into the room.”

“I don’t know.  Maybe Edwin,” Teliphen says giving his final thought as he walks away to get to class on time.

After the next class, I catch Edwin.  He usually has a sour expression on his face and doesn’t smile very readily, but he is eager to do well in class.  He has had the highest score for the first two quarters; however, he sometimes starts little fights with the other boys during class.  To me, Edwin usually looks guilty of something.  Today is no exception.  

“Hey, Edwin come over here a second please.”

“Why?  What did I do?” he replies.

“Did you see anyone take a physics book yesterday?”

“Maybe Koneo,” he replied brushing past me.

What kind of answer is that?  Koneo was absent yesterday.  

The next sophomore I run into is Kevin who is looking for his history notebook.  Kevin is so absent-minded that his few possessions are scattered all over the place.  I often have one of his notebooks, but not today.  Kevin is not in 10B, so I don’t interrogate him even though it is his book that is missing.  

Fifth period rolls around and I teach the only 10B student that normally sees me twice a day.  Abraham chose geometry as his elective class.  Abraham is quiet and shy.  He is used to me now though and will talk to me a little bit.  He is my best helper in the 10B class now.  About once every other week someone accuses Abraham of something, but no one has been able to prove anything yet.  

As soon as he comes through the door, I call him over to my desk.  

“Abraham, did you see anyone take a physics book yesterday?”

“When?” he asks.

“At the end of physics.  Book number three is missing.”

“I don’t know.  Maybe it was a girl.”

“Okay, go sit down,” I tell him.

After the bell rings signaling the end of fifth period and the beginning of lunch, I usually have several guys running into my room to leave their bags until physics class.  Today Tony and Roger come in.  

Tony is Jojoni’s brother and very shy.  He usually hides whenever I try to talk to him.  I don’t think he has said more than ten words to me all year.  If he has a question, he either points to the board or to the book.  He is usually the first person to grab a physics book when he comes into the room.  During class when he is supposed to be working on an assignment, Tony is usually looking through the book or taking notes about transistors or something else we have not come to yet in class.  

Roger is even quieter than Tony.  Not necessarily because he talks less, but because he never opens his mouth when he talks.  All I have ever heard from him is a few mumbled words that I interpret as best as I can.  I have gotten pretty good at guessing the meanings of a few unintelligible syllables as long as they are related to class.  Roger usually sits back and tries to absorb the information even though his English skills are very limited.  I don’t know much about Roger, but I do know he likes fishing.

“Hey guys, did you see someone take a physics book after class yesterday?” I inquire.  

Tony shyly smiles as he tries to hide behind the doorjamb.  I watch as his body falls backwards through the door.  Getting up, I run over to see if he is okay, but Tony is gone.  Roger looks at me and softly laughs.

“Maybe a girl,” Roger mumbles, or at least that is what I think he says.  Roger leaves his backpack and follows Tony out the door.

It must be a girl.  After all I’ve asked all the guys, and none of them have admitted to having the book.  Besides that, everyone knows that the guys are more trustworthy than the girls.  

Now that it is lunchtime I should be able to accost all my remaining suspects before my next class with them.  After all, I have one hour to find six girls.  The girls all stick together and preen each other during lunch.  None of them are very active. 

The first girls I find are Thynia and Angela.  These two girls are usually together whenever I see them.  They are almost always trouble to me.  Thynia likes to fight with the boys, especially Abraham, and likes to do everything her way.  She has stolen various articles that belong to Mr. Wright including pens, paper, attendance book, and whiteout.  Thynia has to stay after class about once a week to serve time for various infractions of the law such as chewing gum, leaving the classroom without permission, and fighting.  If Mr. Wright wants her to do something such as do her homework, Thynia doesn’t want to do it.  

Angela has been Thynia’s sidekick ever since Angela was almost sent to studyhall.  She had skipped six of my classes and so, according to the student handbook, she was to go to studyhall and fail physics if she got one more tardy.  So instead of skipping, Angela and Thynia sit and try to annoy Mr. Wright for forty-five minutes a day.  Angela has never stolen anything, but she has scratched me until blood was flowing.  Also she has disappeared during the middle of class.  I found her relaxing in an empty classroom.  Angela stays after class once every couple of weeks.

“Hey girls,” I say as I approach them.  “Did you see someone take a physics book yesterday?”

“Jojoni,” they answer together.  Then they fall over laughing.  I don’t know how to interpret that.

I scour the campus with my eyes looking for four more girls.  Ah, there are three of them in the little bit of shade made by the coconut trees.  

On my way over to the three girls, I stumble across Benitha.  She is the only member of the 10B sophomores who is a close friend with a member of the 10A sophomores.  Mekkie and Benitha are very often together.  When one is in detention, both of them stay for it.  Benitha is probably the prettiest girl in the 10B class.  She has all the marks of a Marshallese girl, but to a higher quality.  She has brown skin, black eyes, and a thin body.  Her skin is a little lighter than most due to staying out of the sun.  Her deep black eyes are big and very mesmerizing.  Her straight black hair falls to her shoulders.  Most of the Marshallese girls have hair that reaches their waist, but Benitha cut hers.  Benitha is very often late to class and likes to sleep through it.  Some days she is very energetic, but others she barely moves.  She is rarely trouble, but usually disinterested in physics.  I get the feeling some days that she would rather flirt with the teacher than pass the class.

“Hey Benitha, did you see someone take a book after class yesterday?” I ask.

Benitha and Mekkie look at me and smile uncomfortably.  Benitha gives me a bigger smile and flutters her eye lashes flirtatiously.  I do my best not to be swayed by the pretty face.

“Someone told me to say I took it,” Benitha answers.  

“What’s that supposed to mean?  Who told you that?”

Benitha only smiles again.  “Someone,” she says.

After a little more pushing, I can see I’m getting nowhere, so I continue on my journey to Juanita, Maria, and Christina.  Was Benitha just flirting or was she serious?

As I draw nearer to them, I can see Juanita, Maria, and Christina sharing their meal of spaghetti, rice, and chicken while enjoying each other’s company.

Juanita is probably the happiest of all the girls in the class.  At least she smiles and laughs the most.  During the class Christmas party, there was a gift exchange.  One of the other girls gave her an assortment of various articles including a package of underwear.  I didn’t think that such a brown face could turn so red, but hers did.  After she got over the initial shock, she laughed along with the rest of the girls.  In fact she laughed so hard she fell onto the floor.  I have never had a real problem with Juanita.  The only thing with the semblance of a problem is that sometimes she is laughing too much during class to do the homework.  Happiness is infectious, and I like to have Juanita around to infect me.

Maria’s personality is very similar to Juanita’s.  Maria is quick to smile about anything, but she is quick to frown about physics.  She is confused easily and has a hard time with the homework.  I’m not sure how much of the problem is the English language and how much is physics.  Maria rarely turns in a perfect paper; however, she never comes in after class to get help.  During class she usually spends much time looking at all the pictures in the physics book.  She tries to find most of her answers there.

Christina has been described by one of my colleagues as “dumb,” yet I have found that she understands physics better than most of the other kids in the class.  She doesn’t answer my questions and doesn’t ask many either.  But her first tries at the answers for the homework are closer to correct than anyone else in the class.  I must agree that Christina does put on a dumb front, but it is only an outward appearance.  Christina is actually quite intelligent.

“Hello girls,” I say coming up to them.  “Did any of you see someone take a physics book yesterday?”

“Huh?” says Maria blankly.

“What are you talking about?”  Christina looks at me dumbly.

“I didn’t take it!” laughs Juanita.  I think she is laughing at Maria, but she may be laughing at my stupidity.  “You haven’t found it yet?” she seems to say.

“Physics book number three disappeared yesterday after class.  Do you know who took it?”

“No,” the girls answer.  

As I walk away I hear laughter.  After asking every person in the class, I still haven’t found the answer.  You probably know who took the book already.  I am still in the dark.  Time for plan B.  I will keep all the books locked up and unused until the missing book is returned.  They like those books too much to hold out very long.

My stomach rumbles telling me to make tracks to my refrigerator.  On my way, though, I meet Mr. Rudholm again.  

“Have you found the book yet?” he inquires.

“No, everybody says nobody saw anybody when somebody took the book.”

“How’s that again?  I didn’t catch it all.  Nobody says everybody saw somebody take anybody…what?”  Mikael is still learning English.

“No one saw anything, but I have talked to a couple other teachers.  You, Mr. Crawford, Mr. Hanson, Mr. Lobitaña, and Miss McGee are all missing books.  They are all missing about one book from every subject.  I think maybe someone is collecting books.”  I laugh about the crazy idea that some deranged student would actually collect textbooks.  

“I’ve had the same thoughts,” interrupts Rudholm.  “I think someone is definitely collecting the books.”

“How do you think we could catch them?”

“I haven’t thought of that.  Maybe if you find your book you will find the whole collection,” observes Mr. Rudholm.  

Chapter 6 The Revelation

I walk back to my apartment to try and swallow some food before the bell rings signaling the end of lunch.  Five minutes later, I hear the bell ring faintly.  I am the first one into the classroom.  Then all fourteen members of the class straggle in through the door.  

“Where are the books?” Tony asks me as he looks around the room.

“The missing book hasn’t been returned yet, so we’re not going to use them until the book is returned.”  I wait patiently for a response.  This time I don’t have to wait very long.

“Benitha,” Jojoni states.  Several other heads nod in agreement.  All I can do is shake my head.  I don’t believe them, or at least I don’t want to believe them.  

As usual after about five minutes of class, Benitha walks into the room.  As soon as I get the chance I go confront her.

“Did you take the book, Benitha?”

A startled expression sweeps across her face.  “Yes,” she whispers in a small voice.  “I forgot to bring it back.”

“Bring it back tomorrow,” I sorrowfully respond.  “You’ll be staying for detention tomorrow to work, and I’ll send a note home with you.”  I hate taking care of discipline issues.  “Do you understand?”

Benitha raises her eyebrows acknowledging that she understands.  

“Have you taken any other books?”

“No,” she frowns at me as if to say, “How dare you accuse me of that!”

I believe her and don’t push the point.  If there is a collector, it must be someone else.  

“Do you know anyone else who has taken any other books?”

Benitha only frowns at me again, so I pursue another line of questioning.  

“Why did you take the book?”

The only answer I get is a sad smile.  The poor girl looks like she is going to cry.  Since it is the end of class I let her go.

After school is over for the day I think about the case of the missing book again.  I feel a little bit stupid because it took me so long to learn the truth.  You probably chose Benitha as the main suspect a long time ago.  If not, this is what happened.  Benitha walked out of my classroom with the book when I wasn’t looking.  She met Mekkie in the hall and gave her the book to put in her backpack.  That explains why Mekkie’s backpack was so heavy.  When I questioned Benitha during lunch she said, “Someone told me to say I took it.”  That someone was Benitha.  That explains the means, but the motive for the crime still escapes me.  I must ask her tomorrow.

The next afternoon, Benitha returns the physical science book and stays for detention.  As she is leaving after detention, I feel I have to ask again.

“Can you tell me now why you took the physics book?”

“I took it because,” she whispers, “I like…” And she is gone.  I still do not know what words go at the end of her sentence.  
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