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            HOUSTON, WE ARE A GO

          

          JESSIE

        

      

    

    
      “Miss Nickleby, if I don’t clean my room, will the tornado come gobble my house up like a cookie?” Nia stared up at me as she hugged her scrawny little legs to her chest.

      “Like a cookie?” I echoed.

      “Yeah.” The little girl nodded. “My mom says a tornado came through my room because I didn’t clean it up.”

      “My mom says the same thing!” the boy behind her piped. Several other students nodded.

      “Oh, I see what you mean.” I closed the book, using my thumb as a bookmark. “No, honey. That’s just an expression. Real tornadoes don’t happen in people’s rooms. They’re far too big. Remember,” I wriggled my eyebrows at my kindergarteners and opened the book to point at one of the pictures inside, “tornadoes can’t think. They’re just bunches of water, heat, and wind all bundled together. So they can’t punish you for not cleaning your rooms.”

      “My cat likes to hide under my bed when I don’t clean my room,” Elsie announced. 

      “My dog’s name is Carlton,” one of the boys called, which, of course, led to a chorus of pet-related declarations.

      “I don’t like dogs.”

      “But dogs are the best.”

      “I have a cat. But I want a dinosaur instead!”

      I sighed and looked back down at the picture book. Well, halfway through was better than yesterday, when the class had lasted two whole pages before breaking into incomprehensible, random babble. But before I could bemoan the rocky ending of my last science unit, I realized four of the faces that should have been staring up at me weren’t there at all. Having one of these boys missing at all spelled trouble. Missing four of them was incomprehensible. Especially on the last day of school.

      I had just stood to look in earnest when I spotted them behind the miniature bookshelf in the math corner. 

      “Everyone, please go back to your tables and color the pictures I left for you on our weather unit. Blue shirts first.” As soon as the children were more or less engaged, I approached the four boys standing in the corner, who were still giggling to themselves.

      “May I ask what you’re all doing?”

      They all whipped around, looking terrified and then sheepish in turn. 

      “Well?” I pressed.

      Finally, D’ante answered, though he stared at the ground the entire time. 

      “We put sand from the sandbox in our pants.”

      This should have been a shock. But, to my dismay, I realized it wasn’t. “So…” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Would you like to explain to me why you put sand in your pants?” On the last day of school? I wanted to add.

      Joshua was crying by now, and D’ante at least had the sense to look embarrassed, but Alexander and Jose were still snickering at each other. And sure enough, below each of them sat a huge pile of sand all over the carpet I had just vacuumed. Twice.

      “Jose said he could fit more in his underwear than any of us.” Alexander grinned. “So we decided to see if he was right.”

      “One, two, three! Eyes on me!” 

      I looked up to see Madison waltz into the room, and I silently blessed my friend as the children chanted back, “One, two! Eyes on you!”

      “Start putting away your centers and stand at your tables. When I call your shirt color, come sit down on your spot on the carpet.” Madison called, shooing a few wandering kindergarteners back to their tables. “Show me how fast you can do it! Go! And you four.” She came to stand beside me, crossing her arms and giving the four boys the stink-eye. “You’ll be in first grade next year, and then I’ll have you in my classroom.” She leaned down and glowered at Jose and Alexander, who were still poking one another and giggling. They stopped, however, when she was inches away, giving them her most withering look. “And if you do something like this again, I’ll have your parents here so fast you won’t know what happened. Understand?”

      Three of the boys nodded, but Jose piped, “My dad’s deployed. You can’t call him!”

      Madison gave him her most evil grin, and I nearly laughed as he took a step back. “Just watch me,” she whispered.

      His smile disappeared, and his eyes grew to the size of sand dollars.

      Madison turned to the others. “Now go back to your tables until I call you.”

      “You,” I said as the boys scampered off, “are a lifesaver.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” Madison hissed. “You don’t do centers on the last day of school!”

      “But—”

      “Honey, this may be your first rodeo, but believe me, the last day of school is not for learning. It’s for the kids to junk out on movies while you clean your little heart out so you can check out of your classroom as fast as possible.” Madison grabbed the broom and dustpan from the corner and began to sweep as though she swept an entire bin of sand off the carpet every day. But then, she’d been teaching for longer than me, so she probably had.

      “They’ve watched movies twice this week,” I protested weakly. “I didn’t want to give them a third one.”

      “If you want to keep them busy, have them throw away markers that don’t work, or have contests to see who can find the most glue stick caps. But good grief! Don’t give them anything that they can twist into a weapon to use against you.” She looked up at the children, half of whom were under or on top of the tables.

      “All right,” I called, “I want the red shirts to go to the carpet.”

      “What movies do you have?”

      I went to my desk and grabbed three DVDs I’d picked up at the library. Madison cringed when I held them out.

      “Really?” She shook her head. “They didn’t have a single cartoon?”

      “Weather was our last science unit.” I sniffed. “It’s not going to kill them to have their lessons reinforced.”

      “So you picked tornadoes.”

      “Hey, these things are dangerous.”

      Madison rolled her eyes, but I was undeterred.

      “You might not realize that because you’ve lived here all your life. But for us newbs…” I poked my friend with the DVD case, “these are the best safety videos for kids that I’ve ever seen.”

      “You’ve lived here since high school. You’re not a newb.”

      “I don’t watch tornadoes from my porch with a glass of sweet tea. I’m hiding in the basement. With all the sane people.”

      Madison paused then grinned. “You’re right. You’re a newb.” She went back to sweeping, and I turned on the movie then jumped into stuffing piles of paper into the kids’ take-home folders. 

      Once the children were all, more or less, seated on the carpet and watching the movie, Madison finished sweeping then helped me take posters off the walls and stack the chairs in record time. Finally, I was able to step back and breathe a sigh of relief. All but one of the bulletin boards were clear of everything, even their background cloth, and the crayon trays were finally empty. Cleaning the classroom might actually get done.

      “Do you think I could leave this up over the summer?” I stared up at my beautiful butcher paper castle, the one that stretched from the floor to the ceiling with little windows all over it to showcase student artwork. Its pink and blues were a bit faded, but I still thought the nine-foot “monstrosity” (as Sam Newman called it) was pretty.

      “I wouldn’t.” Madison grimaced at it. “If they decide to change your classroom mid-summer, you’ll have to beat whoever gets the room back next to take it down. And believe me, you’re not going to be in a hurry to end your summer break that way.”

      I sighed a little, but she was right. So with a heavy heart, I took the last piece of my first year of teaching off the wall.

      We were struggling to move the broken overhead cart as the bell signaled the final fifteen minutes of the day.

      “Where are your kids?” I asked as we shoved the cart into the corner.

      “DeBaux’s got them in her room watching a movie. I thought you might need help, and she volunteered to take them. Hey, before I go,” Madison glanced back at the clock, “there’s someone I want you to meet.” Her blue eyes danced.

      “So that’s what this was about.” I put my hands on my hips. “I told you, I’m not going on any more of your double dates.”

      The bell rang again, and Madison’s grin just grew. She arched one perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Don’t think you’re being saved by the bell. I’ll swing by to finish this conversation after my kids are all gone.”

      I waved dismissively at my friend, but after she left, I didn’t have time to mull. There were backpacks to hand out, dozens of stacks of papers, art projects, and supplies to send home, and a final goodbye to say to my kinderbabies before seeing them again next fall.

      That part was harder than I’d expected it to be. My eyes stung as I smiled at each of my students as they gave me goodbye hugs. Even Jose, who had seemed to think it his sole purpose to make me gray at the ripe old age of twenty-three, cried and clung to my legs, his mother trying desperately to pull him off. I knelt in front of him and he threw himself into my arms, and I rubbed the little boy’s back as he sobbed into my shoulder. 

      “I don’t want to go, Miss Nickleby!” he wailed.

      “Hey, now,” I said, sharing a knowing look with his mother, “Doesn’t your dad come home this⁠—”

      But his mother vehemently began to shake her head, and I let the words die on my tongue. With them, my heart fell. 

      Jose’s mother leaned down and whispered in my ear. “My husband’s deployment was extended.”

      Again? I mouthed, to which Jose’s mother only nodded.

      I sighed and forced a smile as I pulled back to gaze at the miserable little guy. “You’ll have a great summer.” I tapped his nose. “I’ll bet you won’t even want to come back to school next fall.” 

      Jose kept sniffling, but the tears at least stopped. “My dad is sending me a new video game in the mail. Mom says I can play it when I finish my reading in the mornings.”

      “Well, there you go.” I gave him one last hug and watched them go.

      A slow clap sounded behind me. “Well, congratulations.”

      I turned and laughed when Sam Newman emerged from his classroom, which was to my right.

      “So,” he said, his hazel eyes bright, “you survived your first year. Congratulations.”

      “Thanks.” I grinned back. “They gave me a run for my money, but…” I looked around. “I kind of can’t believe it’s already over.”

      He snorted. “Just wait until you have five years under your belt.”

      “Not even you have five years.” I knelt to stack the homework bins in the entryway of my classroom.

      “I have enough years to know summer is best celebrated with a drink and other teachers.”

      I laughed. “So you can commiserate before launching into more discussions about your students?”

      He nodded. “Naturally.” Then he leaned forward, his sandy blond hair falling slightly over his eyes. “If I did, could I count you in?”

      “We’re done!” 

      We both looked up to see Madison launch herself out of her own room straight toward me, two stainless steel thermoses in hand. “Who wants to share some juice?”

      “That’s juice?” I asked, studying the stainless steel thermoses.

      Sam took one and opened one of the thermos lids to sniff it. Then his eyes got big. “Madison, is this what I think it⁠—”

      “Sh!” Madison elbowed him. “It’s got fruit in it. Ergo, juice.”

      “And a little bit of something else for on the way down,” Sam muttered under his breath. 

      “Actually,” I nodded back at the little figure huddled in front of a computer in the corner. “I’ve still got one left. And I’m going to disinfect the mat while I wait for her mom.”

      “Well, your loss.” Sam shrugged dramatically before winking and walking down the hall. The hall was mostly clear of parents and students by now, so I waved Madison inside as I got down on my hands and knees with the Lysol wipes on the foam mat. 

      “Isn’t she always here late?” Madison snatched a pretzel from my secret stash.

      “Her mom works over in North Little Rock.” I pitched my voice lower. “She has a hard time getting up here on time to pick her up.” 

      “Well, I hope her teacher next year is as patient as you are. Oh, but the reason I came over!” Madison’s eyes lit up again. “A week from Thursday! Donny’s Bar! Seven o’clock!!”

      “Madison, I’m not sure I want another one of your dates.” 

      “But Jessie! He’s a captain!” She pouted. “And Jason was nice!”

      “He was.” 

      “So were Matthias and Jackson!”

      “They were.” I scrubbed at a stubborn spot. “But every single one was the one thing I told you I’m not interested in dating.”

      “Oh, come on!” Madison sat in the middle of my desk, right on the clipboard I’d been trying to find. “Jessie, you live in Jacksonville, Arkansas. You teach at the school just off Little Rock Air Force Base. Who around here isn’t on active duty? You never know who might turn out to be that Prince Charming you’re always dreaming about.”

      “Prince Charming had a horse, not a cargo plane.”

      “You’re right. Because a huge flying machine capable of killing bad guys is such a turn-off when compared to a horse.”

      I stuck my tongue out. “You’re not changing my mind.”

      “What’s not to like?” Madison began counting on her fingers. “They’ve got steady jobs. They have health insurance.” She paused. “Hey, those are two of the items on your rule list.” She began to count on her fingers. “They’ve all had some sort of background check. Clean-shaven. Have basic practical life skills. Girl, if you could kick that first rule, your dating sea would be so much wider.”

      “We have health insurance through the school district.”

      “They work out for a living, and they wear uniforms. Very attractive ones at that.” Madison put her hands on her hips. “I dare you to find something not ideal about at least dating an airman.”

      “Um, two things.” I heaved a stack of books into a box. “Called deployment and moving.”

      Madison groaned dramatically. “Going on one date with an airman doesn’t mean you’re tied to him for the rest of your life.”

      I gave my friend a knowing smile. “You also forget that I don’t date for fun.”

      “Don’t you want a man of some sort eventually?”

      “Of course I do. But I want to find someone to settle down with. Down being the keyword. Not up and moving every two or three years.” I held up a hand as Madison began to protest. “And as much as I love you, these one-time dates at the karaoke bar aren’t showing much potential.”

      “What about Sam?” Madison jerked her chin back at the door then grinned. “He digs you.”

      “He does not!” I hissed, but I was laughing, too. “And keep your voice down! I don’t want things to get weird next year if I have to teach next to him again! Besides, I’m hopefully not going to have time for lots of dating in the near future.”

      “Oh, come on. He stops over here all the time.”

      “He needed a stapler.”

      “And tape. And a ruler. The guy’s been teaching for four years. There’s no way he’s that forgetful.”

      I paused. Unfortunately, Madison was making sense. I hadn’t thought much about it before, but Sam did stop by my room a lot. Still, I shook my head.

      “If he wants to ask me out, he’ll have to do it the old fashioned way.”

      “What? By bringing your father a goat?”

      I gave her a look, and she snickered. 

      “He’s going to have to actually ask me out. None of this hinting business. Besides, I’ve got bigger fish to fry.” I stopped packing and pulled an envelope out of my desk drawer. Handing it to my friend, I tried to keep the triumphant smile off my face.

      Madison took the letter out and scanned its contents, her face lighting up. “You got into grad school?”

      I nodded happily. “Now all I have to do is save a little more, and I’ll be ready to go!”

      “This is awesome!” Madison paused. “But you’re sure you want to do more school? Aren’t you still paying off your first round?”

      I took a deep breath. “I paid off my degree a month ago, actually. And I’ve given it a lot of thought. I want to study speech therapy. Here, want some?” I grabbed a bag of goldfish crackers off my filing cabinet and held it out. After Madison had taken some, I went over to the little girl playing on the computer and set a napkin down beside her. “Do you want some goldfish, Jade?” 

      Jade immediately shook her head, her eyes glued to the matching game on the screen. But then she seemed to reconsider and glanced at the bag again. 

      “That’s what I thought.” I chuckled as I poured a little pile of crackers on the napkin. 

      “I’m here! I’m here! And I’m so sorry I’m late!”

      I looked up to see Jade’s mother come flying through the door. Her graying blond hair stuck out from her hair twist in several places, and her work slacks were wrinkled.

      “It started raining on my way over, and traffic got all backed up on the sixty-seven.”

      “I’ll talk to you later,” Madison called, sliding off my desk and heading for the door. “But don’t think I’ve forgotten about Thursday!” she called back with an evil grin before disappearing through the door.

      I held back the smart retort I wanted to call after her and instead straightened and smiled at Jade’s mother.

      “Hi, Mrs. Allen.”

      “Congratulations on finishing your first year.” Mrs. Allen looked around the room. “It sure looks different in here.”

      “We have to take everything down so the janitors can give everything a final cleaning for the summer. Here, let me get you her things.” I turned and tapped the little girl on the shoulder. “Come on, Jade. Get your backpack, please.”

      “No.” Jade hunched closer to the screen.

      I was about to correct her when Mrs. Allen touched my shoulder. “Actually,” she said in a low voice, “I’d like to talk to you about something first if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course.” I indicated to my semi-circle kidney table then immediately regretted it when I remembered that it was the proper height for kindergarteners. But Mrs. Allen sat without complaining and folded her hands in her lap.

      “As you know, my husband and I have our own company,” she began, playing with the zipper on her Louis Vuitton bag. “This will be our first summer without year-round preschool, and we’re not sure what to do with her.”

      I frowned. “I thought her nanny was taking care of her over the summer.”

      “Oh, she was going to, but she got married unexpectedly and moved two days later. It was a shock for all of us.”

      “I can only guess.” I looked back at Jade. “What are you going to do?”

      “Actually, and I hope this isn’t too bold,” Mrs. Allen said slowly, “my husband and I were hoping you could help us.”

      I couldn’t keep the surprise from my voice. “Me?”

      Mrs. Allen nodded. “My son, Derrick, just moved back here, and he’s living with us right now so he can help with her in his time off. But he works night shift currently, so we need someone to care for her and take her to her therapies during the day while he gets caught up on rest.”

      “I’m honored,” I said, racking my brain for reasons to accept or deny. “But if you don’t mind me asking, why me?”

      “Most people, even at special nanny services like the one we use, don’t understand Down Syndrome. Jade loves you, and you’re familiar with her. It would take a new nanny several weeks to adjust even if she understood Jade’s basic needs. And you wouldn’t have to worry about needing time to get ready for school when next year comes around again. We would give you whatever professional days off that you needed.” Mrs. Allen began to dig in her purse. She pulled out a blue envelope and handed it to me. “We would pay you, of course. That would be your salary per week. And if it isn’t enough, we could always work something out.”

      When I realized Mrs. Allen meant for me to open the envelope, I did so. And when I read the amount on the check, I nearly fell off my chair.

      “This is per week?” I gaped.

      “If it’s not enough⁠—”

      “Oh, it’s not that!” I tore my eyes from the check to look back at Mrs. Allen. “I’m just…surprised. In a good way.” I grinned. “Thank you for the opportunity. I would love to stay with Jade this summer.”

      Mrs. Allen fairly glowed as she stood. “I was hoping you’d say that. Here’s our address.” She handed me a business card then paused. “But you being with her all summer…that’s not going to cause you trouble with your boss or anything, is it?”

      I shrugged. “I’ll double-check, but a lot of teachers tutor over the summer. So this should be fine.”

      “Could you come on…let’s see. It’s May twenty-seventh today, so two days from now would be the twenty-ninth. How about Thursday the twenty-ninth? Maybe around nine? I’ll be taking that day off, so I can show you around the house and get her therapy information all sorted out.” 

      “I’ll be there.” I stood as well and shook Mrs. Allen’s hand. “And thank you again…so much.” I couldn’t help beaming. “I really needed this.”

      Mrs. Allen smiled. “So did we.” She checked her watch. “Come on, Jade. It’s time to go.”

      Jade just clicked away on the mouse, not giving her mother a hint of a glance.

      “I found a new geology website,” I explained as I grabbed a pen and sticky note pad and began to scribble on it.

      “Oh.” She rolled her eyes. “That explains it.”

      I peeled the note off and went to kneel by Jade’s side. “Hey, kiddo. It’s time to go home now.”

      Jade shook her head, her eyes still glued to the screen.

      I waved the sticky note. “I have the website written here for your mom so you can go home and play on it there. But you have to get off the computer first.”

      Jade turned slowly to look at me. Then she squinted at the sticky note. I had to smother a grin.

      “Here.” I held it out toward her mother. “I’ll give it to your mom as soon as you turn the computer off. I promise.”

      Jade stared at me for a long time then the sticky note. For a moment, I wasn’t sure if she would take the bait, but eventually, she let out a dramatic sigh and did as we asked.

      As soon as Mrs. Allen and Jade had collected all of Jade’s things and were gone, I bounded over to Madison’s classroom, where Madison was wiping down tables.

      “Guess what?” I waved the check in the air. “Grad school is a go!”
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      “There. That should do it.” I put my tool down and slowly eased myself out of the cramped space. My hands were covered in hydraulics fluid, as was my shirt. It was a good thing I’d bought another pack of sand shirts the week before. This one was a goner.

      “All done in there?” Hernandez called.

      “Yeah.” I grabbed my tools, making sure I’d gotten all the extra screws, and made my way down the plane. “She should be good to go.”

      Hernandez looked at his clipboard. “Wow. We actually finished early. That means tomorrow we can⁠—”

      Before he could finish, another man’s voice sounded from inside the office.

      “Who’s that?” I asked, signing Hernandez’s clipboard.

      “Sergeant Barnes.” Hernandez gave me a sly look. “You got a date for the ball yet?”

      “I asked my fiancée, but I don’t think she can come. She’s coming tomorrow, though, for the awards dinner.” My heart jumped a little. Not because I was getting an award, as I’d been back in Arkansas and in my new squadron less than a month. But showing Amy off would be the highlight of the weekend. Well, that and just having Amy in the same state. Why she’d made me wait until the end of May to do so I still couldn’t understand.

      I went to put my tools away. “Why?”

      “So you’re the new guy.”

      We both turned to see a man coming toward us from the office. His footsteps were heavy but unusually quick for someone wearing steel-toed boots, and his dark eyes were sharp. I got the feeling that this guy didn’t miss much.

      “Sergeant.” Hernandez stepped forward and shook hands with the man. “Yeah, this is the new guy, Allen.”

      I stepped forward to shake the man’s hand as well. “Derrick Allen, sir.”

      “When did you get here, Allen?” Sergeant Barnes asked.

      “About three weeks ago.”

      The man nodded. His dark, curly hair was mostly black, but gray was beginning to creep up from his temples and neck. He looked to be in his early forties. “Sorry it took me so long to welcome you. I was on leave with my family in Texas for a few weeks to celebrate my nephew’s graduation.” He took out his wallet and removed a picture and held it out to me. He was in the picture, as were a handsome woman about his age and a young woman who looked to be in her early to mid-twenties.

      “Isn’t she pretty?” He pointed with his thumb to the young woman.

      I nodded. “She is.”

      “She’s my daughter.” He pulled the picture back and looked at it fondly before returning it to his wallet. “Say, it’s what, almost June? The ball’s in September. Do you have a date yet?”

      I glanced at Hernandez, who looked like he was trying not to laugh. “Um, I have a fiancée. I’m hoping she can come.” What was the man thinking? Was he really trying to hook me up with his daughter five seconds after meeting me?

      But I didn’t ask, and Sergeant Barnes only smiled a little and said, “huh,” before putting the wallet back in his pocket. “Well, it’s good to meet you, Allen. I expect good things.”

      “What was that about?” I asked when the sergeant was out of earshot.

      Hernandez laughed. “I was trying to warn you. Barnes is retiring soon, and he’s determined to see his poor daughter attached to one of us before he does.”

      “But I’m engaged,” I said, thinking again of the sergeant’s little smirk.

      “He’s convinced that he’ll either see your girl at some event or she’s made up.” Hernandez hung his clipboard up and shrugged. “He’s not completely nuts, though. A lot of guys have made up girls just to get him off their back.” He chuckled again, shaking his head. “Which is weird. Because he’s a good NCO. Best I’ve ever had, aside from his obsession with finding his daughter a husband.”

      “Hernandez.”

      We both jumped as Barnes came toward us again, and Hernandez was about as red as a cherry. Thankfully, the sergeant didn’t seem like he’d overheard.

      “I wanted to ask you about this report you left for me last week.”

      As they went over the report, I washed my hands and grabbed my stuff from my locker. Then I pulled my phone out. Through the window in the locker room, I could see that the sun was just peeking over the eastern horizon. It was seven, which meant it was five in Colorado. But Amy would be up. She always got up to run the track at the gym before going in to work. I decided to call.

      “Hey, stranger,” I said when she picked up.

      “Hello, yourself.” She yawned. “What are you up to this early?”

      “You’re up earlier than I am.” I smiled. “I just got off work, and I’m headed home.”

      “Going home sounds fantastic. I’m on my way to the gym.” She yawned again. “As much as I love hearing from you, I haven’t had any coffee yet. What’s up?”

      “What do you mean? Can’t I call my fiancée?”

      She laughed. “Derrick Allen, you never call before eight in the morning. Not if you can help it, at least.”

      I smiled and nodded as I leaned against my locker. “Fine. I have a question. And I know you already said no, but I need you to check your schedule and see if anything’s changed.”

      “Huh. All right. Let me pull into a parking spot first.” I waited a minute and then heard her clicking through her phone. “What day are we talking about?”

      “First week of August. The military ball.” I paused. “Can you come?”

      Amy sighed. That was never promising. “Derrick, I told you, I’m traveling that day for the firm. I would cancel, but we’ve been planning this for months.” She paused. “I’m really sorry. I wish I could be there.”

      I bit back the pathetic pleading that I really wanted to employ and took a deep breath instead. “I get it. I just wanted to make sure. I’d love to have you there .” My mind flashed back to the last ball she’d attended with me. She was dazzling. Dark hair piled up on her head, the sapphires in her earrings bringing out the blue in her eyes. The dark green dress she’d worn had been a tad on the revealing side for a military function, but she’d worn it so well no one had said anything.

      “I know, babe. I just can’t blow this account,” she said. I could hear her closing her car door as she did.

      “Okay. Well,” I paused, “I guess we can talk about it when you get here on Friday.”

      “Oh, that reminds me!” She cried. “I nearly forgot.”

      “What? That doesn’t sound good.” I tried to laugh.

      She groaned. “Look, babe. I meant to tell you last night, but it totally slipped my mind. My boss has to have emergency knee surgery, and I have to take his place in a case.” She paused. “Tomorrow.”

      “Oh.” I swallowed. “So…I take it this means you can’t come to the ceremony then.” I could feel Barnes and Hernandez staring at me, and I suddenly had the desire to melt into a puddle.

      “I’m so sorry.” She huffed, and I could just see her running her hand through her hair. “I really had planned on coming.”

      I cleared my throat. “No, um. I get it. I…I guess we’ll talk later then?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay.” I took a deep breath. “Love you.”

      Hernandez and Barnes were still watching me when I hung up and turned around. “Well.” I forced a smile. “I guess you’ll have to wait just a little longer to see her.”

      “Uh-huh.” Hernandez nodded, but Barnes smiled slightly. Gathering what remained of my dignity, I straightened my shoulders and went out to my truck.

      It wasn’t that bad, really. I’d only moved back three weeks ago. I couldn’t expect her to drop everything and visit me constantly. Not when she had just landed the job of her dreams. Of course, I’d known it would be hard to keep a relationship living in different states, but as we were engaged, I’d figured it wouldn’t be too long before we were together again. And yet, four months after proposing, we were apart. Still waiting.

      I pulled in front of my parents’ house. After locking the truck, I let myself into the backyard and into the little casita on the other side of the oversized swimming pool. As I unlaced my boots and tossed them into the corner, my phone buzzed. It was Amy.

      “Hey.” Why did I sound like a pouty little kid?

      “Look,” she said. “I’ll go through my schedule again and see if⁠—”

      “Derrick? Are you in there?”

      I looked up to see my mom banging on the sliding glass door. I huffed as I went to open it. “Hold on, Amy. What is it, Mom?”

      “Oh good, you’re home. I wanted to tell you to get cleaned up and presentable.”

      “Mom, can this wait? I’m talking to⁠—”

      “Jade’s teacher is coming over for a rundown of Jade’s summer appointments. She’ll be here within the hour.”

      I scrunched my eyes shut. “Look, I gotta go, Amy. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I need to get on the elliptical. But Derrick?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’ll try. I can’t guarantee anything, but I’ll try.”

      Even though she wasn’t there to see it, I grinned. “Thanks, Amy.” Maybe I would get to pull that green dress out on the dance floor again after all.
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      I pulled up the driveway and let out a whistle. I’d known Jade’s family made decent money, but I hadn’t expected anything like this. Perhaps I should have, though, based on the salary they were offering me.

      I might as well have been pulling up in front of a castle. The three-story brick building was set on a corner lot with an emerald green yard twice the size of the other houses on the block. Red and white brick contrasted nicely with a spotless cream-colored garage door. Matching cream-colored trim decorated the rest of the house’s windows and rooflines. I was suddenly quite aware of my old blue Camry’s dents and scratches as I gazed at the sleek white Lexus beside mine. The only car that looked remotely close to mine on the street was a beat up red pickup parked on the corner. Who did that belong to?

      Not that it mattered. I was here to get a job that would pay for my master’s degree. And though I felt two hundred miles from home, rather than just fifteen minutes, I was here now. Besides, they had been the ones to offer me the job after all. So I took a deep breath, straightened my skirt, and smoothed my blouse before ringing the doorbell.

      The door opened, but instead of Mrs. Allen, I found myself face to face with a young man. His eye shape I recognized immediately, for they were the same as Jade’s. He had blue eyes, though, instead of her brown. A piercing ice blue with streaks of gold shooting out from the iris. His hair was shaved close to the sides of his head and a little longer on top, a cut my military students referred to as a high and tight. He had an angular face, clean-shaven, with prominent high cheekbones and a perfectly straight nose, and I quickly realized that he was possibly one of the most attractive men I had ever seen.

      He was also in camouflage pants and a sand-colored shirt. I wanted to sigh. So close.

      “Can I help you?” His voice was clear and his words crisp.

      “Yes.” I cleared my throat. “I’m here to speak with Mrs. Allen about taking care of Jade this summer.” I hesitated when he didn’t open the door any wider or offer to let me in. “I’m Jade’s teacher. She said to come on the twenty-ninth…” My words hung in the air like icicles as I waited for him to respond.

      “I see,” he finally said, giving me a long look up and down, but it wasn’t the kind of appraising looks Madison sought when she dragged me around her favorite flashy bars. Rather, from the hardening of his expression, he looked as though he wasn’t about to let me in it all. But he finally did hold the door open and step to the side. “Have a seat on the couch please.”

      “Is Mrs. Allen here?” I looked around and tried to hide my awe. If it were possible, the interior of the house was even more luxurious than the exterior. The walls had been painted a relaxing shade of blue-gray, and the intricate crown molding above was white, as was everything else. White carpet, white couches, white throw pillows, even a white knitted blanket was draped across the couch. If the young man hadn’t let me inside, I would’ve wondered if I was even at Jade’s house at all. It didn’t appear to be the kind of place a six-year-old could possibly occupy. Nothing was out of place, and there weren’t any stains, not even below the knob on the door. I sat on the couch where the man had indicated. Surely now he would go get Mrs. Allen.

      I knew from our intervention meetings at school that Jade had at least three private therapists that she saw throughout the week during the school year, and with summer here, there was a good chance she would have even more starting soon. I had brought a pen and notebook in case I needed to create a schedule with all of Jade’s therapy locations and times. I pulled it out to prepare myself. But instead of calling for Mrs. Allen, he simply sat in the armchair across from me and leaned forward, elbows on his knees, studying me unabashedly.

      I tried not to squirm under the scrutiny of his gaze. “You must be Jade’s brother,” I said, immediately hating the way my voice wavered. What had Mrs. Allen said his name was?

      “I am.” He continued to stare at me then sat back. “So how many children with disabilities have you taught over the years?”

      I laughed nervously. “Well, privacy laws would prohibit me from telling you exactly who has what in terms of special needs, but I can say my time working with your sister has been one of my favorite parts of teaching this year.”

      “And how long have you been teaching?”

      I struggled to keep my smile in place. “This was my first year.” Well, this was certainly not going the way I’d expected it to. Why was he grilling me like a confirmed terrorist? Annoyance began to take the place of the attraction which had first struck me upon seeing him. Who cared if he was good-looking? He was really starting to get on my nerves. I tried again. Maybe I could distract him until Mrs. Allen arrived.

      “Your mother says you just moved back. Where did you live before this?”

      “Colorado.” He didn’t even blink. “What kind of background checks does the school district require?”

      “Um…” I tried to sift through my memory to all the paperwork I’d filled out the year before. “Fingerprinting. Federal checks. Stuff like that.” Distraction. I needed more distraction. “What do your parents do? I don’t think your mother ever mentioned it.”

      He snorted. “They own their own construction company.”

      Was that a bad thing? “Oh,” I tried to smile. “So that’s how your dad got the time off. That must be nice for them to be in charge of their own schedules.””

      “They can take time off whenever they want. They just choose not to. Now what about accreditation? Do you have any higher level accreditation for teaching children with special needs?”

      “I’m a general education teacher.” I squeezed the handles of my bag. “Jade is in a general education class because she’s capable of learning in that environment. But I have had training for teaching children with special needs, yes.” Two whole classes. But again, he didn’t need to know that.

      “So how many of your college classes covered teaching children with Down Syndrome?”

      I sat taller. “I’m not sure what you’re trying to get at, but I can assure you I’m perfectly aware of Jade’s needs. I can also assure you that she’s a very intelligent little girl. She actually completes much of her work along with her peers.”

      Instead of relaxing, though, his frown only deepened. “I understand that, but⁠—”

      “Derrick!”

      I turned to see Mrs. Allen coming down the stairs. Thank goodness.

      “I said I wanted you to meet her, not interrogate her. Now quit grilling our guest, and go do something constructive.” She paused at the foot of the stairs and frowned. “Have you eaten yet?”

      “No.” He rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands then stood and stretched. As he stretched, I couldn’t help noticing the definition of his biceps. Not that I cared, of course. Derrick Allen might be nice to look at, but he had pushed nearly every button I had. He was in the military, too. Off-limits for sure.

      “Well,” Mrs. Allen said, shooing him away from the couch, “go find something to eat and then get some sleep. I’ll take it from here.” She gave him a good-natured shove when he didn’t move, and pointed at the entrance of what looked like a kitchen at the far end of the room. Then she took his seat and rolled her eyes with a smile. “You’ll have to forgive Derrick. He cares a lot about his sister. In fact, she’s the reason he moved back.”

      “I thought airmen didn’t get to pick where they go.” I let myself lean back into the couch a bit now that he was in the other room. When I glanced at the open door, though, I could see him leaning against the wall as he munched on a bowl of cereal. He wasn’t even bothering to hide his eavesdropping.

      “Oh, they usually don’t. But he knew someone who knew someone and was somehow able to get back here.” She threw up her hands. “I’m not sure of all the details. We’re just grateful to have him here for as long as he can stay. That’s not why you’re here, though.” She pulled a piece of paper from a folder she was holding and handed it to me. “She’s with her father right now at physical therapy. He and I both took a few days off to help while we switched caregivers, but she’ll be all yours next Monday. Now, if you look here,” she pointed to the spreadsheet, “we’ll need you at the house around seven in the morning. You’ll get her breakfast and help her get dressed and ready for the day. Therapy always starts at nine, so you’ll need to hurry her more on the days therapy is farther away.”

      I continued to smile and nod the best I could as Mrs. Allen went on, but I couldn’t silently help wondering if I was getting in over my head.

      “Physical therapy is on Mondays and Thursdays. Speech and occupational therapy are on Tuesdays and Wednesdays, and horse-play Fridays. Horse-play is nearly an hour away, so you’ll need to make sure you build in enough time to get there.” Mrs. Allen pointed to the address labeled in pink on the color-coordinated spreadsheet she’d given me. “Mr. Allen and I will give you a preloaded Visa card with enough money to pay for the gas as well as lunch since you won’t be able to return home in time to eat most days.”

      As she went on to explain that speech and occupational therapy were across town from one another, I began to pray that my car would last through all the extra miles. That, and that I could learn to ignore the eyes I felt studying me from the kitchen.

      “Naps are at two, and her piano teacher will be here by four on Thursdays. We should be home around four as well, but she needs to be ready so our arrival doesn’t distract her. And of course,” Mrs. Allen smiled, “we’re hoping that you’ll be able to prepare her for first grade in your free time as well.” Her eyes flicked from the schedule to me. “Do you have any questions?”

      I wanted to ask when this poor child got any time to be a kid, but that was sure to go over poorly with my new employers. So instead, I grinned and tucked the paper into my bag. “No, I think this is quite eno⁠—”

      “I still don’t see why I can’t just take her myself.” Derrick walked out of the kitchen, with his cereal bowl.

      “Because you have to sleep sometime,” Mrs. Allen said as she also handed me a stack of brightly colored papers. The sticky note on the top said Therapy Resources. Oh, goody. More homework.

      “What year is your car?” He was peeking through the blinds at the driveway.

      “Um…it’s eight years old. Why?”

      He looked at his mother. “My truck has more safety features.”

      “Fine then, son.” Mrs. Allen threw up her hands and stood with a huff. “Have it your way. You want to run yourself ragged? Drive them around. Be their chauffeur.”

      “Fine then. I will.” He raised his chin.

      She crossed her arms and glared up at him. “But Miss Nickleby is starting next Monday. And that’s final.”

      I looked back and forth between them. “So,” I stood slowly, “am I still⁠—”

      He gave me a sardonic grin. “Guess you and I will be spending the summer together.”

      I could only stare back. Fantastic.
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      As soon as Jessie Nickleby was gone, I followed my mom back into the kitchen.

      “I still don’t understand why you need to hire someone else to take care of her.” I crossed my arms and leaned back against the table. “That’s what I moved back here for.”

      “And we’re so happy you did,” Mom said with her usual infuriating condescension. “And now you and Miss Nickleby can make Jade’s life even better this summer together.”

      “I mean it, Mom. I had to pull a lot of strings to get here. I didn’t risk my career to play babysitter for an hour a day. I came to be a part of Jade’s⁠—”

      “Derrick.” Mom put her hands on her hips and took a deep breath. “I’m glad you want to be a part of Jade’s life. But the fact of the matter is that as long as you’re off playing hero, you’re going to leave sooner or later.”

      I gritted my teeth and did my best to ignore the jab at my career. That was another argument for another day. Or for every day, as soon as my dad got home from work.

      “And,” Mom continued, gathering up the apples she’d just taken from the crisper, “I can’t have her completely dependent on you as long as you’re going to be moving one day. And even if you weren’t in the military, do you have a degree in elementary education?”

      “I was in college,” I mumbled, studying the apple I’d swiped. “Doesn’t that count?”

      “So you took college-level education methods courses then?”

      “She’s going from kindergarten to first grade. How many summer courses does one have to take to play chauffeur?”

      “Don’t get smart with me.” She began to chop the apples and put them in a mixing bowl. “You like to have fun. You always have.”

      “I got salutatorian.”

      “And you could have been valedictorian if you’d tried harder. And you would have finished college.”

      “What’s your point, Mom?”

      “My point,” she said, wiping her hands off on a towel, “is that you always learned easily, even if you didn’t study. But Jade learns differently from you. She has to try a lot harder. Now you don’t see that because every chance you get, you’ve got her at the zoo or the ice cream parlor or whatever new shiny thing has caught your eye.”

      “Because learning can come from more than a book.” I took a bite of my apple and immediately cringed. Why did my mother insist on buying green? No matter how many times I tried them, they were always bad. “Especially,” I spat the bite into the trash and put the apple back on the cutting board, “if book learning is hard. And geez, Mom. You schedule every waking moment of her entire life. If I don’t sneak her out of your color-coordinated prison every now and then, she’ll never have time to just be a kid!”

      “Prison!” My mom let out a laugh. “If you want to call her life skill therapies prisons, then go ahead. Look, I don’t know why this is such a big deal to you. The state’s done a better background check than we ever could.”

      “That.” I pointed. “That is exactly what I’m talking about. You want to know why I moved back here? Why I’m being cautious? Because you’re not.”

      She put down the knife. “That’s not fair.”

      “Well, it wasn’t fair when you hired that nincompoop last spring and Jade was the one who paid the price.”

      “Derrick Allen.” My mother’s eyes darkened. “That is enough. What happened was not your father’s fault or mine.”

      I rubbed my eyes. More sleep was required for these conversations. I turned and headed back to the casita to change.

      “Where are you going?” She sounded peeved, but I didn’t turn.

      “I’m going to go on a run.”

      “Don’t you need to sleep?” she called after me as I stalked out of the kitchen.

      “I’m not tired.”

      My body begged to differ. As soon as I shut the casita door, my arms screamed at me to lie down. In our search for a missing tool the night before, I’d moved boxes that were probably only meant for two or more people to carry. But I wanted to go home, so I’d moved them anyway, and now everything hurt. My mind, however, was far too wired to rest. I would have to clear my head. Then maybe I would be able to sleep.

      I changed into basketball shorts and my favorite, beat-up hockey t-shirt and headed outside, pausing only to put my earbuds in and turn them up as loud as they would go. Then I set off.

      I didn’t particularly enjoy running in my parents’ neighborhood with its perfect brick houses and perfectly manicured yards and copious supply of expensive cars. People waved in response whenever I passed, but everyone, including me, seemed to sense that I fit into this neighborhood about as well as my truck. Pretty much the same way I’d fit in at Harvard.

      I turned a corner and nearly ran into another runner, this one a young woman. Her hair was nearly the same shades of gold and brown as Jessica Nickleby’s, and I immediately felt a twinge of guilt. Could I have been nicer to her? Most definitely. After all, it wasn’t her fault my parents had asked for help. And in all honesty, they could have done much worse. A certified teacher would have the basic federal background checks and fingerprints and all that, so at least she wasn’t likely to be a serial killer.

      She was also exceptionally pretty. I’d been genuinely surprised when she showed up on my parents’ front step, so much so that I nearly forgot how to respond when I’d opened the door. She was petite, a little on the short side, her hair in messy, large curls that reached just to her shoulders. When Mom had told me about Jade’s teacher, I’d envisioned a matronly woman with too many cats, writing up worksheets for a hobby, rather than a young woman with vibrant green eyes.

      Amy. I should call Amy to get my head sorted out. My recent schedule change that had me working nights instead of days was still messing with my ability to think straight, and my fiancée was a good voice of objectivity. I appreciated that about her, her ability to see things without emotion coloring her judgment. I came to a stop at a little neighborhood park and collapsed on a bench beneath a large tree.

      The phone rang six times then went to voicemail. Sighing, I pushed myself off the bench and starting running again.
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      “Hey, Mom! Dad! I’m home!” I hung my purse and keys up on a peg just inside the door. Then I paused and inhaled deeply before heading for the kitchen. “It smells good in here.”

      “Thanks. It’s a new candle scent I thought I’d try.” My mom picked up the little pink candle and examined it as I walked in. “It’s supposed to be sweet pea, but I think it’s more like peach.” She brushed a piece of caramel-colored hair away from her eyes. “Where have you been? I thought you were done in your classroom yesterday. I have a whole list of errands we need to run, and I’m going to need your help with planning the church bake sale. Oh, and I forgot. Dr. Neilson wants me to come in again next week.”

      I froze. “Why?”

      “Oh, don’t look like that. It’s just something about bloodwork. Nothing to worry about. I just needed to know if you wanted to come along.”

      “Sure thing.” I forced myself to smile, as though this didn’t shake me to the core. “And I’m all done at school.” I helped myself to a pitcher of lemonade from the fridge then drank in small, measured sips, trying to come up with how to word what I was about to tell my mother. But there was no way around it. This wasn’t going to thrill them no matter how I put it. Finally, I put the cup down and stared at it. “You know the little girl I told you about at school?” I asked slowly. “The one with Down Syndrome.” If I played the sympathy card first, maybe my parents wouldn’t mind so much.

      “Jade? We ran into them at the grocery store once, didn’t we?”

      “That’s her.”

      “She’s a cutie. What about her?”

      “Her parents,” I said slowly, tracing shapes in the quartz countertop, “have asked me to care for her this summer.”

      My mom looked up from the dishes she was scrubbing. “They want you to tutor?”

      “Well, yes.” I swallowed. “They also want me to drive her to her therapies. Starting Monday, I’ll be there between seven and four every weekday. But you don’t have to worry,” I hastened to add. “The brother is there, so I should still be able to go with you to your doctor appointments, and anything you need⁠—”

      “It’s not my doctor appointments I worry about. Jessie. It sounds like they want you to be her nanny.”

      “It’s more of a tutor.” But as soon as the words left my mouth, I knew Mom was right.

      “Weren’t they between nannies when we ran into them last April as well?”

      “It’s hard to find people who understand Jade’s needs.” I opened the fridge and studied its contents like a math test. “I know her, though, and now that I’m on summer break, it only makes sense to help her. And they’re paying me enough to pay for the rest of my master’s degree.” I took a deep breath. “Why? Do you think I shouldn’t?”

      “It’s not that I don’t want you to help her. Or to finance your degree.” She grabbed a knife and began chopping pecans. “It’s more…” She set the knife down and shook her head. “I don’t⁠—”

      “If this is about your doctor’s appointments, like I said, I can still drive you to all of them,” I said in a rush. “Jade’s brother won’t mind at all, I’m sure. And⁠—”

      “Jessie, I can drive myself just fine. I’m fifty-four, not dead.” My mom reached out and took my hand. Her mouth was set in a line, and her forehead puckered slightly.

      Oh no. Here came the dreaded It’s just.

      “It’s just,” my mother said softly, “you work yourself so hard all the time. Your father and I were kind of hoping you could just have a summer to enjoy yourself.”

      “I enjoy being with Jade.”

      “I don’t doubt that. But you nearly worked yourself to death to get your bachelor’s degree. And your license. And last year, you spent the entire summer setting up your classroom.” My mom shrugged. “We were hoping to have some time together where you could just let down.” Her voice softened slightly. “We were even looking into some vacation destinations we thought you might enjoy.”

      My heart fell. I should have expected something like this, especially after finding the Busch Gardens brochure in my father’s office.

      “Maybe…maybe we can still take a fun vacation together.” I forced a little chuckle. “Jade’s older brother doesn’t even want me to watch her. Maybe I can grant his wish for a few weeks with you guys.”

      “Oh? To what does he object?” My mother’s eyebrows went up. “And why do you care? He’s what, ten or something?”

      I nearly laughed. My mom might want time with me, but she was also competitive. And she would find the thought of some boy insulting her daughter highly offensive.

      “He doesn’t think one year of teaching is enough to know how to meet Jade’s needs.” I rolled my eyes. “Stupid stuff.”

      “She only spends all day with you and an aid.” Mom shook her head. “But you didn’t say, how old is he?”

      “I don’t know. Mid-twenties?” I briefly pictured his face. He definitely wasn’t some recruit fresh out of high school. His features and his build were too solid for that. But I couldn’t remember seeing any strong lines around his eyes or mouth. And he seemed far too serious to be very young. Still, there had been an unusual light to his eyes that was hard to shake off. It was nearly enough to distract me from the fact that he was military. And a jerk.

      Mom started laughing.

      “What is it?”

      “You’re blushing!”

      “I am not!” But even as she protested, I felt my cheeks heat.

      My mom leaned forward on her elbows and placed her chin on her hands. “So tell me more about this brother.” Her brown eyes sparkled, disappointment about my job with Jade seemingly forgotten.

      “I told you, he doesn’t even like me!” I swiped a handful of quinoa chips from the counter. “Besides. He’s Air Force.”

      “You and your rules.” My mom scoffed and washed her hands. “You know, it wouldn’t kill you to go on a date now and then. As in, one by yourself. Not just tagging along with your friends. That’s another thing your father and I⁠—”

      “I’m going to my room now.” I skipped out of the kitchen into the hallway.

      “Oh! Before you go,” my mother called after her, “Madison wanted me to remind you of your date next week.”

      “I’m not going. I told her that.”

      “No, she said this one’s different. Donny’s Bar on Thursday. Something about a teacher get-together.”

      I sighed. “Thanks.” This was going to be a long summer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            GOT TO GIVE

          

          DERRICK

        

      

    

    
      “What are you doing still in bed?”

      I nearly fell out of bed as my mom threw the casita door open and it banged against the wall several inches from my head. As if that weren’t bad enough, she went to the windows and raised all the shutters before turning and clapping at me, like that would move me along faster.

      “It’s my day off.” I rolled over and buried my face in my sheet. “Why would I be up?”

      “Get your clothes on! She just parked, and she’ll ring the bell any minute!”

      “I’m pretty sure she’s seen someone in sweatpants and a t-shirt before.” I pulled the pillow over my head.

      “Derrick.” My mother glared at me as she threw my dirty uniforms into my laundry bin, “I want this one to at least last the summer. And your show the other day was far from gracious. The least you can do is greet her nicely this time, and I want you dressed, shaved, respectable, and respectful.” She wagged a french tipped nail at me. “Get ahold of that sarcasm, and maybe she’ll want to stay for more than a week. Then you can sleep in as long as you like. In fact, I hope you do.”

      I nearly retorted that perhaps my parents’ nanny problem was more their fault than mine, but I knew better. She would just find a way to scold and lecture twice as much as usual before she left for work. If I was patient for another minute or so, she would be back in the main house, scolding Jade or Dad, and I would be free to do as I pleased. Which might include going back to bed so I could have five more minutes of sleep before the glorified babysitter arrived.

      Sure enough, thirty seconds later, through the open sliding glass door, I heard the doorbell ring, and my mother left to answer it. She sounded as bubbly and vivacious as a teenager.

      Every time my parents got Jade a new nanny, I made it my job to do as much research on the new candidate as I could. In Colorado, that had meant snooping online to look for possible criminal records the nanny agency might have missed. Now that I was in Arkansas, I could do it in person. And this time, I planned to have a little fun, too.

      I went to the mirror and glanced at my reflection. My chin and cheeks were already covered in dark stubble. My hair was too short to be messy, but I could at least make sure my teeth were unbrushed when I joined the family. Yep. This would work.

      “Morning, everyone!” I called as I let myself in through the back door, stretched, and gave a big yawn. Jessie watched me from where she still stood in the entryway with wide eyes, and my mother’s mouth fell open before snapping shut, her eyes dark with indignation. But she couldn’t thoroughly chide me in front of company the way I knew she wanted to, so I gave her my biggest grin and joined them. Then I smiled at Jessie. “Glad to see your car made it here this morning in one piece.”

      “Derrick!” my mother snapped. I ignored her, though. I was watching Jessie clutch her tote bag closer to her chest, her eyes flashing. Wow, this girl was wound tight, like a spring ready to snap from too much pressure.

      “Yes, thank you,” she said through a strained smile.

      My mom looked at the ground and shook her head. “Jade is in the kitchen waiting for breakfast. I have another schedule on the fridge in case you need it. After she eats, her clothes are laid out on her bed for therapy. She has snacks in her lunch box, which is here by the door.” She indicated to a blue lunch box on the floor. “There are sub sandwiches in the refrigerator. I got extra last night when I went to fetch dinner.”

      “Thank you.” Jessie’s smile became more genuine. Until she turned and looked at me again. “And will you be joining us today?”

      I folded my arms. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “Terrific.” She took her bag and went to the kitchen. I nearly laughed as she dropped her bag on the floor with a thud, closed her eyes, and leaned back against the counter where she must have thought I couldn’t see her.

      “Derrick!” my mother hissed. “What are you doing?”

      “Bye, Mom.” I bent down and kissed her on the top of her head. Then I headed for the kitchen, suddenly glad she’d gotten me up. I could hear her still muttering to herself, but she needed to leave for work, and she wouldn’t risk being late for any reason. Even me. I’d learned that lesson long ago.

      Jessie was in the kitchen with Jade, searching, I assumed, for bowls. I folded my arms across my chest and leaned back against the table as I watched. Mom had showered all sorts of praise upon this woman when I’d expressed doubts about her abilities. But was she really as good as Mom was convinced?

      Good with Jade or not, she seemed well-organized at least. And prepared. Instead of wearing pencil skirts and ridiculous high heels like the last woman my parents had hired, her clothes were practical. A faded turquoise blouse unbuttoned over a white tank top and a pair of khaki corduroys with sneakers. Her large blond-brown ringlets which had dangled down to her shoulders last time were pulled up on top of her head, and though she didn’t wear much makeup, there was just enough to make her green eyes pop.

      “Which cereal is yours, Jade?” Jessie opened the cabinet door, a rainbow of cereal boxes inside.

      Jade briefly glanced at her from the table and then went back to studying her book.

      “Jade, honey. Tell me which cereal is yours.”

      Jade ignored her.

      I considered intervening. But Jessie would probably resent that. She seemed the type who wanted to do things her own way. Also, I wanted to see if she really did know as much about Jade as she touted.

      To my surprise, instead of pestering Jade or getting angry at her, she went and knelt at her side.

      “Hey, Jade,” she said in a soft voice. “I know you’re used to seeing me at school. But school is over now, and I’m going to be here instead. And I want to know what you like to do in the morning, but I can’t do that unless you help me learn how.”

      Jade didn’t look at her, but I could see her wheels turning as she stared out at the window. “Why?” she finally said.

      Jessie smiled. “Because I missed you so much I wanted to see you here, too, instead of waiting all summer for you to come back to school.”

      Jade slowly turned to look at her, and Jessie’s smile grew. It was a sweet smile, nothing like the pinched grimace she’d given me. “Now,” she said, “Can you tell me which cereal is yours?”

      I had to hand it to her. She was better than I’d expected, particularly for a first-year teacher. But as Jade slowly pointed at the green box, and Jessie immediately found a
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