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From: Gavin Steinberg <gsteinberg@psd41.org>

To: Josephine Palladino <momof2masterofnone@hmail.com>

Date: Wednesday, September 26, 1:02 p.m.

Subject: Special Education Meeting

Mrs. Palladino,

I’m writing to confirm our meeting for Friday at 8:15 a.m. We will be discussing Jackson’s academic progress and goals that morning in room 109. Since you’re new to the school, just remember to check in at the front office first by giving your child’s full name, showing a valid photo id, and getting a nametag to wear at all times while you’re in the building. Room 109 will be through the sliding doors, down the hall, and on your left.

The team and I are looking forward to meeting you there, Mrs. Palladino!

Make sure your photo identification is a valid, government-issued form. For a list of approved forms of such identification, see the school district website below.

Gavin Steinberg

#
[image: ]


JOSEPHINE PALLADINO quickly scrolled through Gavin Steinberg’s email, mentally noting the location of the meeting and the depressing level of modern school security before tossing her phone on the bed and scrambling to a nearby pile of laundry. 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Steinberg,” she said as she sifted through the clothes for something to replace her sheep pajama pants and oversized yellow nightshirt. “Mrs. Palladino won’t be there today.” She extracted a pair of black yoga pants. “But Ms. Palladino might make it, if she can manage to at least find a bra...”

Since all her shirts seemed to be missing in action, Jo was considering leaving the house in the yellow pajama shirt. Sure, she’d slept in it, but it didn’t look like something you couldn’t wear in the daytime. Technically. 

“Are you talking to yourself again?”

Jo looked over to see her sixteen-year-old daughter, Kayla, standing in the threshold to the bedroom. Kayla was shaking her head, those dark curls she’d inherited from Jo bouncing—though with coiled streaks of dyed blue hair on each side. 

As Jo blinked the sleep from her eyes, it also became clear Kayla had on what she recognized as her own what the hell face, an expression reserved for when one of her kids did something so beyond the pale, every muscle in her face had to get involved.

“We’re going to be late,” Kayla said. “Like really, really late.”

Jo exhaled hard. “I know.” She had woken four minutes ago in a panic, having slept through her alarm after falling asleep late the night before reading her son Jackson’s educational paperwork—all those indecipherable test results, legalistic academic goals, and cryptic teachers’ notes—in prep for the morning’s meeting. She’d even met the day with a page stuck to her face, affixed with drool. If that wasn’t a metaphor for something, she didn’t know what was.

“Two minutes,” Jo said. “I’m treasure-hunting for a bra right now.”

Kayla didn’t care much about getting to school on time, but from growing up with an autistic brother, she knew that showing up tardy to a special education meeting wasn’t good. Especially a meeting like this morning’s.

“Okay.” Kayla tossed an object in her direction, the item landing softly on the bed. “Anyway, I brought you breakfast.”

Jo looked to see a small candy bar nestled in her comforter. She shook her head at Kayla, but snatched the chocolate up. “If we keep breaking into our Halloween stash, what are we going to hand out to the kids?”

“Those baby carrots we never eat,” Kayla said, ripping open her own fun-sized bar.

“Good point.” Jo added, “Is Jackson—”

“He’s up. He’s eating cereal.” Kayla turned around, strolling away as she munched on her bar.

“Okay. Okay...” Jo inhaled the chocolate while stumbling into the yoga pants, then she returned to rummaging through the clothing pile, quicker this time, violently shoving items to the ground—a nightgown, a pair of jeans, one of Jackson’s shirts, and half a dozen socks that they could normally never find. Finally, she discovered a cherry-colored bra at the bottom of the pile, hiding out for a more special opportunity. 

She wouldn’t normally wear a bright red bra on the day of a parent-teacher conference, but sometimes the universe had other ideas.

“Aha! You’ll do.” Jo plucked it up and fastened it underneath her shirt. It was well over a decade old—probably some bachelorette gift she’d forgotten to throw out—but desperate times called for inappropriate lingerie. No one would notice it under her giant yellow shirt, anyway.

Grabbing the stack of papers she’d fallen asleep in and shoving them under her arm, she ran to the bathroom to run a toothbrush over her teeth and fasten her curls back with a clip, then darted to the kitchen where she could hear the pings of the game Jackson was playing on his iPad. 

Kayla stood by the stove, eating cereal from the box by the handful and scrolling through her phone.

Shoving the pages into her bag on the table, Jo reached over and ruffled her son’s soft brown hair.

“Morning, Jax.” She feathered a quick kiss on his head before bending down, checking if his shoes were on. They weren’t. “Bud, we need to get your socks and shoes on. Like right now.” 

His eyes still focused on his game, he let out a low grunt—her younger, nearly nonverbal child’s way of telling his mother he didn’t want to deal with her.

“C’mon, Jax.” 

A soft hacking noise came from the other side of the kitchen. She and Kayla both turned to see their old black cat, Chuck, coughing up a hairball.

“Gross,” Kayla said.

“We don’t have time to deal with that,” Jo said, running over to the door and grabbing Jackson’s shoes. “Jackson, shoes on. Now.” 

Setting the device down and pushing his chair back, Jax walked over and grabbed the sneakers, sitting on the floor and putting them on. 

While Jo shoved her own feet into sneakers, she watched over her shoulder to make sure Jax was putting the right shoe on the right foot. It was times like these that she wished there was another adult in the house. But it’d been just the three of them for eight and a half years. If only Neil hadn’t—

“Mom!” 

Jo’s heart skipped a beat. She whipped around to see Kayla staring at her phone, her brown eyes large. 

“What? What?”

“The Fisticuffs broke up.”

“The who?”

“The Fisticuffs. That band I love.”

“Okay.” Jo released a shaky breath. “This morning’s rule: if it doesn’t have to do with us all leaving this house in one piece in the next two minutes, I don’t want to know about it.”

“But it’s really sad.”

“I’m sure it is.” She grabbed her bag and headed for the front. “Okay, let’s go.”

Jax stood up from the floor. “Fish,” he said.

“Jackson,” Jo said. “We’re late. Pickles and Prometheus can wait.” 

“Seriously,” Kayla said, stowing her phone in the pocket of her skinny jeans. “They’re getting really fat. We’ve got fat fish.”

“Kayla, don’t fat-shame the fish. Jackson, we’re super late, buddy. Later?”

“Fish,” Jackson repeated, his voice cracking in the way it had been more lately—yet another sign he was entering puberty, but they were late and there was the meeting, so Jo stowed that away to freak out about later in the day.

Jackson’s green eyes—also from her—were resolute, and Jo guessed they weren’t going to make it out of the house without their fat fish getting breakfast.

She sighed. “Okay.”

Jackson strode over to the fish tank and took down the container of fish food, rocking on his feet. The fish swam to the glass as Jackson pushed the lid away, their eyes wide and adoring at their master. He sprinkled a few flakes from the container on the surface of the water, slowly and carefully.

“Nice job, Jax,” Jo said as he closed the container and slid the aquarium lid back, his eyes on the fish as they nibbled the flakes from the water’s surface. 

Exhaling, Jo turned to open the front door when Kayla yelled, “Jax!”

Jo’s heart stuttered. She whirled around. 

“What?”

“Chuck’s hairball,” Kayla said, her pretty face scrunched into a look of disgust. “Jackson just stepped into it.”

Jo threw up her hands. “Well, don’t just stand there!”

Kayla darted over to keep Jackson from tracking the cat’s vomit around while Jo ran over to the kitchen and grabbed the roll of paper towels. Jackson stood in place, rocking, his eyes down as his sneaker squished against the floor. 

Well, it probably did make an interesting sensation. 

Jo kneeled in front of him with a wad of paper towels. “Okay, Jax, lift your foot.” 

He did—a gangly boy in flamingo pose—as she wiped the vomit off his shoe and the floor.

“Our cat’s too fat too,” Kayla whispered, and Jo snorted in response.

The adrenaline pounding in her veins, Jo threw the towels in the trash and declared, “Okay, now we’re going.”

They trudged out of the house and into the car, where the rays of late summer sunlight made Jackson sneeze and reminded Jo of how very late they were going to be.

She started the car and turned on the music. “Okay, Jackson: 1989 or Folkore?”

“1989!”

“Not again,” Kayla said. “I should’ve ridden with Misty.” She crossed her legs and slouched down in the seat.

A music snob, Kayla had taken to only listening to bands whose names sounded like a bunch of Old West rabble-rousers. Yet as Jo pulled out of the driveway with a pop tune of Taylor Swift’s cartwheeling out of the speakers, her daughter’s leg bounced in time with the music.

Jackson was in the backseat clutching a white plastic clothing hanger, his favorite comfort object of late. He watched its movements as he twisted it back and forth like a dial. “Music,” he called without looking at them.

“Taylor Swift,” Jo said automatically. This was a thing they did; in the past year, Jax liked them to identify the artist of whatever song was playing, even if he already knew the answer.

“Music,” he called a minute later.

Kayla sighed. “Still Taylor Swift.”

Jackson laughed and rocked happily in the backseat.

Jo pushed down the gas pedal, only her heartbeat dancing. The meeting this morning was important—one she couldn’t afford to not bring her A game to. And after the hectic start to the day, she felt barely in C minus territory. She needed to pull it together—for Jackson.

Her son had started junior high several weeks ago, and he was struggling.

Back in elementary school, Jo had worried about him less. They’d been past those early, hard years after his diagnoses—first autism, then later intellectual disability. She knew some things, and then elementary school had lasted six years, plenty of time to acclimate to the culture and staff. Jackson had always had nice, pathologically positive teachers there—usually women in their twenties or early thirties who always exclaimed how much they loved her son at every opportunity. Their coordinator, who ran special education meetings and completed the related paperwork, had been a woman named Marian who wore hand-knit sweaters and always started and ended each meeting with, “Isn’t Jackson a joy? An absolute joy.” Jo had had to hold herself back from mouthing the words along with the woman—not that she didn’t agree. 

Now she realized she didn’t appreciate Marian while she was in their lives. Because junior high was a whole different beast. Despite Jackson being in a separate special education classroom housed in a regular school, there were different schedules and particular rules, and his teacher had been calling and emailing her a few times a week with “concerns” about her son’s behavior. Not to mention that the school district coordinator—their main point of contact—was this Gavin Steinberg, who wrote boilerplate emails to her like he was her bank loan officer. Every time she read his emails, she could almost hear the ping of him checking it off on some daily tasks app. The Mrs. was just the icing on the cake. 

From the passenger seat, Kayla started laughing. 

“What?” Jo braked at a stoplight.

“You’ve got a word on your face.”

“What?”

“On your cheek. It’s in red and, like, in reverse. Did you fall asleep reading paperwork again?”

“Shoot.” Jo slapped down her driver’s side mirror and turned her face. Sure enough, there on her right cheek in faded red ink was a single word, Functioning. She could read it in the mirror, but probably to anyone who saw her, it looked backwards. 

If that wasn’t also a metaphor for her life... 

“Ugh.” It was just another thing—like her hastily-put-together outfit and late arrival—that was going to make this meeting that much harder. 

“I’ll wipe it off after I drop off Jackson,” she said, after rubbing the smudge to no success. The light turned green and a car honked behind her. “I’m going, I’m going.”

“I’m going, I’m going,” Jackson repeated in the back seat.

“That’s right, Jax,” Jo said. “You tell them.”

She hadn’t met Gavin Steinberg in person yet, but she could already tell he wasn’t the type to wear hand-knit sweaters—he nor any of his band of educational executioners who would be at the meeting. Because, based on the calls from his teacher—her voice hesitant over the phone, her many “concerns”—she guessed that they were going to take a hatchet to Jackson’s academic goals at this very meeting, cutting down what they thought he could achieve, hacking away at all the progress they’d made.

Jo wasn’t going to let them. 

She dropped Kayla off at the high school before speeding to the nearby junior high, hitting the brakes hard right before the school zone sign and coasting into the lot. The school, which was mostly full of typically-developing students, looked like many in the Philadelphia suburbs where they lived: two stories of dark red brick sitting on a lot of green grass, with newer wings growing from the older heart of the building.

One of the assistants in Jackson’s class was waiting around the circular drop-off area for special education students, her arms crossed and her mouth in a firm line. Jo pulled into a parking spot and sighed. After unbuckling her seatbelt and walking around to Jackson’s door to let him out, they walked up to the assistant.

“School,” Jackson said. “School, school, school.”

“Yeah, school.” 

A few feet before the assistant, Jo turned and caught him in a big hug, squeezing him tight. He patted her back rhythmically, probably in tune to some Taylor Swift song in his head. He was already almost her height; in a few years, he’d have half a head on her.

“Don’t worry, Jax,” she whispered. “Mama’s going to go in there and fight like hell for you.”

The assistant cleared her throat, and Jo reluctantly released her son. She watched him walk away a beat, blinking back the tears that’d suddenly filled her eyes. Then she entered the building to sign in at the front desk with her government-issued identification.

“They’ve all been waiting for you,” the brunette woman at the front desk said, handing her a nametag and hitting a buzzer to unlock the sliding glass doors to the classrooms. “You can go ahead and walk down. Room 109.”

Jo took a deep breath and strode towards the room.

She would fight. Her son deserved it. He was an absolute joy, dammit.

At the door marked 109, she stopped. Collected herself. Raised her knuckles to the door. 

She’d barely knocked when the door opened to a younger white man with tousled brown hair offering her a polite smile and an outstretched hand.

So this must be Gavin Steinberg.

Her shoulders slumped. God, it was worse than she thought.

He was wearing a tie.
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Chapter Two
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Gavin held out his hand as Josephine Palladino walked into the room. 

“Mrs. Palladino,” he said. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

The woman smiled slightly and held out her hand to shake.

“Hello,” she said, her voice tight. She nodded to the others around the rectangular conference table—her son’s teacher, the speech therapist, an occupational therapist, and a regular education teacher—but mostly she looked like she was walking into a room full of centipedes.

Gavin stifled a groan. Some days, he missed his old job in sales. Despite the twelve-hour days and frequent travel, at least he’d kept happy customers.

Smiling wider to make her more comfortable, he grasped her palm and gave her a friendly shake. 

“So glad you could join us,” he said. “We’re just getting started.”

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, pulling out a chair to his right, one close to the door. “We had a rough start today.” 

“No worries at all,” he said, walking back to his spot before sliding an attendance sheet and folder across the table. “We’ll just have you sign in and look over some of the usual procedural safeguards—I’m sure you’re familiar with those—before we dive in.”

“Sure.” She nodded, her attention focused on the pages he passed to her. 

Gavin leaned back and gave her a few minutes. 

Ah, the dreaded special education IEP meeting. Technically it stood for individual education plan, but, in his head, he liked to make up alternatives. Inconvenient enigmatic paperwork was one of the latest ones, or, when it got heated, itty-bitty earsplitting party. Not that they were all bad, or all the parents as tense as this one, but a meeting was a meeting, and he’d had some uncomfortable ones since he’d started this position last spring.

This one had the potential to be uncomfortable. 

Mrs. Palladino’s gaze met his, one eyebrow raised, as he realized—too late—that he’d been softly humming a song that he’d heard on the radio on the way over.

“Sorry,” he said quickly, and they both looked away.

The junior high meeting room was freshly vacuumed and had a stash of colorful electronic toys on one end of the table—necessary distractions for parents who needed to come to these meetings with younger kids. Gavin was half-tempted to tap on the rainbow-hued keyboard himself some days.

“It’s really nice out today,” Jackson Palladino’s teacher, Jeannie, said from down the table. “Great weather for late September.”

They all nodded and murmured agreement, waiting for the mom to finish the paperwork. Though she’d probably been to a dozen or more of these meetings, Josephine Palladino slowly and carefully read over the paperwork explaining her rights and options as a parent—she was one of those. Which probably meant she was well-educated, smart, and ready to go to bat for her kid. A wave of apprehension moved down his spine.

Her look was what Gavin had come to think of as momwear: yoga pants, bright sneakers, and a ponytail. It varied across a range: some of the more appearance-conscious moms had sleek ponytails, name-brand pants, and rings on each finger as they clutched a trendy latte across the table. Mrs. Palladino was on the other end of the range. Her yellow shirt was big and wrinkled, like she’d slept in it, and her ponytail was fighting a losing battle with the curly dark brown hair it was intended to hold back, a chunk having found its way out, if it was even in to begin with. She had a smattering of light freckles across her nose and definitely hadn’t bothered with makeup.

But she had a smudge on her cheekbone. As she bowed down to sign her name at the bottom of a form, Gavin squinted at what looked like letters on her pale skin. They were in red ink—some kind of word. Except it was backwards. He peered closer, trying to decipher the letters. F-u-n...

Functioning?

A grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. If he was a betting man, he’d guess she’d face-planted in some paperwork last night.

Josephine Palladino looked up and he straightened, averting his eyes. Probably best not to mention it and embarrass her. She pushed the paperwork towards him.

“Great.” He smiled, taking the pages and sliding them into a folder. “Let’s get started. Jeannie, do you want to start by going over Jackson’s current progress?”

“Sure.” The teacher tucked her blonde, iron-straight hair behind each ear and looked down at her notes. “Well, Jackson started in my class five weeks ago. I’ve been taking data on all of his goals since he started.” 

She passed the mom a sheet of paper, then handed a copy to Gavin for his records.

“As we’ve talked about,” Jeannie continued. “We’ve been seeing a lot of regression—in all areas.” 

Mrs. Palladino’s mouth fell open as she scanned the data sheet. 

Gavin glanced at the page. It held several line graphs. All of them looked like ski slopes he’d be too chicken to go down.

“For instance,” Jeannie said, “in the area of communication, Jackson has been using less language than his former school reported he used last spring. And he seems to be using his words less and less, especially two- and three-word phrases.”

“Even when using his speech device?” Mrs. Palladino asked.

“He doesn’t seem to like to use it,” Jeannie said.

Mrs. Palladino frowned.

“We’re seeing similar data across all goals,” the teacher continued. “He’s gone from identifying 50 sight words to less than 30. He is still able to count to 100 and label his numbers, but he’s not progressing, and he seems unable or unwilling to trace numbers or his name like he had previously. He does seem to like to trace the hands of certain preferred staff members, but sometimes that can interfere with his need to do other work.” She turned a page. “Greeting peers or staff, even with prompting, is a struggle. We’ve also seen his frustration levels increase, to the point we’ve seen him try to strike some of the staff.”

“Obviously what you’re doing isn’t working,” the mom said to Jeannie.

Everyone in the room froze. No one else spoke, but eyes darted between the teacher and Mrs. Palladino.

“Well,” Jeannie began, “something is off, in the sense that he hasn’t been progressing. Have there been any changes at home?”

“No,” Mrs. Palladino said.

“Any deaths in the family, separations...”

“No,” Mrs. Palladino said. “Just this school.” 

She stared hard at Jeannie. The room was steeped in silence, and the tension made the back of Gavin’s neck itch. 

He put up a hand. “Mrs. Palladino, I think we’re all in agreement that given this data, we need to look at changing our approach with Jackson.” He looked around the table at the other women, who all nodded.

Mrs. Palladino turned to him. Her posture was stiff, her gestures hard. “Look, I know Jackson’s been struggling some, but this has been a big change for us—for him. It’s normal for kids to regress once they’ve started a new school, right?” She exhaled. “I know he can meet these goals, we just have to—”

“Mrs. Palladino—” he started.

“—give him more time,” she continued. “Maybe by October, November he’ll be—” 

“We’re not suggesting a change to Jackson’s goals,” Gavin said, his stomach twisting in the anticipation of delivering the news, “although that might be more realistic. We’re suggesting he be moved to a different classroom.” 

Josephine Palladino stopped and stared at him, her voice low. “What?”

“The team feels Jackson would be better served in an alternate classroom,” he said smoothly, keeping his voice as professional and reasonable as possible. “As you’re aware, he’s just not making progress in Jeannie’s class. We understand that when students enter new classrooms, there will be a period of regression. But it’s been over a month and we’re—”

“Which classroom?” Her eyes narrowed.

“When we suggest a possible shift in classes, we of course take all factors into consideration,” he said, padding the news to come with logic.

“Which classroom?”

He clasped his fingers on the table and leaned forward. “Jackson’s currently in a class of eight students, and maybe that’s not the best fit. We think he’d do better with a smaller class size and more individual attention. The other students in Jackson’s room now are—well, they are working on tasks Jackson is still struggling with. And, as a result, we’re seeing behaviors that have become difficult to manage—”

Mrs. Palladino slapped her hand on the table and leaned in. “Which classroom do you want to put my son in?” 

Gavin cleared his throat. “There’s a spot that’s opened up in another classroom at Rydell Junior High, and we think that would be the most appropriate placement for Jackson at this time.”

Her green eyes widened. “You mean you want to move him somewhere so he can learn fewer skills. You mean that my kid couldn’t hack it in his current class, so he’s being demoted. You’re giving up on him.”

“That’s not the case,” Gavin said quickly, but she ignored him.

“Jackson doesn’t do well with change. We just started here, and yet another change is going to make him regress even more. He needs more time. The answer is no.”

“Mrs. Palladino, the team here thinks this would be the most appropriate fit. Maybe if you could tour the class...”

“No.”

Gavin glanced around the room, but the others looked away. He got it. When the situation got this heated, it was his job to be the peacemaker. He fought the urge to yank the tie away from his throat.

“And, anyway,” Josephine Palladino said, her eyes lit with a fire Gavin couldn’t seem to extinguish, “who’s this ‘we’ you’re always talking about? Am I a part of this ‘we’?”

“Of course,” he said. “We’re a team here.”

“Really,” she said, and it wasn’t a question. She lifted her hands in the air to finger-quote. “Because it seems like ‘the team’ already made this decision before I got to the room.”

“Mrs. Palladino...”

“No.” She shook her head. “He needs a fair shake in his current class before you write him off. He’s not going into yet another new class.”

Gavin exhaled and opened up the folder in front of him. He hated to be a Numbers Guy, but it was time to break out the big guns. He had to do his job.

“This is a big position,” Charlene, the Director of Special Ed, had told him when he interviewed for the job last spring. “You need to keep in mind what’s best for the entire district. That means considering the kids as a whole. Appropriate placements, yes, but also which classrooms have space and which are overcrowded, how many kids will be transitioning in and out in a given year—and of course budget constraints.” Her eyes were half a shade deeper than her dark skin, and she rolled them heavenward and put her hands palm up. “Would that we had an unlimited sum of money in education. But that’s not the case.”

“I get it,” he’d said. “There’s a certain amount of money to work with. We have to allocate it wisely.” 

“Hmm, yes.” She clasped her hands together and leaned forward. “I’m going to be honest: this job is like doing one of those 500-piece puzzles. But about thirty times more frustrating, especially if you’re sitting in a room with a parent who wants their child to have everything. I need to know if you can handle it.”

“I can handle it.” At his last job, he’d been the top salesman for years, selling millions of dollars of software. He could be friendly, he could be calm, he could be funny. He could convince executives and startups that the educational software he sold was what they needed.

When he’d turned thirty, he’d realized his soul was slowly leaking out of him, and what he’d always thought he wanted wasn’t what he wanted after all. Not selling software for a successful Philadelphia company, not dating the nice Jewish girl his mother adored, not doing the thing all his friends were doing, which was proposing marriage, throwing a big splashy wedding, and starting a family. He didn’t know what he really wanted, but it wasn’t that. 

His bachelor’s degree had been in education before he’d gotten sucked into sales, so he’d switched positions by returning to his roots, but in an administrative capacity. But he hadn’t counted on mothers like Josephine Palladino. 

Gavin cleared his throat. The problem was, there’d been steep budget cuts in the district. For the livelihood of the entire special education department, they needed to close some classes and consolidate others to save money, especially with new kids entering the program all the time. Jackson Palladino’s class was first on the chopping block—not that they were announcing that publicly and stirring up panic, as Charlene made clear. They just needed to move the students there to the next most appropriate placement. Sending a new kid struggling in the class to a half-full class at Rydell just made sense.

He started speaking, looking between his records and the mom. “At Jackson’s former school, he was in a classroom of four to six students, where he made steady progress. It was also less academically rigorous, more play-centered. It’s possible Jeannie’s classroom wasn’t the best fit, but he had been meeting his goals, and we like to see if we can challenge our students.” 

“You think my son’s not up for a challenge?” she snapped.

“I didn’t say that.” He coughed, trying a different tactic. “Don’t you want Jackson to succeed?”

Her eyes hardened into a glare. “Of course I do.” With a huff, Mrs. Palladino reached down to dig in her bag. “I’ve got my own data,” she said. “Yours is wrong. His elementary class was seven students at some points, and he did fine. And he used his device regularly.”

Jeannie and the staff looked away, clearly uncomfortable.

“Okay.” Gavin folded his hands on the table and kept his voice even. “If you have any records you can share, we’d of course find that helpful.”

“I know I have it here somewhere...” Shuffling pages, Josephine Palladino leaned forward further, and, as she did, her yellow top gaped open, revealing what looked like a—red bra? 

“Um, that’s...okay...” Startled by her lingerie, Gavin’s thoughts didn’t so much derail as smash into an oncoming train. The garment was bright red and lacy, and fetching as hell on her. 

And he couldn’t seem to look away.

She was still digging in her bag. “Shoot. I thought I had it...”

Straightening up, the bra disappeared from view, Mrs. Palladino’s shirt fell back in place, and Gavin managed to avert his eyes. Somewhere in there he remembered to breathe.

He darted a quick glance around. The others were all either studying their notes or staring at the table. He let out a breath. At least no one had noticed him unintentionally ogling this mom. She was certainly oblivious in her ire.

What had he been saying? Was it even his turn to talk?

“Mrs. Palladino,” he began, going back a few thoughts, “I—I think we can all agree we want Jackson to s-succeed.”

She met his gaze. “Yes, but we certainly don’t agree how we can get there, do we?”

“No?” He didn’t know what he was saying.

“No,” she answered, raising her eyebrows.

“Oh.”

Gavin stared at her, his mind blank. All he could think was red bra red bra red bra.

She shook her head at him, like she couldn’t even. Which was fair. 

She stood up. “I think we’re done here.”

“Wait!” Gavin reached out a hand. “Mrs.—if you could just sit down a moment and we can talk about this calmly—”

“Calmly? Calmly?” She shook her head again, and another curl sprung from her ponytail. “You realize we’re talking about my kid here, don’t you? The one you’re supposed to be looking out for.”

“We are looking out for Jackson, Mrs. Palladino.” Gavin was starting to get a headache and he sure as hell needed another coffee. Maybe spiked with vodka. “I think we’ll be able to find him the most appropriate placement—”

“Enough with your ‘most appropriate placement’ crap!” Her irises held twin flames. “What are you, twenty-eight? Do you even have kids?”

“No, I—”

She huffed. “I don’t need some jerk in a suit to tell me what’s appropriate for my kid.”

“Mrs. Palladino...”

Gavin wasn’t sure the precise moment he’d lost total control of the meeting, but it was probably when he’d caught sight of that red bra. Were they teaching parents in support groups this as a diversionary tactic? 

“No.” She pressed her lips together. “This meeting is over.” In anger, she pushed her stack of paper toward him—then, reconsidering, snatched them up and headed for the door. As she turned, her ponytail of curls swung to the side, like an axe at an execution.

He stumbled up to half-standing, leaning on the table for moral support. “Let’s... We—Mrs. Palladino—”

She wheeled around. “And it’s Ms., not Mrs. Jackson’s father bailed before we even had our first one of these meetings.”

She walked out the door and slammed it behind her.
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After the meeting, Jo found the idea of finalizing the details of a retired couple’s trip to a nudist beach resort nearly impossible.

She’d work on it later, when she calmed down. Her job as a travel agent afforded her the flexibility to work from home, and she usually used the time wisely while the kids were at school to contact clients and hotels, research trips, and take care of the minutiae that traveling entailed. And her job was interesting, especially since she’d acquired a reputation for serving clients who wanted unusual travel destinations. 

But right now she was too furious to sit still, wringing her hands and pacing the house and trying not to trip over Chuck when he wound his furry black form through her legs. 

The nerve of the district to suggest Jackson should move to another classroom at a totally new school—especially after he had already been through one transition this fall. Had they never met an autistic kid? Did they not know how difficult even small changes could be? 

In third grade, Jackson’s teacher had left on maternity leave. Although the long-term sub was good, the change alone had caused Jackson to lose six months of progress. To a lesser degree, the same thing had happened last year when school construction meant he’d had to switch to another location in the building. If he went to yet another new class, Jo feared, he would have even more issues.

“Uhh!” She ran her hands through her curls as she paced the living room again. She’d wanted to tear that tie off Gavin Steinberg at the meeting, then push it down his throat. What she would’ve given to have Marian with her sweaters and cloying phrases still be their coordinator.

Could she fight it? If so, how? A lawyer was out of the question—too expensive—and Jo wasn’t sure she could afford a special education advocate, either. Honestly, she’d never looked into advocates, because she’d never needed to. The staff at Jackson’s elementary school had always seemed to have his best interests in mind—unlike Gavin Steinberg and his “team.”

In the meantime, would the school move forward with its plans to relocate her son? 

An hour after the meeting, she’d received an email from the jerk himself.

Ms. Palladino, it began, not Mrs., and Jo rolled her eyes because at least he’d listened to something, I’m sorry this morning’s meeting became so heated. I know these conversations can be difficult. We would like to reschedule a meeting to discuss Jackson’s placement further. I’ll contact you later today with times the team can meet next week. If you do not wish to hold another meeting, I’ve attached an outline of your rights as a parent to this email...

She’d been so annoyed to see his name pop up on her phone that she hadn’t opened the attachment. She would later, of course. One thing she knew for sure: she’d probably be falling asleep in paperwork again the next couple nights, until she could figure this out. At least the weekend allowed her a few days to plan a strategy.

Maybe ripping that tie off Gavin Steinberg’s neck and shoving it down his throat could be part of that strategy...

The ringing of her phone startled her out of her revenge fantasies. 

“Hello?” Jo answered, not recognizing the number. 

“Is this... Josephine Palladino?” a woman asked. “The travel agent?”

Jo took a deep breath, focusing her mind. “It sure is.”

The woman on the line wanted her to plan a honeymoon to London. Grabbing a pen and pad as she jotted down notes in the kitchen, Jo launched into describing how great the city was, the must-see sights, and the best places for a couple to stay. She welcomed the distraction, waxing rhapsodically about Britain and how much they’d love it. 

Truth be told, Jo had never been to England—never been to most of the places her clients traveled, in fact—but thanks to the internet, she didn’t have to experience these vacations herself to know what they were like. She could tell clients the exact hues of a sunset on the Florida coast or how nice that Colorado bed and breakfast owner really was without leaving her suburban Pennsylvania home. Which suited her tremendously, since she wasn’t a fan of travel—although she did admit to sparks of envy at how excited some clients sounded at the prospect of relaxing for a week or more. The last time she felt relaxed had been in the waiting room at her gynecologist, a space devoid of her children and reminders of work, with a stack of magazines and a lengthy wait time Jo, and Jo alone, had been grateful for. In every other context, she usually had things she should be wiping or researching or fretting about.

As the woman told Jo about her fiancé and what he was interested in doing on the honeymoon, Jo’s mind briefly wandered to Neil. They’d honeymooned by taking a simple camping trip out west. They’d planned to hike, but it’d rained most of the trip, so they’d huddled inside the tent and gotten their energy out another way—a way that brought them Kayla nine months later.

Looking back, the rain had been an omen. They had been happy enough together, but when Jackson came along, he’d proved there were weaknesses in the foundation of their marriage. Or maybe that was just Neil. He began gradually pulling away as Jackson had neared his second birthday and gone from singing a few nursery rhymes to barely speaking. They didn’t understand why—or felt inklings that they buried under the busyness of parenthood and a rich layer of denial. Their son would be fine. He was just a late bloomer. Her dentist’s niece didn’t talk until she was five, and now she was a college professor. Jackson was constantly rocking or moving, but he was an active kid and that was great, wasn’t it? Everything would be fine. Kayla hadn’t been like that as a baby, but then again she was a girl, and boys were a completely different species, weren’t they? 

Then came doctor’s visits and early intervention therapies and moments where she wondered if everything wouldn’t be fine. If there was something different about Jackson, something that would make it harder for him to move through the world. Sometimes she felt tears spring to her eyes, but she’d bury her face on top of the soft brown hair on Jackson’s head, whispering how much she loved him. 

But Neil—Neil pulled away. From all of them.

Though he now lived two time zones away, he still kept in touch with his daughter, calling her on her birthday and Christmas—conversations that didn’t last long, probably because Kayla gave her father one-word replies to almost everything. Jo’s heart ached when she thought of what Kayla must’ve experienced. It might’ve been a big change for Jackson too, but he didn’t remember Neil. Kayla remembered. Two years ago, she’d sneered and shown Jo a picture up on social media of Neil on his honeymoon with his new wife. They were at the Grand Canyon and it was sunny—blindingly so, from their squinty smiles as they wrapped their arms around each other.

Well, let him have the Grand Canyon. They had something better. Not easy. Better.

As she ended the call with the client, assuring her that she just had to see Big Ben, there was nothing like it, a car rumbled to a stop outside. Jo walked over to peek out the window.

Kayla was in the passenger seat of a car pulled in front of the house, but instead of Misty’s ride—her usual way home—it was a dark sedan Jo didn’t recognize. 

A car with a boy in it.

“Who’s that?” she whispered to the window.

It was hard to see through the tinted car windows. She could make out the shape of what looked like a guitar case in the backseat, and stickers for unfamiliar bands adorned the car’s bumper. The boy in front had dirty blond hair that fell into his eyes, and, as he cut off the engine, he leaned across the seat and kissed Kayla on the mouth.

Jo inhaled sharply and stepped away from the window, racing towards the kitchen so her daughter didn’t notice her snooping.

A boy. This was new. This was—Jo didn’t know what this was.

She busied herself in the kitchen, pouring herself a cup of cold coffee from the pot, as the front door slammed a few minutes later and Kayla walked in.

“I’m home!” the girl shouted, her backpack thudding on the floor.

“Hi, I’m in here.” Jo bit her lip. “Do you want something to eat?”

Kayla appeared in the threshold to the kitchen in jeans and a tight purple shirt. Her cheeks were flushed, and she was doing a funny thing with her mouth, like she was trying not to grin.

Jo gave up trying to play cool. “Okay. Who’s the boy?”

Kayla’s mouth flew open. “You were spying on me!”

“Give me a break, I’ve had a bad day.” Jo grabbed her mug and took a sip of cold coffee. “I just heard the car pull up and checked to see who it was. Was Misty sick today? Or is she just not as good of a goodbye kisser?”

“Oh my God.” Kayla opened the fridge, kneeling on the floor to rummage in its contents and blocking herself from view. “He’s just a guy who gave me a ride home.”

“I got that much.” Jo bit back a smile. “Does he have a name? Does he play that guitar or just use it to get girls?”

Kayla ignored her. “Do we have any peanut butter?” she said behind the door.

“Probably. Check in the plastic bag underneath the pears. I’m hiding it from Jackson right now. He ate half the jar yesterday.”

“Why’d you have a bad day?” Kayla mumbled as crinkling sounds emanated from the fridge.

“Uggghh...” The details of the meeting came raining down on Jo like a garbage spill. She took a moment to gulp down more coffee. Jackson would be home on the bus in half an hour, and she had a feeling she’d be downing brew 24/7 with all the work she had in front of her.

“The meeting?” Kayla asked.

“Yup.”

Her daughter emerged from the fridge, a loaf of bread in one hand and peanut butter under her arm, and kicked the door shut with her foot. She weaved around Jo to grab a knife from the silverware drawer. “They try to change his goals?”

“Worse.” Jo folded her arms. “They want to switch him to another classroom.”

“Why?”

“They said he’s not making progress.”

“Is he making progress?”

“I don’t know...” Jo uncrossed her arms and looked away. “No. But it’s a new school. To be honest, I don’t know if it is the right classroom for him, but the hell if I’m going to let them move him to yet another classroom and make everything worse.”

Kayla unwrapped the bread, pulling out two slices which she spread with copious amounts of peanut butter. “That sucks.” She put her sandwich together and moved towards the kitchen table, taking a big bite along the way.

“Yeah, it does.” 

Kayla sat at the table, glancing at some school paperwork Jo had left there. “Present levels of functioning,” she read off the top sheet. “Huh. Sounds like a band name.” She pulled out a thick, shiny piece of cardstock that peeked out from underneath her brother’s records. “We got another college thing?”

“Yeah, I just hadn’t gotten a chance to put it in the box yet.” A junior, Kayla had started getting brochures and flyers in the mail from schools around the country. Jo found it irritatingly early—they’d figure that out next year, when it was more on the horizon—so they’d just been stacking the mail in a big cardboard box to sift through at a later date. The box had originally been beside the dining room table, until Jo had found it made her increasingly depressed and had stashed it in one of the kitchen cabinets, out of sight and usually out of mind.

Kayla sighed and took a bite of her sandwich.

Jo walked around the counter to sit across from her daughter. “Listen, I’m going to need you to watch Jackson some this weekend. I’ve got to go over his paperwork and make some calls, see how I can present an argument to the school district to stop this from happening.”

Kayla put down her sandwich. “I’ve got another idea. Maybe you can get a life.”

Jo flinched. “What?”

Kayla rolled her eyes. “You do this stuff all the time. Paperwork, goals, all those books... even when he doesn’t have an IEP meeting.”

Jo crossed her arms. “It’s important, Kayla.”

“I know, but... don’t you ever get sick of it?”

“I’m sick of it all the time,” Jo said. “That doesn’t mean I don’t do it. That’s adulthood, kid.”

Kayla peeled off a piece of crust and set it aside. “No, it’s not. I mean, Misty’s mom at least goes out with friends once in a while. She has this group of other moms, and Misty says they go have margaritas at Applebee’s every Friday, and she comes home tipsy and tells Misty stories about the guys she dated in high school.” 

“Well, that’s great for Fiona.” God, she’d kill for a margarita about right now. “I go out too, you know. I went out with some friends the other week, remember?”

“Those aren’t your friends,” Kayla said. “That was your special needs parent support group. It’s not the same.”

“Says someone who’s never needed a support group.”

Kayla peeled off the rest of her crust, forming a neat pile before taking a bite of her sandwich. “I mean you don’t have normal friends,” she said. “Friends who don’t have disabled kids, or work with disabled kids... friends you can get buzzed with and talk about your old boyfriends with.”

“I’ve repressed all those memories.” Jo frowned. “And I do have other friends.”

Kayla met her gaze. “Name one.” 

“Holly and I talk about normal things.”

“Bzz! No,” Kayla said, like Jo had lost on a game show. “She used to work as Jackson’s therapist. She’s your friend because you used to pay her.” 

“I don’t pay her now,” Jo said. “And we exchanged Christmas gifts.”

“Doesn’t count.” Kayla polished off her sandwich and wiped her hands on her jeans while Jo pressed her lips together and thought furiously. She was friendly with the lady who worked the counter at the pharmacy. Did that count? Would she be able to ask her out for margaritas and swap high school dating horror stories?

Kayla raised an eyebrow. “That’s what I thought.”

“Don’t look at me like that!” Jo said. 

“Like what?”

“Like I’m your mother and I’m uncool.”

Kayla went to the fridge and pulled out a carton of milk. “You said it, not me.”

Jo set her elbows on the table and slumped her chin in her hands. “Man, this day keeps getting better and better.”

Six months ago, she couldn’t have imagined Kayla saying these things to her. Her daughter had had friends back then, sure, but she’d spent a lot of nights curled up in Jo’s bed watching crime shows with her. They’d both gasped and sighed at the same parts, felt a similar satisfaction when the perp was caught. Real life was rarely so cut-and-dried. But since she turned sixteen, she was home less often—off with friends who had driver’s licenses, putting weird colors in her hair, apparently meeting boys.

Kayla looked over as she poured a tall glass of milk. “His name is Austin.”

Jo dropped her hands and turned in her seat. She failed again at being nonchalant; she couldn’t keep the smile off her face. “Is he in a band?”

“Shut up,” Kayla said.

Jo’s phone pinged. She made the mistake of glancing at it. 

It was another email from Gavin Steinberg, something about his free times to reschedule a meeting. 

She groaned, but then her gut twisted.

If she was going to be preparing all weekend for their next meeting, would he be doing the same?
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His muscles tensing, Gavin grabbed the barbell over his head and pushed it into the air.

“So how’s it going?” Angelo asked from the bench beside him.

Gavin exhaled hard as he set the weight back down. “Okay. Well, I had an IEP meeting yesterday, so that was a blast.” He gripped the barbell and lifted it again, grimacing as he remembered the scorn on Josephine Palladino’s face as she’d walked out of the meeting. 

Angelo chuckled. “IEP season, man.” He pushed his own barbell up, almost effortlessly from Gavin’s side glance. 

A thickly-muscled man with close-cropped blond hair and gray eyes, Angelo was a personal trainer, but he also worked part-time as a speech therapist in the school district—it was how they’d met last spring, when they’d gotten into a conversation that transitioned from wheelchairs to biceps, with Angelo offering to give him some tips at the gym. They’d met up one Saturday morning, and it’d just turned into a habit from there. The mix of lifting weights and talking about their lives had turned into an almost necessary thing, especially on mornings like these.

After setting down his barbell, Angelo stood, adding another ring of weight to his bench—and then more weight to Gavin’s, because he was a good trainer and a terrible friend. His biceps gleamed with sweat under the oppressive lighting of the gym, and Gavin could tell by the way his own hair clung to his forehead that he wasn’t faring any better. The air was the familiar burnt-rubber odor of overworked exercise machines diffused with the peppery tang of perspiration. Anywhere else it would have been unpleasant, but here it signaled a certain productivity or accomplishment—something that’d been sorely lacking in Gavin’s workday yesterday.

Over the metallic clanks of barbells and the sound of dozens of feet pounding on treadmills, Angelo sat back down and chuckled again. “I tell you, I don’t envy you having to lead all those meetings,” he said. “The few IEPs I go to—they’re enough for me.”

Gavin lowered his barbell and wiped sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. “This one yesterday was brutal. Mom with a kid new to the school. She was really pissed at what we were offering her.” He sometimes told Angelo vague details about the situations he had, making sure to leave out identifying information. 

“That’s nothing new,” Angelo said. “I’m sure you have moms pissed at you all the time.”

“Sometimes. But they don’t usually storm out calling me a twenty-eight-year-old ‘jerk in a suit.’” 

“Ha!” Angelo snatched a towel to wipe his face. “Aren’t you like thirty-one or something?”

“Thirty-two.”

“So she took a few years off. Most people over thirty would be flattered.”

Gavin sat up, grabbing his own towel to rub his eyes, which stung from perspiration. “Yeah, well. Did I mention the ‘jerk in a suit’ part?” What was wrong with wearing a suit to work, anyway?

“Duke up, baby. This is your life now.”

Gavin lowered the towel and stared at him, the corner of his mouth lifting. “Did you just call me ‘baby’?”

Angelo stood, gesturing widely. “I mean, this comes with the territory, right? It’s an IEP, everybody shows up all tense. These moms and dads are just trying to do right by their kids—and they’re pissed if they feel like you’re not on the same page.” He slung his towel around his neck. “Did you hear about the mom who spat at the IEP meeting last year?”

Gavin stood too, but did a double-take as Angelo’s words hit him. “Spat?”

“Yeah.” Angelo grinned. “Now I wasn’t there, so I can’t say for sure, but apparently this mother was upset at what the teacher was saying about her son, and she just... spat at him.”

“Man.”

“Yeah.”

They started walking towards the locker room. 

Shaking his head, Gavin asked, “You don’t think that’s some kind of suburban legend?”

Angelo shrugged, fist-bumping a friend who passed by them.

Gavin exhaled. “Okay, maybe I’ll be a jerk in a suit.”

They reached the door to the locker room and Angelo flung it open, giving him a wide grin. “There’s the spirit.”

After they both showered and dressed, he said goodbye to Angelo, who was loudly telling stories to another guy. Leaving the gym, Gavin was glad he’d brought a fleece. It was almost October, and the weather was finally falling in line, the temperature having dropped overnight. A chill coursed through him as a cool breeze ruffled his still-damp hair. He strode quickly to his car, climbing in and revving up the heater.

He was headed home, but, on an impulse, he pulled into the grocery store lot to grab a six-pack of beer on his way. Usually he’d avoid shopping on a Saturday—way too many people—but a football game was on later, and he had big plans to ignore his work email and crash on the couch.

As he strolled to the entrance, he spied a bin of holiday wreaths next to the overflowing boxes of pumpkins that decorated the store’s front. Giant yellow-orange pumpkins for carving spilled out next to the smaller, perfectly-round sugar pumpkins and dainty white ones. But the winter holidays—at least, the consumer aspect of it—found a way to nudge in as early as possible.

Gavin’s mind couldn’t help drifting to the previous winter as he came closer and noticed the bright red bows on the wreaths. Less than a year ago, his life had been so different. He’d been living in the city and working like crazy, like he had for years, with calls and deals and traveling. On a Saturday in December blissfully free of work, he and Ellie had grabbed brunch in downtown Philly
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