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CHAPTER one
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Abigail Morgan drove to Hickory Glen Middle School, singing along with the Matchbox 20 song on the radio. More than anything, she wanted to be a Special Education resource teacher, graduating this past summer with her master’s degree. But, after spending the first half of the school year looking for a job, her luck changed when she got the call from Henry George. The principal informed her that the regular resource teacher, Patricia Walker, took emergency leave and would not return for the second semester. So, when the opportunity presented itself, she grabbed it with both hands. Abigail pulled into the teacher’s parking lot and parked her deep red 1968 Karmann-Ghia VW Cabriolet convertible. Then, she hurried inside to check in with the front office staff and find her classroom for the next several months. She didn’t expect the students to welcome her warmly, and she was okay with that.

“Good morning. I’m Abigail Morgan, filling in for Ms. Walker this semester. Where do I sign in?”

“Abigail, right,” Susan Powell repeated as she grabbed the faculty sign-in book. She flipped a few pages. “Here we are... sign here. Today is the only day you need to do this. Just wear your name tag from now on, and you’ll be all set. Your classroom should be unlocked. If not, just come here, and I will call to open it for you. We’ll check into getting your own key. Give me just a minute to tell you the room number and then show you around.”

“Thank you very much,” Abigail replied. “I can’t tell you how excited I am to be here.” Abigail smiled at the students in the office as she patiently waited for Susan.

Susan scoffed at her enthusiasm. “You say that now but wait until you have been here a while. This bunch can be a little tough. You may be in over your head.” Susan paused to answer the phone and then buzzed the parent at the front door into the office. She held her hand up, asking for a moment before continuing with Abigail’s needs.

Abigail whispered to Susan, “If you can just tell me the room number, I can find my way from here.”

Susan wrote room number 225 on a sticky note and handed it to Abigail. Then sliding the phone down, hand over the receiver, she said, her pulse quickening, “The teacher’s lounge is around the corner to the right, third door on the left.”

Abigail mouthed, “Thank you,” gathered her belongings, and left for room 225. Upstairs, the room was immaculate and still displayed the pictures Ms. Walker kept on the shelves of her dogs. Bulldogs, ridiculously cute. Being a resource teacher meant having no homeroom, which gave her time to familiarize herself with the school’s layout. Abigail wanted a drink from the teacher’s lounge but panicked when she realized she didn’t have her wallet. Digging through all the inside pockets, she found all the loose change the drink machine would take. One dollar and seventy-five cents...hopefully, that would be enough. 

Once back downstairs, Abigail followed Susan’s directions to the teacher’s lounge. She lucked out. No one was in there yet, and Dr Pepper was in the machine. It would cost her exactly the dollar and seventy-five cents she had in her hands. She put the coins in, but the last quarter dropped, rolling under the machine. “Oh, that’s just great,” she groaned as she knelt to see if she could reach under and get it. She tried to use a ruler she found near the paper cutter, but she still couldn’t reach the quarter. 

“Are you okay?” asked a deep voice from behind her.  

Abigail jumped at the sound. She scooped her hair from her eyes to see a man looking at her with a curious expression. Abigail turned a weird shade of red. “I dropped a quarter under the machine. It was all the money I had with me. I left my wallet at home.” She stood up, wiped her hand on her pants, then extended it. “I’m Abigail Morgan. I’m filling in for Ms. Walker this semester.”

“Sebastian Brooks, but most people call me Seb,” he replied as he shook her hand. “I teach eighth-grade English.” He paused, then continued, “If you just need a quarter, I can give that to you. It would be much better than digging it out from under there.” Seb pointed to the drink machine. “There’s no telling what you will find under there.”

“Oh, I couldn’t do that. I’ll clear the change in the machine and get ice water from the cafeteria later.” 

“Come on, it’s fine.” Seb offered the quarter to her. “Here, please take it.” 

Avoiding his eyes, she took the coin from him. “Thank you very much. I’ll owe you.” Abigail put the quarter in the machine and hit the Dr Pepper button. “See you around,” she said, her pulse quickening as she exited quickly from the lounge.

Seb stood there, his thoughts a swirling mess. If she was filling in for the resource teacher, she was either extraordinarily naïve or brave. He wondered which it would turn out to be as he grabbed a drink himself and then headed back to his classroom. 

Abigail returned to room 225 and wondered if she could have embarrassed herself any worse than she just did...and in front of Mr. Brooks. He was cruelly handsome. He had short, brown hair that he swept up in the front and brown eyes. His face had the movie star’s five o’clock shadow. He was taller than she was and muscular. And he smelled like he had just walked out of Abercrombie & Fitch. She could avoid him the rest of the day if she were lucky. 

The eight-fifteen bell rang, giving her about fifteen minutes before the students would stroll in. She looked through the grade book at the names of the students. It looked like she would have only four students this time to care for. They would come to her mainly for reading and math. She would participate in that teacher's class for the other subjects, science, and social studies. Oh, also the English class. style washed over her...so much for avoiding Mr. Brooks. She saw she had a planning period when the students were in their related arts. She also had second lunch duty. She would have quite an exciting time filling in here.

Abigail took a deep breath and silently prayed, “Lord, please give me the wisdom to help the students in this class. Help them know they matter to me, and they matter to You. Thank you for this opportunity. Amen.” Feeling better, she rose and stood outside the door. 

The bell rang again, and students poured into the halls. Soon, all four students were in the classroom, sitting in their assigned seats. Abigail took a deep breath and said, “My name is Miss Morgan. I will fill in for Ms. Walker for the rest of the semester. I am thrilled to be here with you. Are there any questions you would like to ask me?”

Rhonda, a slender girl with blonde hair and green eyes, asked, “Why did you even bother coming here? Nobody cares about us.”

Jimmy said, “She’s right. The other teachers think we’re losers.” Jimmy was tall and lanky, having black hair and brown eyes.

“That can’t be right. You’re not losers,” Abigail expressed forcefully. “I want you to know that while I’m here, you are the most important students in the school. I am here for you, and we can get through the rest of this year...together.”

Sabrina raised her hand and asked, “Why do you care?” Sabrina was Latina, her brown hair in French braids.

“I care because you are important. You have feelings and dreams. I want to see you succeed,” Abigail encouraged. “I will never tell you that you are a waste of time or a loser. If you have questions, come to me, and I will help you with them. You can do this.”

“That’s nice, Teach,” Matthew said sarcastically, “but how can one person change how the school views us?” Matthew was not as tall as Jimmy, having blonde hair and blue eyes.

Abigail just shrugged her shoulders. “We’ll have to figure that out, won’t we? Okay, since today is our first day back, you can read a book if you have one. Or get the Chromebook and work on it. I will be creating lesson plans giving us a better start tomorrow.”  They settled in, and before long, the class was over.

The bell rang, sending the students to their next class. Abigail was off to monitor social studies with Ms. Crenshaw in room 219. Abigail walked down the hall, reading the numbers above the door as she tried to avoid being trampled by the students. Some teachers stood outside their doors, talking as she walked past. She noticed Mr. Brooks but kept her eyes straight ahead as she walked past his room to Ms. Crenshaw’s.

Mr. Phelps, the math teacher, chatted with Mr. Brooks as Abigail strolled past. “Who is that woman, Seb?” 

“That is Abigail Morgan, the replacement for Patricia,” Seb answered as he watched the students move to class before the bell sounded again. 

Charles asked, “How do you know that?” 

“I met her in the teacher’s lounge this morning. She seems nice enough. Why?” 

“Just wondering. If she’s filling in for Patricia, that means she is either very brave or incredibly young...,” Charles trailed off.

“Just let her do her job,” Seb told him. Then, patting Charles on the shoulder, he said, watching her reaction, “Come on, we have work to do.”

Abigail entered Ms. Crenshaw’s room and found her sitting at her desk. Sally was thirty-three, with brown hair, blue eyes, and a little taller than Abigail. Abigail approached her. “Good morning, Ms. Crenshaw. I’m Abigail Morgan, filling in for Ms. Walker. What do I need to do?”

Sally looked at Abigail and replied, “Good morning. We are about to start a movie to learn about the Revolutionary War. So just walk around and watch for misbehavior, please.”

“Will do. Thanks, I’m so excited to be here at Hickory Glen,” Abigail remarked as she looked around the room. “I’ll just stand over here.” Abigail moved to the back of the room and waited for the lights to go off and the movie to begin.

Class ended one hour and ten minutes later, and the mad rush to leave the room began. Abigail couldn’t remember the next thing on her schedule, so she quickly returned to her room and reviewed the sheet on the desk. It was her planning period.

Abigail didn’t feel like working on the lesson plans, so she found the library and checked out a book to read. She didn’t think to bring one from home. Instead, she wandered down the stairs and in the logical direction of the library. She entered, and the librarian, Adam Spalding, greeted her.

“Hello, you look lost. Can I help you with something?” Mr. Spalding queried.

“Yes, I want to check out a book if that’s allowed. I’m filling in for Ms. Walker and forgot to bring something to read,” Abigail confessed.

“Sure, come this way,” Adam beckoned. “Get whatever you like, then bring it to the counter here.”

“Thank you,” Abigail replied as she tried to decide what book genre to look for. She liked science fiction and thought a Percy Jackson book would do. She thumbed through the shelves and found the first book in that series. Abigail took it from the shelf and returned to Mr. Spalding to check it out.

“So, you like science fiction. Well, this is a good one. Have a good time in class,” Mr. Spalding said as he handed Abigail the book.

“Thank you, I intend to do just that.” She turned smartly and left the library. She went back upstairs and sat down to read. She barely got through the first few pages when she heard voices in the hall. She moved closer to listen but stayed out of sight.

“We have a new transfer student. He’s a foster kid,” Charles stated almost hatefully. “I don’t waste my time on kids who don’t try.”

“Come on, man,” Seb interjected. “Being a foster child has nothing to do with whether you think they try. These students have no choice. It’s easier to act like they don’t care than to put effort into their schoolwork.”

“Well, I don’t want the kid in my homeroom. So, one of you will have to take him,” Charles said with disdain.

“I’ll take him,” Seb decided. “Do we know the boy’s name?”

Beverly Simpson, the science teacher, said, “His name is Andrew Nichols. And Charles, you know that his being a foster child is confidential information...so no drawing attention to that. Right?”

“Yeah, whatever. Just don’t expect me to like the kid. He’d better come to school to learn,” Charles scowled.

“I think the boy has an Individualized Education Plan. Should we let the new teacher know about him?” Beverly asked thoughtfully.

“Why bother?” Charles spewed. “She’ll find out soon enough. Let her deal with it.”

“Hey, no need to be so hateful. Winter break did nothing for your attitude, Charles. Miss Morgan is a teacher and deserves to be treated as such. I don’t think the schedule has been made for Andrew yet. Miss Morgan will probably see him in the next day or so,” Seb explained. He pointed at Charles and said, “You need to back off.”

Beverly asked, “Has Miss Morgan been in anyone’s class yet? What’s she like?”

“She was in my room before the break. She seems nice enough, but really...what’s the word...young. I don’t see how she will be able to control her students,” Sally stated honestly.

Seb said, “Give her a chance to do her job. Mr. George and Ms. Griffin wouldn’t have brought her in if she weren’t capable.”

They considered his words, and they seemed satisfied with his answer. They all left quietly and went back to their rooms.

So, that’s what it’s like in this school...teachers are already making mental judgments about their students. So much for objectivity. After hearing that conversation, how would she have a positive work relationship with these teachers? And she planned to avoid Mr. Phelps as much as possible.
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THE REST OF THE DAY progressed well until it was time for all the students to go outside for recess. This allowed the students to burn off pent-up energy and reconnect with their friends after the winter break. Living in Savannah, Georgia, was a blessing. Even in January, the weather wasn’t freezing. Still, she put on her coat and went outside and watched the students. She noticed the teachers all grouped at the picnic table. Abigail always believed that if you are monitoring students, you must be moving around. And that’s just what she did. 

She strolled past a group of boys playing basketball as the ball got away from them and bounced to her feet.

“Come on, Teach,” Matthew said, impatiently moving his hand for her to throw the ball to him.

“You’re Matthew, right?” Abigail asked as she bounced the ball. “If you want the ball, take it from me.” She dribbled the ball, bouncing it from hand to hand.

“You’re joking, right?” Matthew asked, not sure what to do.

“No, try and get the ball from me. I bet I can shoot it before you know what happened,” Abigail moved closer to the goal. Still unsure what to do, Matthew moved toward her to get the ball. At his approach, Abigail faked a move right, then went left around him and scored a basket.

“Cool, where’d you learn to shoot?” Matthew wondered, grabbing the ball as it dropped through the net.

“Easy, I have two younger brothers. So, we play all the time,” Abigail replied. 

“Come on, shoot one more,” Matthew urged. Now, Jimmy and a few other boys beckoned her to join in.

“I better quit while I’m ahead,” she said, her pulse quickening, holding up her hands.

“Come on, Teach, just a couple more. Nobody cares about us,” Matthew groaned.

Hearing those words reminded her of their conversation earlier in class. And of the comments she overheard in the hallway. “Okay, just a couple more shots.” She was having fun and feeling like she was bonding with these students. She let one boy take the ball from her then he sank a shot. She grabbed the ball and pressed backward toward the goal. Matthew tried to block the ball and had his arms out. Abigail’s hair was in her face, so she couldn’t see as she turned around to try and take her shot.

Jimmy yelled at her, “Look out!” 

Taking an elbow to her nose, which immediately started bleeding, Matthew called out, “Oh, Miss Morgan, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you.”  

Holding one hand under her nose to try and stop the blood from getting on her clothes, she held the other hand up and said, “It’s okay. It was an accident. Thanks for letting me play. I should’ve quit sooner.”

Seb saw the incident and quickly strolled over to see what he could do. 

Abigail stiffened her back as he approached her and said, “I guess I got a little carried away.”

“Yeah,” Seb replied as he took out his handkerchief and gave it to her to stop the blood. It bled profusely.

Embarrassed again, she took the handkerchief from him, “Thank you. How do I get to the clinic? I don’t want to bleed everywhere.” She pinched her nose and held her head slightly downward, just enough to make walking through the school challenging.

“Come on. I’ll show you,” Seb offered, taking her by the elbow. “You don’t need any more accidents because you can’t see and don’t know where you’re going.”

Against her better judgment, she let him continue to hold her elbow. “Thank you for the handkerchief,” she said, her pulse quickening, her words muffled by the cloth. Then, pulling it away momentarily, she continued, “I’ll add that to the list of things I owe you.”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s fine, really,” Seb uttered. He debated whether to say anything. “You don’t have to try so hard. The students will come around.”

“I need to make sure they know I am here for them,” Abigail replied, meeting his gaze. “Some of these kids have no support whatsoever. They feel like no one cares about them.” They walked in silence until they reached the clinic. “Thank you for the help, Mr. Brooks. I really appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome,” he replied. “And it’s Seb.” He gave her a quick smile and then left to go back outside.

The nurse gave her a clean cloth to clean her face, then some ointment for the break in the skin on her nose. Now, she had to go back to class with a swollen face. “Great,” she thought. “Now it will be awkward with everyone.”

Abigail made it through the last class of the day. Her students seemed a little more attentive to her. Maybe the bonding outside did make a difference. She grabbed the schedule from the desk and the folder containing what she was supposed to teach them the rest of the semester. 

As Abigail walked out, Beverly Simpson caught her. Beverly was a little taller. She was forty-six and had wavy, shoulder-length red hair and blue eyes. “Miss Morgan, I’m Beverly Simpson. I teach science. Just wanted to say welcome to Hickory Glen. Please know that I am here if you have any questions.”

“Thank you. I guess I tried too hard today. I’ll tone it down tomorrow,” Abigail said as they walked down the steps.

“No, I wouldn’t advise that...just be yourself. The students need that,” Beverly expressed. “Oh, you can relax your wardrobe, though...we can occasionally wear jeans if we still look somewhat professional. We need to be visible and not blend in like a student.”

“Oh, that’s good to know,” she looked down at her jacket and dress pants. “Thanks, Mrs. Simpson.”

“And it’s Beverly.”

“Beverly, right. Abigail. Thank you. See you tomorrow.” 

Abigail spent the night working on lesson plans and felt great about the pace she had set for the semester. She ensured she had her wallet with plenty of change for the drink machine. She had washed Mr. Brooks’ handkerchief and planned to return it...and the quarter.
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Abigail arrived at school in a great mood. She slipped the handkerchief and the quarter into Mr. Brooks’ mail slot in the office, extremely glad to have that debt paid back. Abigail grabbed the papers from the slot with her name on it and headed upstairs with her head held high. She really enjoyed the middle school environment. These kids were in a crazy place. They weren’t so young that they needed constant supervision and were not yet ready to set their path to adulthood. They told terrible jokes, were beginning to crush on members of the opposite sex, and some just needed to know an adult cared about them.

Abigail sat at her desk and opened the envelope, pulling out the papers on the new student she had joining her class today. Andrew Nichols...an eighth-grade boy who was, in fact, in foster care. He just relocated to a new foster home and transferred to Hickory Glen because of the move. Andrew played basketball. “Great,” she thought, drumming her fingers on her desk. “Matthew and Jimmy might take him in.” She looked at his IEP and was a little confused. “This makes no sense.”

Noting the time, she pushed the papers aside and moved to the hallway. The eight-fifteen bell was about to ring, sending the students to their homerooms. She wanted to make sure she had the chance to get to know the students. Perching in the hallway allowed one to learn a lot about teens by listening to them in their natural environment. 

As Matthew walked past her room, he greeted her. “Good morning, Miss Morgan. How’s your nose?”

Abigail touched her nose. “Oh, it’s fine. Just a little tender. See you in class later, okay?”

“Okay,” Matthew beamed as he continued to homeroom.

Abigail kindly greeted the students she made eye contact with. She was too busy student watching that she didn’t notice Seb’s approach.

As he came closer to her, Seb hardly recognized her. She wore a deep purple sweater, light blue jeans, and brown ankle boots with slight heels. Her hair was pulled up. Wow, she looked terrific in purple. She wore glasses, the thin frames the same color brown as her hair, which gave her a more studious look. “Miss Morgan?”

Abigail jumped at his greeting. “Good morning, Mr. Brooks.”

Seb said, “Hey. How are you this morning?” 

“I’m okay. It’s just a little tender. I had to wear my glasses today, but I think it’ll be fine.”

“I found the handkerchief and quarter in my mail slot,” Seb mentioned matter-of-factly. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“Well, I am not usually accident-prone. I needed to have my ‘debts’ paid off in case I got in a pickle again,” Abigail explained. She waited a moment, then said, “I tried to relax a bit with my attire. But did I take things too far the other way?”

Her question caught him off guard. “Not at all. Your attire looks fine. You can definitely be picked out as the adult in the room.”

“That’s good. I was worried,” Abigail sighed in relief as she looked at him.

Seb felt his ability to remain professional slipping away, so he quickly added, “I’ll see you later. Just wanted to make sure you were okay.” He gave her a nod as he turned and walked away, exhaling, pulling at the collar of his shirt.

Oblivious to the effect she had on Seb, Abigail continued greeting students. It was almost eight thirty, so she went to the teacher’s lounge to grab a drink from the machine. She was about to open the door when Mr. Phelps pushed past her. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Mr. Phelps.” Not sure what to do, she just stood there for a moment.

He didn’t respond to her apology but rummaged for something in the cabinets above the microwave. Mr. Phelps finally said, “You’re wasting your time with those kids.”

Trying to remain professional, Abigail replied, “Thank you for your insight, Mr. Phelps. But I will continue to interact with my students as I see fit. Have a good morning.” She turned on her heels and went back to her classroom.

Surprised at her boldness, Mr. Phelps just shook his head. “You’re still wasting your time.” Charles Phelps was almost fifty years old. He had thinning black hair and blue eyes and was not as tall as Mr. Brooks. He should have stopped teaching a long time ago, and he knew it.

Back upstairs, Abigail waited for the students to arrive. There was a list of English concepts to be reviewed. She handed out the papers as the students came through the door.

“Good morning, guys,” Abigail said as she handed each student a sheet. “The only work we are doing today will be this worksheet. Then, when you are finished, you can read or get a Chromebook.”

“Hey, Miss Morgan, what happened to your face?” Rhonda asked with concern. She had checked out of school early and didn’t know about the incident.

Matthew said, “That was my fault. Teach was shooting hoops with Jimmy and me. I accidentally elbowed her nose.”

“I bet that hurt!” Sabrina responded with her hands on her face. “Why would you do that?”

“I have two younger brothers in high school. I help them practice at my parents’ house.” Abigail noted the shock on their faces. “I’m okay, really. Besides, it was an accident. Now, let’s get started on these sheets if you please.”

“Okay, Miss Morgan,” Sabrina answered as she put her pencil on the paper.

Feeling like she had won a victory, she sat at her desk. She consulted her schedule and realized she was due in Mr. Brooks’ class next. She wondered what he was studying. There weren’t any notes anywhere, and he didn’t mention anything when they spoke this morning. One by one, the
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