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Melody watched her ten-year-old daughter hold up the cat. A beautiful furry animal with shades of orange and black against a backdrop of white fur. 

“Happy birthday, Mommy,” she said with a beaming smile that revealed a missing canine and two molars One at the top and one at the bottom. 

Melody hugged Hannah and squished the cat, who was wriggling to escape. Hannah clumsily let her bounce off, and the cat jumped to the floor.

“Is she pregnant?” Melody squinted as she watched the cat slowly amble away to the window. 

“No, Mom,” Hannah responded with wide eyes, her expression incredulous. “She’s just a little overweight.”

Melody continued watching the pudgy creature, now curled along the windowsill. “You mean she’s fat.”

“Shh,” Hannah put her fingers on her lips. “You can’t say that. You’re hurting her feelings.” Of late, her daughter had been shushing Melody a lot.

“I’m sorry.” Melody threw her hands in the hair as Hannah went after the cat, who tried to run away from her daughter’s pursuit, barely escaping, with her belly swaying side to side. 

She looked up at her older brother. “What were you thinking? A pet?”

Michael smiled and took two steps toward her. “It’s for when you want to cuddle. I thought she would be perfect for you. Her last owner died, and I couldn’t help thinking you two were meant to be. Happy birthday, Melody.”

Melody allowed herself to be wrapped in the arms of her brother, and out of nowhere, she felt a tide of emotions rush through her. She cried. The tears wouldn’t stop. 

“I wish I could give you the one gift you really want, Mel. It’s been over two years now. I know it isn’t easy.”

Zack. 

How she missed him. Today was her thirtieth birthday, and he wasn’t here with her. How many dreams had they planned together? And now he was gone. Never had she thought she’d be a widow at twenty-eight. 

Hannah was shouting the house down. “Where’s the cake?”

“Trish has it in the kitchen,” Michael announced so Melody could have a minute to herself. He was her bastion, rock-steady and strong, ever present when she needed him. 

“Take all the time you need, Mel. In the end, I hope you can be happy. I only want you to be happy.” 

Melody thought about the words. “Can the Quentin’s ever be happy?”

Her brother shook his head with a sad smile. “There are no guarantees in life, sis. It’s the simple everyday things that make us happy. That’s what Trish has taught me. Just having a family is a blessing. You have all of us brothers watching your back, and now Trish, too. Let’s make the most of what we have.”

“It’s hard,” her voice came out strangled as she burrowed into his side for strength. 

“I know it is, sweetheart, but we’re here for you. Any time. Any place.”

“Mom!” Hannah yelled. 

They couldn’t put it off any longer. Hannah would holler them deaf. They both went into the kitchen of the spacious one-bedroom apartment, and Melody’s eyes glazed over the scene. Trish was holding her four-month-old baby. They’d recently come back from a trip to Daegu where they’d tried to look for Trish’s birth parents without success. Though disheartened, the baby had somewhat filled the void for her sister-in-law. Melody could see Michael and Trish loved each other. She just hoped it wouldn’t end up being a curse, as it had been for her. 

Everyone in Boothbay Harbor knew about her family’s past and their parents' fractious relationship. It was such a mess that she’d left and didn’t come back until she’d met her husband, Zack.

Now, with him gone, her bright-eyed, bubbly, young daughter had become her only reason for waking up every morning. 

As Hannah bounced about the cake, Melody was grateful for her daughter and her family. Fractured as it was. 

The front door opened and Derek stumbled in. 

Great. 

He was already drunk. Turning into their father. Michael and Trish exchanged a look. It was Trish who went to him and enfolded him in a big hug, despite the baby in her arms. 

“Hello, ‘SIL,’ how are you doing, and how’s my little munchkin?”

“You want to hold her?” 

Derek’s eyes shot to her face. It was a question. Do you trust me? 

Apparently, she did. Trish was the only one who saw hope in him. 

“Come sit down and I’ll put her in your arms. I could use a break.”

Derek seemed mesmerized as he sat down and fumbled with the baby while everyone watched them. He stared at the sleeping infant and used his thumb to open her stubby little fingers, which slowly curled about his. 

He smiled as he looked up at Trish and tears streamed down his face. She squeezed his shoulder, then Hannah skipped into the room, interrupting the moment. 

“Uncle Derek, look what Trish gave Mom for her birthday!” She ran around to the back of the couch and returned with the lopsided cat dangling from her arms. The cat didn’t look very pleased. 

“A ginger tabby. She’s cute. What’s her name?”

“Her name?”

“She probably had a name at the shelter,” Hannah said, looking up at Trish. 

Trish didn’t look so sure. “She was one of the shelter’s most recent arrivals. So she just had a number. You can name her if you like.”

“How about Snowflake?” Derek said.

“She’s not white!” Hannah protested. 

“Bella sounds nice,” Trish said.

“That’s a girl’s name,” Hannah shrieked.

“She’s a girl,” Derek pointed out, and Hannah bent down to look. 

Trish giggled.

“What would work for her, birthday girl?” Michael asked, turning to Melody.

“Given her orange tones, how about Marmalade?” It was a spur-of-the-moment name. She said the first thing that came to her mind when she saw the fluffball. 

“Like jam?” Hannah made a face.

Trish and Derek laughed at Hannah’s scrunched expression. 

Melody gently plucked the cat from Hannah’s arms and set the heavy feline on the ground. The tabby didn’t run away. Instead, she bumped her head against Melody’s leg repeatedly, trying to mark her. 

“Marmalade, it is then,” Michael announced.

Everyone repeated the word as if testing it aloud. “I like it,” Derek said, and Trish nodded in agreement as well. 

“Okay, it’s time to blow out candles,” Trish announced as she started to unbox the cake.

They huddled together, surrounding Melody, and sang the happy birthday song. She blew out the candles, feeling a little uneasy but loved. Her family had gathered for her. 

Trish and Michael had also brought dinner. A huge tray of fried chicken, potato wedges, and buffalo wings, with jars of iced tea. It was something she hadn’t expected and they never did as a family. They didn’t do birthdays or anniversaries. 

Yet, after Zack died, things had changed. Michael had slowly forced the family together. His death was like a wake-up call for all of them. Every birthday was an event. And why shouldn’t it be? If there was one thing they’d learned from Zack’s demise, it was that their time here was limited. Nobody had forever. And Michael insisted they celebrate all the small moments in life. 

The doorbell rang and Melody opened the door, finding herself unable to speak at the sight of her youngest brother. 

“Nick?”

“Hey, sis, happy birthday!” He hugged her and handed her a bouquet of lilies, her favorite flowers. 

She didn’t let go of him, half shocked he’d shown up. 

“Looks like everyone is here. Well, except one,” Nick said as he took in the group. He was dressed in a loose tee and jeans. 

“Where’s Ross?” Derek asked.

“He’s out of town. Don’t know when he’ll be back,” Michael responded. 

“Is it just me or has he been avoiding us?”

Nick reached out to the baby and smoothed her hair. “He’s chasing the big bucks, let him.”

Melody didn’t want to ruin the moment. Ross probably had his own problems. “The whole clan’s here, and that’s good enough.”

She looked at Trish, who smiled at her as the baby began to fuss in Derek’s arms. Truth be told, Melody hadn’t expected everyone to show up. It was nothing grand. Just her birthday.

The last time they had all gathered was for Michael and Trish’s wedding, and even then, they had been busy taking on duties on behalf of the couple. They’d barely had any time to sit down and enjoy a beer together. They had generally agreed to keep a civil discourse in front of Trish’s family, who seemed to be a bit pretentious. 

Today was more casual and laidback as she watched Derek reluctantly hand over the baby to Trish and Hannah hanging about the cake. Michael cut it into slices while Nick helped himself to a beer. This was new to her. And as she considered it, she knew that, surprisingly, the person who'd made the subtle changes to their family was Trish, a person who longed to have what they had. A true family. 

She followed her sister-in-law into the kitchen with the plates. “It must have been a giant pain in the butt to get everyone to come here so soon after the wedding.”

“So soon? It’s been almost a year since everyone got together. Nick is here to stay, and with the baptism just around the corner I thought it would be good to invite everyone early.”

“How long is he staying?”

“He said something about the surfer’s academy. You might as well ask Michael because it all seemed like Greek to me.”

“Thank you though,” Melody said sincerely, touching Trish’s hand. 

Trish turned to her. “You don’t have to thank me. I only hope the new year is filled with endless possibilities for you, Melody.”

Melody embraced her and kissed the baby’s forehead. 

Possibilities? Like what? Could Zack come back from the dead? That was the only possibility she wanted. Everything else seemed immaterial. There was and there would be no one else. She wouldn’t do that to Zack. 

Yet, there was no changing the reality that her whole life was now Hannah and her work. As a teacher, she felt she had found her purpose, her definition of self. It was just something that came naturally to her. Except this year, she’d been demoted to kindergarten because of that alcohol-related incident. Which wouldn’t have been a big deal except that her daughter had demonstrated what she’d seen her mother doing for show and tell in class. It prompted a summons and an investigation. 

She was lucky to have kept her job. The whole incident only taught her how much children learned through modeling. Hannah was watching her and imitating her, not just for show and tell but for life. It was the reason she chose to be happy in front of her daughter. None of the misery and depression her mother had displayed when she was a child. 

Now, she let the energy of the moment sink in. The simple happiness, the gathering of family. Today, this was enough. It was good. 

The following day she had her usual class of cranky kids scoffing at having to write in their notebooks, but she also had a new student joining the class. 

While the students bent to their assigned task, she checked her phone for messages. Nick had texted. He was doing some plumbing work at the house.

He was staying at her house by the water. She hadn’t lived there since Zack had died. Trish had moved out shortly before the wedding, and she didn’t like keeping it empty. But she still didn’t feel ready to move back in. 

At least she hadn’t run away from Boothbay Harbor. Even now, during the winter, she loved this place. Despite her siblings running away early on, they had all returned home. Here. She’d been the first to come back, buying a house with Zack. He was everything her brothers weren’t. Boyish, sophisticated, and an absolute city boy. However, once she introduced him to the harbor and the wild beauty of Maine, he chose to stay here. 

Zack found a job with a law firm in Augusta, though it took hours to drive both ways. But they had been happy. 

“I fell in love with the water just as much as I fell with you,” she remembered him saying as they slept on a boat to watch the sun set and then stared at the stars as night fell on them. 

What wasn’t to love about seafoam-swept oceans, the scent of salt in the air, the blue skies, and the prettiest views of the harbor? Nothing was lovelier than swimming in the warm Atlantic in the summer and going snowboarding during the winter. Watching seals, going fishing, and staying in a solitary cabin just to snuggle together was just part of their routine. 

She had been blissfully happy. Until it all ended. That drive on the icy roads on his way home from work when his car was rear-ended. It was the day her life came to a halt. 

Returning her attention to the moment, Melody wondered how she was going to raise Hannah alone in Boothbay Harbor. 

She didn’t realize she had said it aloud. But she had, and Sister Agnes had heard her. 

“You’ve done a good job so far. It’s been, what, almost two years?”

Melody startled. Two years and eight months, she wanted to correct the young nun, but she stopped herself from doing so. 

“It’s not going to be easy though, and maybe in time, you may come to find help.”

“You mean another...” Husband. She couldn’t even bring herself to say it. 

“It’s not unimaginable. You can find someone. You may not love him the same way you did Zack, but he can fill a space in your heart, and together you can fulfill the purpose of your life.”

Purpose? Her sole purpose for living was her daughter. 

As if she heard, Agnes continued, “She’s not going to be around forever, waiting for Mummy to help her. Hannah is growing up to be an independent girl, and someday a fine woman. What will you do then?”

She continued sorting out the books that she had corrected. Today they had an assembly, and the kids would be gathered here. 

She could see Hannah schooling the younger children of Melody’s class as they bent to their project. As a school prefect, that was her job. 

“She’s growing up faster than I like. Michael says she’s going to be a handful once she turns into a teenager.” Melody stared off into the past, lost in her thoughts. “You know, we wanted her to have siblings. Lots of them. Zack grew up as an only child, and he didn’t want that for Hannah. We were trying to have another baby.” Tears streamed down. “We made so many plans.”

Agnes came over to her and turned Melody into her shoulder. “Life doesn’t always work according to our plans. No one will know why Zack was taken so soon or what happened. Years from now you will know, but right now, just understand that God does what is best for us.”

She pulled away from Agnes and took in a breath. The woman had been an angel in disguise. She’d never been that close to her, but since she’d been demoted, her interaction with the nun had increased, since the dainty nun supervised this wing. 

Melody could be wrong, but she thought Agnes would have been a good mother. 

Agnes heard some children running in the corridor and stepped away. Melody considered her words, though her advice seemed untimely. How could she even envision letting someone else touch her, let alone marriage? It was unthinkable. 

It wasn’t that Zack had been a saint, they’d had their problems, had their differences like any other married couple. Key among them was the fact that she’d wanted a big family soon, while he had wanted to wait. 

“What’s the rush? We have time,” he’d argued.

Time! They had run out of just that. 

Damn him. 

She occasionally realized that she still harbored anger against him for leaving her so abruptly, as well as other problems, like the mortgage of the house they bought by the river that she now didn’t want to live in. Michael and Trish had leased it out to different people over the last two years so she didn’t have to drive there and deal with it. Then there were the little things, like his obsession with cleanliness and borderline OCD habits that she often found she now missed. They had wasted a lot of money on sanitary wipes and cleaning supplies that she’d never even heard of. Her mother had always used good ol’ Pine-sol and she loved the way it reminded her of her childhood. 

Part of his clean freak nature had come from his parents. As an only child, he was strangely disciplined, and his parents hadn’t been on board with the idea when he’d moved to Boothbay Harbor instead of living and working in Boston. 

She recalled what her mother-in-law had said at the funeral. “You are single-handedly responsible for his death. If it weren’t for you, he wouldn’t have been on that bloody road in the middle of the night.”

Her father-in-law had been a bit more perceptive. “Leave her alone, Donna, she’s grieving, too. She’s the mother of his child, for goodness’ sake.”

“He was our only son, Jim. Our only son,” she’d rasped. “What’s it to her? A couple of years and she’ll replace him with someone else and bear his children, but we can’t simply replace our son, can we?”

The words hit hard and still carried their punch today. Melody clutched her blouse until it threatened to rip. She was breathing fast and felt the telltale tightness in her chest. She tried to calm herself, to think pleasant thoughts, but Donna’s words rang in her ear, and Melody bent over. She faintly heard Hannah run over to her, asking, “Mom, what’s wrong? Are you having an asthma attack?”

Melody nodded as she felt a bad, prolonged cough come on while she gasped. 

“Where’s your inhaler?”

She shook her head. Hannah darted quickly across to the classroom, and by now a few of her fellow teachers came to assist her, while the children all mumbled around her. 

“Should we give her some water?” 

Her daughter quickly broke through the crowd and handed her the inhaler. Two puffs that she had no energy to time but tried and let the medicine settle in her lungs before taking a lungful of air. 

By the time she sufficiently recovered, her face was tight. Agnes redirected people to their desks and led her to the office. 

The senior nun was already siting there. As principal, Sister Joan looked slightly concerned but said nothing while she continued to leaf through the morning report and watch the camera monitor focused on the gates where the teachers welcomed students. 

Agnes fussed about her with some water and tea, a few napkins, and she turned up the heat. “Are you cold?”

“Leave her be, Agnes. Give her some space.”

“That’s why I brought her here.”

“Why don’t you leave her alone and lead her class to assembly.”

Reluctantly, Agnes looked at her and headed out the door. 

Fifteen minutes later, she had regained some semblance of her old self. She stood up when she felt sure. “Have the tea or Agnes will give me an earful if I let you walk out without finishing your cuppa.”

Melody doubted that. 

“I would have offered you some brandy. They say it’s good for the occasional cough. Not sure about asthma though. It’s a bit too early, so I can’t send you home. I’m short-staffed as it is.”

“Why are you being nice to me?” Melody asked, aware that her voice was unnecessarily sharp. 

The woman’s bushy eyebrow went up, and she slid her spectacles up her nose. Unfazed, she retorted, “When have I been anything but, Melody?”

“You demoted me. Put me in charge of the kindergarten class after a minor incident, when I don’t drink and am not an alcoholic. You knew my record was impeccable, yet you sent me to the kindergarten section.”

“And?”

“I’m trained for high school?”

“And you also had training for other things, like special needs and crafts. Your mother liked to craft.”

That came out of nowhere. “That has nothing to do with this.”

She realized she was screaming now. 

Joan walked over and poured a cup of tea for herself. She sat down and pointed to the chair. Despite her outburst, Melody still respected the woman and sat down. The convent training surfaced. She had gone to this very school as a young girl. You never spoke to Sister principal like that. Never. 

The nun sipped her tea while Melody got through her cup fast. 

“This is a small town, Melody, and a few rumors can damage our reputation. We’re a Catholic school, we have enough enemies as it is. One single rumor is enough to create doubt and cause us to be inspected.”

“Was it that big a deal?”

“It could have been, but I wasn’t willing to take that chance. There’s been talk about Derek for some time, and I went into damage control. My sending you to the kindergarten class had nothing to do with a demotion. I just thought your skills would be useful there.”

“In crafts? Most of these kids have no dexterity and no attention span. They’re too small for crafts. If I can get them all to even fold a paper without messing up the place it would be a miracle, but who are we kidding here? They’re only five.”

Joan laughed and stood up. “Isn’t that an innocent age when they just look up to you as they would a second mother? If I recall you said you missed Hannah being at that age. Consider it a gift that you now have fifteen more five-year-olds looking up to you.”

She walked to her desk and arranged her habit. Melody had never seen the woman without it. Sometimes she wondered what color her hair was underneath. Today she wanted to rip it off. 

“Thank you,” she said before storming out. 

As she reached the door, the nun said. “You don’t know everything. Neither do I, but from where I’m sitting, I know a little more than you do, and believe me when I say you’re where you are for a purpose and your skills are needed in kindergarten. So stop asking and start serving.”
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Melody should have been outraged. Instead, she started thinking about what Joan said. The woman never wasted her words and everything she did had meaning. Joan had been the school principal here for nearly thirty-five years, long before Melody was born. 

Now she wanted Melody to use her craft skills. Odd. 

Melody reached her class and saw her daughter waiting there. “You didn’t attend the morning assembly, Hannah?”

“I was worried about you.”

“I’m fine.” She gave her daughter a reassuring hug. Since Zack died, Hannah had realized the frailty of life. That none of us were permanent. Now more acutely than ever. So every small asthma attack caused concern. Not just for her daughter but for everyone at home. Melody felt bad that she was causing her daughter more pain when she should be like other children, carefree and happy. 

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m absolutely sure.” Melody held Hannah by the shoulders and turned her around. “Off you go.”

She watched her daughter leave reluctantly and turned back to her class. One of her front benchers was finding a treasure in his nose and about to eat the booger when she reached across in two steps. 

“No, Leo, we don’t eat them, we throw them away.”

“But they’re tasty.”

“I’m sure they are,” she said and retrieved a tissue, wiping his hand. “You can’t eat them. They’re dirty.”

Leo was about to cry. 

“I have candy, but you have to wait for a few minutes, okay?”

“M&M’s?”

All the kids’ ears perked up. Free candy? Now they seemed to have their eyes trained on her. They were always interested in candy, young kids were easy that way. Their needs were simple. Eat, sleep, and play. Repeat. They weren’t interested in much else. The trick was to intersperse those needs with writing, math, and reading. Unless something went wrong. And often things did. 

Like the kids fighting each other at the back and pulling pigtails. 

Melody turned her attention to them. “No fighting. Why are you fighting?”

“Ella took my clip!”

“Can you please return Katie’s clip, Ella?” she asked with a smile. 

Ella held the clip closer to her chest. “It was mine yesterday. She pulled it off my hair and you didn’t say anything to her.”

“I didn’t know. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I forgot,” Ella whined.

They had just started the school year for new, irregular students and she was still getting this group to come together. It would take a month for her to sort them out and know how they rolled. The first week was always hard. Kids who’d been in daycare seemed to adjust better. Those who came from home could be brats and had trouble getting used to the school setting. For children without siblings, it was even harder. 

She was losing control of the class, so she went to the front and clapped her hands. “Alright, everybody, stand up. You went to the assembly today, right? And you heard what the school motto is.”

Haphazardly, the class came to their feet. 

“Pro fifi peti.”

She tried not to laugh, and almost managed it. “It’s pro fide petri. Repeat after me. Pro fide petri.”

They repeated like robots. 

“Through faith to success.” 

They mimicked her again.

“Now, I want everyone to learn a song. This is an action song. I’m going to start and you must watch my actions. Okay, watch carefully.” 

Fifteen pairs of eyes were on her, some craning their necks to see her clearly. Eyes furrowed, some ready. 

She played the song “I’m Trading My Sorrows” and started the moves. Immediately, they started to imitate her, hands and hips swaying, and soon, without even knowing it, they were already tapping their feet and bopping their heads. 

“Now you follow me and do it.”

The kids all started doing the song in their disordered manner but enjoyed the music. Music was a good way of starting the day and dissipating some of that extra energy. It was a medley of hymns, and they jumped, rolled, and clapped. Not all of them. Some of the introverts just watched her with a smile. The extroverts were ready to go. She could easily tell who the dancers were, they picked up the moves quickly and even did it better than her by the time they were five minutes into the song. The others were singers, as they repeated the words and tried to learn the lyrics. It was a great start. They were panting by the time she stopped the music. 

“Now, everyone close your eyes so we can start praying.”

She led them in a small simple prayer, and they repeated after her. Melody had done her best to prepare for the new week of school, even though she wasn’t keen on teaching this class. She was used to older children and no crying. Some of these kids had never been away from home and were still experiencing separation anxiety. Melody looked at the child by the window who was looking out, tears streaming, hoping someone would come to get him. 

“Hey, Kai, do you want to come sit up in the front by my desk?” She held his stubby hand.

He nodded, puckering his lips, hoping she would be his savior. “I want to go home.”

“How about I make you a deal, when it's noon, I’ll send you home. Until then, I want you to do everything I tell you to do. Let’s start with making friends with your desk mate. Veena, can you please come sit with Kai for today?”

“Miss Melody, he doesn’t want to talk to me. All he does is cry.”

The kids began to argue about their seating positions. Nobody wanted to be desk mates with Kai. 

In the midst of the squabbling, she heard a knock on the door and turned to see the most gorgeous man she had ever laid eyes on. Well, someone had already laid more than eyes but hands too, as he held onto the chubby hand of a small boy who was probably his son. The child readily slid away from his grasp and went to the goldfish that she kept for the children in the classroom. The fish tank always seemed to calm them down. His father walked in more slowly. The slight December sunlight streaked across his light brown hair, cropped fine, but that wasn’t enough to tame the wild curls. One of the kids threw a sharpener, and it would have hit him except he ducked like a lithe athlete, moving with grace. 

“Class, no throwing stuff around.”

The man’s attention floated from his son to her, and she was forced to stare at eyes so gray that she thought of the Arctic. He was tall, and despite his striking good looks, she saw no exaggeration or pride in his manner, just a cool, quiet confidence. He’d shaved, yet there was a shadow along his jaw that went down to his neck. He wore a white shirt, untucked, over blue jeans. The long sleeves had been rolled up to his elbows, the skin of his forearms tanned to warm honey. He had taken off his anorak and held it loosely in one hand. He obviously spent plenty of time in the sun. 

The boy remained at the fish tank, focused intently on the life within, which also meant the gorgeous man before her was taken. 

She had to slap herself for that. 

So was she. 

“Good morning, I’m Melody West, the class teacher here. How may I help you?”

“I’m Diego Vera, and this is my nephew,” he went to the little boy and coaxed him back toward her, “Matias.”

Matias stood by him but barely making any eye contact with her. 

“Say hello,” his uncle instructed and then he muttered something in Spanish. The man bent down so he was at eye level with the child and spoke to him in Spanish. 

The boy shook his head back and forth, but he made no eye contact with Diego either. 

Sensing something, Melody smiled. “Never mind, Matias,” she bent down and held out her hand, “Come on, I’ll show you where to sit.”

The rest of the kids all came around to check out the new kid. 

Matias looked up briefly at her, slipped his soft hands into hers, and she heard Diego gasp. She put him in a seat right by the fish tank. His new desk mate, Kateri, a Mohawk girl who had a series of tattoos on her hand, waved at him.

She returned to the man watching carefully at the front of the class. 

“I’m surprised. He doesn’t take too kindly to strangers. Adjustment issues.” His voice was low and rough. It reminded her of one of those reggaeton singers of popular love songs. 

“You don’t have to worry, Mr. Vera. What time will you come to pick him up?” 

“One. Or I could be here earlier. I thought I could just wait outside for today since it’s his first day.”

Melody didn’t blame him. She’d felt the same way when she had dropped off Hannah at school on her first day. The only good thing was that she taught at the same school and had the luxury of checking in on her. 

“There’s no need. The more he sees of you, the more confused he’ll be about why he’s here. He needs to understand that you’re leaving him and will be back later. If he cries, I’ll take care of it.”

Diego was dismissive. “You don’t know what he’s like.”

She was about to say something when Agnes walked in. 

“Diego, I wanted to catch you before you left. There are some forms that we need you to sign and some vaccination records to go over. Can you stop by admin and give them what they need?”

“Sure, Sister Aggy.”

“Now,” Agnes said. 

He hesitated but Agnes reassured him. “I’ll wait right here with Melody.” As if she was not capable of watching over his nephew, yet she didn’t feel insulted. Parents all thought the same way on the first day of school, and every day, until about half a year had passed. Kindergarten teachers had to prove themselves. 

Agnes went to Matias and patted his hair. He didn’t look up. 

“He’s such a pretty child.”

In a way, he was, with his uncle’s brown curls, a family trait, she surmised, along with deep blue ocean eyes that you could drown in if only he looked at you. He started opening his bag and taking out his books one by one. 

“It’s a shame, though, about what happened.”

Careful not to speak in front of the child, Agnes walked away toward the door and Melody followed. “I knew Diego’s family from way back when we lived in Boston. Nice Colombian family with a strong work ethic. His parents were so active in the Church, and he loved to sing and played the guitar at worship. Then his mother died of cancer. If that weren’t enough, his sister got pregnant. There was no sign of the father. They assumed he was married. She struggled and dropped out of college. And then one day, when Matias had just turned two, she left the child to live her own life. They never heard from her since. Diego was filled with rage. He didn’t complain. He took in Matias and looked after the child as his very own. Adopted him and practically raised him alone with his father Joaquin.”

“Why did she run away?”

“Who knows? The child was going to need constant attention. He hasn’t made the same progress as the rest of the children. Started talking late, doesn’t play with other children, and has repetitive behavior. I didn’t bring it up during the admissions process, but at some point, Diego has to realize Matias needs more help.”

Melody knew that parents of children with delays or deficits tended to stay in denial when there could be so many alternatives to stimulate them to catch up. They needed special education. 

“We’ll see after a semester what can be done.” She knew it was going to be a challenge. Then it hit her. “Is this what Sister Joan was referring to? Why was he assigned to my class?”

“Joan thought it would be a good idea. You are trained, if I’m not mistaken, in special ed.”

No surprise after all. The old woman was shrewd. 

“Why did the family move?”

“Diego’s father is in construction. New homes and chalets are being built along the harbor. Diego himself is a carpenter and does most of the woodwork himself. I guess they’ll be here for a while since there’s so much building happening by the bay. He has other siblings back in Colombia, another two sisters who got married and stayed there.”

Diego was back, and he walked toward them. She just couldn’t help her cheeks from flushing. If the nun wasn’t standing next to her, she’d forget she was a teacher. 

Melody excused herself to shush her class, now starting to sound like a zoo. The children were running about, talking loudly, and someone was still singing the song she taught them that morning. 

“Okay, class, I want you to take out your English book.” She opened one and showed them all what it looked like. “The book says ABC on the first page.”

All the children hurried to their seats to fish out their books. It was funny how the kindergarten class always worked in slow motion. The quick ones had it out and were waiting. The slower ones were still turning the pages, back, and front, and the slowest was still searching for the right book. 

It made her smile and she almost forgot there was a handsome gentleman by the door. 

Melody scanned the class and saw Matias follow his desk mate. She observed he had trouble, and Kateri opened the book for him to the first page. 

She had made the right choice in pairing them up. Kateri was not only smart, but girls tended to be quicker and more responsible. 

They all had their books opened, and Melody started talking. “Today we’re going to start with the alphabet. Does anyone know the alphabet song?”

“No,” some said. “Yesss,” shouted the others. She didn’t expect them to know it. “Before we start, I want you to say A, B, C, and D. 

They all mimed. 

“A for apple, she pointed to the large picture chart. B for ball, C for cat, and D for dog.”

The children repeated, and then there was a knock. 

Diego approached her and spoke softly so the class couldn’t hear. “I’m sorry for interrupting, but is it okay if I stay at the back of the class, I won’t bother you,” Diego asked.

“I’m afraid that’s against the rules, and as long as you’re here, Matias is not going to get into the classroom experience. He’ll be fine. If there’s a problem, I’ll call you. Don’t you have to get to work or something?”

She shouldn’t have added the question, but she had an entire day’s work, the alphabet, numbers, a poem, and craft to teach today. Her lesson plan beckoned. And it was already nine-thirty. 

“Look, I’m just worried. He might have some issues, he’s not like other kids.”

“Every parent says that about their child, Mr. Vera. I understand, I’m a parent too,” she said, but offered him a gentle smile.

She turned back to the class and announced. “Class, let’s say bye to Matias’ dad.”

“Bye, Matias’ dad,” and Matias laughed.

She turned to him and smiled again, encouraging him to trust her, to trust Matias. “He seems fine to me. See you at one.”

Diego stared at his nephew and then at her. She knew he didn’t like her shutting him down, but she wanted to get on with her day, and having a parent watch and critique her every move wasn’t going to work. 

A shadow of annoyance crossed his face as she watched him leave. “I’ll be here at quarter to one.”

It made her chuckle a little. A grown man getting all flustered over a child. Children do that to you. They become your weakness, she reminded herself. You don’t know fear or uncertainty unless you have kids. You worry about what happened or what might happen to them. As a parent, you live vicariously through your child. 

She pushed aside her thoughts and turned to the class once more, summoning her energy to forge ahead.

––––––––
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AS THE DAY PROGRESSED, she did get a chance to observe Matias. He didn’t interact with other children, and occasionally he would stim. Lots of kids did it, but children of the autism spectrum did it more so to self-regulate. Matias would jump up and down and sometimes headbang back and forth. Occasionally, he would spin. When they went to the grounds for play time, he didn’t play on the merry-go-round but rather spun himself on the ground, which caused the other kids to join him. She encouraged him to go to the slides. Instead, he started stacking woodchips by the side. 

“Matias, what are you doing?” She touched his shoulder and he registered her presence as he moved away to look at his work and pointed to it. “Line.”

“I see you’re making a line. What’s the line for?” she bent down and asked him at eye level to enhance connection and encourage open communication. 

Matias looked at her and smiled, but he didn’t answer. That was a good sign, at least he was looking at her and not past her. It would take her a few weeks of observation to assess his needs. 

As she watched her class, her fleeting thoughts went to Matias’s uncle. Diego was so different from Zack. Her husband had been lean, urban, and sophisticated, while Diego, though refined, had a rugged look. He seemed like a no-nonsense man with an unspectacular watch and no swagger. 

By the time it was twelve forty-five, she was knackered. A few of the kids had fallen asleep. 

Bus drivers came to pick up some of the children, arranging them in kiddie lines. Her colleagues streamed in and out to ask if she’d finished the poem. A cleaner came to mop up the place after one of her kids threw up her lunch. One was crying because she lost her eraser. It sounded and smelled like a madhouse.

Matias too was asleep, tired from the exertion. Others were chatting away without pause. Never underestimate a child’s ability to talk about absolutely nothing. It seemed like they never ran out of subjects. 

She pressed the bridge of her nose, having just swallowed a piece of fruit. 

“You okay there?”

Diego. He was a sight for sore eyes. She mustered the energy to look upbeat but struggled. 

“Yes, we all survived. Matias is tired after spending time on the playground. Let me give you his craft work.”

She went to her desk and looked for the little flower they had all made with pencil shavings. 

“This is his. Not bad for a first try.” 

Diego looked happy. “I can’t believe he sat through the day and did something.”

“Why, doesn’t he concentrate much at home?”

“Not really. He doesn’t follow any instructions.” 

She went to his seat and handed Diego the small backpack. “I’ve added homework, just one page of strokes and number one. I’ve put dots to help him write. Just make him follow the dots.”

“I’ll try.”

“Don’t make him do it all at once. I’ve noticed his attention span is about seven minutes, so he needs frequent breaks. Maybe a song and dance will help him.”

Diego stared at her. He should be impressed, she thought proudly. 

“Listen, sorry about earlier, I was just anxious, and I guess I was projecting.”

“I’ve been a teacher for ten years. I know how parents get. Believe me.”
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