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      “Thirty days this month,” Isabelle Swanner muttered under her breath as she picked up another card decorated with a leaf and slipped it in the next slot on her calendar. That was followed by a pumpkin and then another leaf. Once done, she picked up the number cards that would show her kindergartners the day of the month and filled those in as well, carefully placing them in front of the leaves and pumpkins so that both could be seen. When she got to November 27, she switched it out for a turkey that proudly proclaimed, “Thanksgiving Day.” With a sigh, she thought to herself, “Surely we can make it until then!”

      When the calendar was ready, she checked a few other things on the wall nearby, the area where her kids would go over the date and the weather during math time, and was satisfied that everything was ready for the day. She straightened her long, blonde braid and glanced at the clock, which told her she had about five minutes before the first little footsteps and sweet voices would fill her ears as her class of twenty-two bright little angels began to make their way down the hall.

      That’s how she liked to think of them, anyway, especially this early in the morning, before anyone had a chance to make bad choices and earn a color change. All of the clips were on green, she made sure of that, which meant all of her students would start off with the opportunity to move up or down. Luckily, most days, there were twenty-one clips either on green, or the higher designation, blue, when the final bell rang at 3:00. In nine weeks of school, she had yet to have one day when all of the kids were on green. There was always that one clip that made it down to yellow or red, sometimes by lunch. Since today was the first school day after Halloween, there was a good chance some of her little friends would be tired or might’ve had candy for breakfast, which would make things more challenging, but she was confident most of them would still make good choices throughout the day. “Please, Lord, please let it be a good day,” she said out loud as she surveyed her work one more time.

      Isabelle sat down in the chair behind her desk and took a sip of her coffee, which was nearly cold by now. She’d gotten to school a few minutes earlier than normal—which was also very early—so that she could make sure to have time to change the calendar. It was nice to think it was fall already, and soon they’d have an entire week off for Thanksgiving, but if she didn’t find a way to reach that one child, the one whose clip never could seem to stay in the green, she was going to feel like a failure. This was her fourth year as a teacher, her fourth year in kindergarten, and she’d had troubling students before, but little Cooper Bryant took the cake.

      It wasn’t even that he was your stereotypical “bad kid,” the kind you heard teachers discussing in the lounge who couldn’t keep their hands to themselves or constantly yelled back at them. Cooper just… couldn’t seem to control himself. He was impulsive and had trouble sitting still. She thought there was a possibility he might have a condition called Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, but Isabelle was no doctor, and even though she gave Cooper lots of chances during the day to show he could make better choices than launching his pencil across the room or getting up in the middle of a lesson to wander around the classroom, she wasn’t sure what else to do with him.

      Her school had a Response to Intervention team that might be able to help, but they didn’t like to discuss kindergartners in the first semester. They said there were so many different possibilities of what the problem might be that they wanted to give the child a chance to acclimate a little more to school before they decided to create goals and write behavior plans. That made sense to Isabelle, and never in the past had she ever even considered brining one of her students to RTI so early in the year. But she felt like she’d tried just about everything she could think of with Cooper and she hadn’t gotten anywhere.

      She had great teachers on the kindergarten team with her. Mrs. Angela Thomas had been teaching for fifteen years and had served as Isabelle’s mentor. She had recommended a parent teacher conference, and Isabelle had called Cooper’s father several times to try to arrange one, but every time they scheduled a meeting, something came up, and he had to cancel—or just didn’t show up. She wasn’t sure what it was about Mr. Bryant, but he didn’t seem to have a lot of time to spend on his son. It was Isabelle’s understanding that his wife had passed away about a year ago, and Mr. Bryant had been trying to do his best to raise his son, but apparently he worked a lot—Isabelle had heard maybe he was a truck driver—and most of the time when she scheduled a conference, he didn’t even let her know he couldn’t make it.

      A few weeks ago, Cooper started talking about his grandma moving in with them. He said he had a big family now and drew Isabelle a picture. There were four figures in the picture, but when Isabelle asked him who they were, Cooper shrugged and started talking about a video game. Trying to press him had done little good, and while Isabelle wondered if his grandmother might be more helpful than his father, she had no way of contacting her. No one ever answered the house phone, or she’d get a message that it was disconnected.

      The sound of chatter in the hallway let her know that the students had begun to arrive. Some of them would be off to breakfast in the cafeteria, but others would head straight to class. Isabelle always encouraged them to look at books when they first entered the classroom, and a few of her students were actually beginning to read. She believed books were a much better way to start the day than a worksheet.

      Putting aside her thoughts of Cooper, who would be one of the last to arrive, although he had been much better dressed and cleaner these past few days since his grandma had moved in, Isabelle stood and headed toward the door. She liked to shake each student’s hand or give them a hug as a way to start off their morning on the right foot.

      Peering out into the hallway, she saw two of her girls walking toward her with big smiles on their faces. Brianna, a cute blonde who was tall for her age, was walking hand in hand with Shayna, a tiny brunette who didn’t look like she was old enough to be in school. Seeing them made Isabelle smile. She really did love her job, even if it was tougher than she’d ever imagined. Still it was moments like this, when these little faces showed her how much they loved being in school, loved learning new things, loved seeing her, that she knew no matter the challenges, becoming a teacher was definitely her calling. And the magic of kindergarten hadn’t escaped her—not yet anyway. Her principal, Mrs. Shelby, always said, “You’re either a kindergarten teacher or you’re not. There’s no faking that.” And Isabelle knew, without a doubt, she definitely was.

      “Good morning, Miss Swanner!” Brianna said with a big grin as she dropped Shayna’s hand to wrap her arms around her teacher’s legs, her head coming just above Isabelle’s waist.

      “Good morning, Brianna. How are you?”

      “Good!” Brianna proclaimed releasing her. “I had so much fun trick-or-treating Halloween night! I got a huge bag of candy, and my mom said I could bring a piece for lunch.”

      “That’s so exciting!” Isabelle took the child’s pause to breathe as an opportunity to jump in before the story got out of hand. “I can’t wait to see if you choose to write about that in your Writer’s Workshop folder today!”

      Remembering that her writing journal was the best place to tell her teacher a story—as Isabelle had reminded her class at least five times a day for the last nine weeks—Brianna nodded. “I will!”

      “Wonderful. I can’t wait to read it.” Bending down a bit to make eye contact, she added, “You’re such a great writer.” It didn’t matter that most of her “best writers” were still in the drawing a picture and labeling it phase of writing. They still liked to have their efforts acknowledged.

      Brianna blushed, and with a smile on her face, she headed into the classroom to take care of her backpack. Isabelle knew she’d do all of the things she had been taught to do in order to start her day off right—put her daily folder in the correct basket, move her lunch clip, check how she was going home on the chart, and then select a book from the library. Most of her kids had no trouble moving through this routine now, though a few struggled from time to time—one more than others.

      Now wasn’t the time to think about that, however, as Shayna waited patiently for her turn. “Good morning, Shayna. How are you today?”

      “Good.” The shy girl leaned forward and quickly hugged her teacher before hurrying past her into the classroom. There would be no elaborate story with this one, but that was okay. Isabelle had already made a lot of progress with the little girl who didn’t even want to let go of her mother’s hand at the beginning of the year.

      Isabelle greeted the other teachers on her team, who also stood in the hallway to say good morning to their students. Angela always dressed so professionally while the rest of the team, Isabelle, Mrs. Judy Smith, an older woman who was nearing retirement, and Miss Marney White, usually wore more practical outfits, like the khakis and pink blouse Isabelle wore today. She’d be spending at least half of the day on the floor, so she may as well not wear a skirt or dress. She wasn’t sure how Angela ever got anything done dressed like that, but she knew her mentor was a great teacher who probably spent just as much time on the floor as Isabelle did.

      She had greeted the majority of her class, many of whom had similar Halloween stories to Brianna which they were asked to wait and share in their writing journals, when she heard Marney, a redhead who had only been teaching a couple of years, whisper sharply in her direction, “Here he comes!”

      While Isabelle tried not to make a big deal out of the issues she was having with Cooper, everyone else in kindergarten knew about him. Sometimes, he would yell loudly when he got upset, and there had been a few times when she’d had to ask for help just to get him to line up. For the most part, he hadn’t acted like that since the first couple of weeks of school, but the other teachers thought he was the worst behaved kindergartner at Charles Town Elementary.

      Looking at him now, headed down the hallway with his backpack hung crookedly on his little back, his dark hair wetted down, one shoe untied, but otherwise dressed nicely in a polo shirt and jeans, he didn’t appear to be particularly happy, but he wasn’t angry. He didn’t stick out from any of the other kids who were scrambling to make it to class before the final bell rang, except for he had no rush about him whatsoever.

      Isabelle took a deep breath and ramped up her smile, thinking to herself she had control of how her day went. Cooper stopped in front of her and glanced up. He looked tired and there was a spot of egg or some other yellow breakfast item on his blue shirt. “Good morning, Cooper!” Isabelle gushed. “How are you this morning?”

      “Good.” His answer was the same as basically everyone else’s. He gave her a small, crooked grin, and she hoped that meant it would be a good day.

      “Would you like a handshake, hug, or high five today?” With the other kids, she no longer had to ask that question, but Cooper always seemed to want to know his options.

      “High five.”

      She put her hand out and braced herself, knowing Cooper thought it was a fun game to see how hard he could slap her hand, even though she’d talked to him dozens of times about how that wasn’t polite. “Don’t break my hand with your big muscles,” she joked, hoping he’d remember how they’d talked about that high fives were meant to show your friends you cared and not how strong you are.

      His grin growing, Cooper raised his hand high into the air and slammed it down against Isabelle’s, making a loud clapping noise, followed by his laughter and her wincing.

      “Cooper! You’re not supposed to do that!” Brianna shouted, stepping out from behind her desk. “Miss Swanner told you that hurts!”

      “Be quiet, Brianna!” Cooper yelled back. “You’re not the boss of me!”

      Interjecting herself between them, Isabelle turned to Brianna, “I’ll handle it, Brianna. Thank you. Please return to your book.”

      Stooping down so that she was at eye level with the little boy, she said, “Cooper, do you remember we talked about how to nicely give a friend a high five.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Yes. I’m sorry. But I couldn’t help it. I have big muscles.”

      Realizing her reminder had backfired, Isabelle decided to let this one go. “Okay. Next time, please be a little more careful, okay?”

      Cooper grumbled something and headed off toward the cubbies where the kids kept their backpacks. She knew he’d forget to do all of the other things he was supposed to do, and giving him a reminder partner hadn’t worked because he’d just gotten frustrated with the other child and yelled at them, or worse, pinched or hit them. She’d even tried walking him through it herself a few times, but he just wanted her to do all of it for him. Since she already knew how he’d get home, that he’d purchase the lunch tray, and that his folder wouldn’t be signed anyway, she didn’t bother asking him to do any of those things. She’d get his folder during her planning time. She thought, if she could get in touch with his grandmother, maybe she could start signing it. Things did seem to improve once she’d moved in—except for Cooper still never had his behavior chart signed and never did his at-home reading.

      The bell rang, and she watched Cooper slam his hand into his leg in frustration that he didn’t get a chance to pick a book from the library. She knew he wanted to be able to look at the pictures like the rest of the kids, but he never got to school in time to start his day like the rest of them. No matter how many times she reminded him that he’d have a chance for that during Daily Five, when everyone did a center called Read to Self, he still started his day off frustrated because he didn’t get to look at a book.

      The sound of the principal’s voice came over the intercom, and the kids all stood, knowing they’d be asked to say The Pledge of Allegiance soon. Cooper stood by his desk, the angry glare still on his face, and Isabelle had a feeling it was going to be a rough day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By lunchtime, Isabelle was about to pull every strand of blonde hair out of her head. She was so frustrated, she wasn’t sure what to do with herself, let alone Cooper. Thankfully, there were other staff members who watched the kids while they ate lunch so the teachers could have half an hour to eat in peace. Not that they ever actually got thirty minutes. By the time she dropped her kids off in the cafeteria, went to the bathroom, and heated her lunch, she’d be lucky if she had twenty. But those twenty minutes were always blissful. Unless, one of the staff members on duty in the cafeteria came in to get her because Cooper was throwing food or wouldn’t sit down. That had happened a few times.

      She pulled her entrée out of the freezer and waited her turn at the microwaves. There were only two available, but with two grade levels at lunch at the same time, they could have as many as eight teachers needing to heat their lunch. It looked like Marney was just about done, and Isabelle focused on breathing until the microwave dinged it was complete and she could slide her frozen pasta dish inside to heat.

      “You don’t look so good,” Marney noted, grabbing what looked like leftover roast beef in a plastic container out of the microwave with a paper towel.

      “I don’t feel so good,” Isabelle admitted as she pulled open the corner of her container and slid it inside, setting the timer appropriately.

      “I heard him shouting earlier today. Did he have candy bars for breakfast?” Angela asked, sitting down at the table where the kindergarten team always ate lunch together. The second grade team sat at the other round table next to theirs, and the third one was usually empty during this lunch period, unless someone had some goodies to share. Unfortunately, no cookies or brownies greeted Isabelle today, though the vending machine was always stocked with chocolate, and she was tempted to indulge just to make herself feel slightly better. It was too bad she had handed out all of her Halloween candy last night. While that had been fun, and she’d enjoyed seeing all of the kids in their costumes, it would’ve been nice to have a spare Twix in her lunchbox today.

      Thinking Cooper was one of the few who hadn’t even mentioned Halloween, Isabelle doubted that eating an unhealthy breakfast was the problem today. “He was upset because he didn’t get to go to computers during Daily Five,” Isabelle explained over the hum of the microwave.

      “He sure is loud. One of my kids was a little scared,” Judy said before taking a bite of her sandwich.

      “I’m sorry.” Isabelle didn’t know what else to say. The microwave dinged and she carefully pulled out the disposable plastic tray. “I just don’t know what to do.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” Judy replied. “It’s not your fault.”

      Isabelle wasn’t sure that was the case. She gave her pasta a stir and retrieved the rest of her lunch from the refrigerator before sitting down next to Marney. “I had hoped that his grandmother moving in would be helpful, but she hasn’t been checking his folder either, and when I call the house phone, it says the number has been disconnected.”

      “And his dad still isn’t answering his cell?” Angela asked.

      “He does sometimes. But all he ever does is apologize. We’ve planned to meet twice, and both times he didn’t show up and never called. Now, whenever I ask for a conference, he says he’ll get back to me and doesn’t. He did mention once that he was really struggling since his wife died. I feel bad for him, but I can’t help his kid if he can’t help me.”

      “What about the daycare center? Do they have any contact information for his grandma?” Judy asked before popping a chip into her mouth.

      Isabelle finished chewing a bite of bland penne pasta before replying, “He doesn’t go to the daycare center anymore. Now that his grandma lives with them, he rides the bus home.”

      “Have you tried the house phone since she moved in? Maybe dad hadn’t been paying the bill and now that Cooper’s grandmother lives with them, he’s back on track?” Angela finished up her salad and moved on to a banana.

      “I haven’t. That’s a good idea. I’ll try that this afternoon.” Isabelle wanted to be optimistic that this would work, but she didn’t want to get her hopes up. Short of getting on the bus and riding home with Cooper, she wasn’t sure she’d ever get in touch with his grandmother.

      “Well, if you can’t get in touch with his parents, that will make it much harder to get him any help through RTI,” Judy said, her expression sympathetic but stern. “They can’t do much without information from the parents.”

      “Really?” Isabelle asked, setting her fork down. She didn’t realize that.

      “There’s a parent information packet,” Marney explained. “And if they put him on a behavior plan, he’ll have to have someone to sign off on it every night at home.”

      Isabelle’s stomach turned over. She was no longer hungry. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to get that kind of support out of the Bryant family.”

      “That’s really a shame. Cooper seems like a bright kid,” Angela mused. “He’s just had a rough time, what with his mom passing away so suddenly. And he may be a little ADHD, too.”

      “You think?” Marney interjected, snorting.

      Isabelle knew it wasn’t her place to try to diagnose her students, only to help them. And while she wouldn’t mind talking to Cooper’s father about his inability to focus, she couldn’t do that if he wouldn’t show up. It wasn’t the type of conversation she was willing to have over the telephone.

      “Try his grandma again this afternoon,” Angela suggested. “And if that doesn’t work, let’s talk about him at our next planning meeting on Tuesday, and we can see if we can come up with some other ideas to help him out. Maybe he needs a cool down place in another classroom….”

      “Not mine!” Marney interrupted.

      Angela looked at her harshly. “You can use mine. Or… maybe there’s some sort of an award plan we can try. There’s got to be something else we can do.”

      Isabelle nodded. Even though she felt like she’d tried everything she could think of, she was definitely open to suggestions. Never in the past three years of teaching kindergarten had she ever thought she might lose a student to learning before he even began his educational career, but with Cooper, she felt there was a good chance he might not make the progress he needed to finish kindergarten on grade level. He was smart—he just didn’t seem to want to learn. And if his behavior didn’t get under control, he was going to continue to make it hard on his classmates as well. And that wasn’t fair to anyone. “Thank you,” Isabelle said, finally deciding to try to finish her lunch in the five minutes they had left.

      She had just taken another bite when Wendy Jones, the campus registrar, came to the break room door. “Miss Swanner, I’m sorry to interrupt, but we can’t get Cooper to stop throwing corn kernels at his classmates.”

      With a sigh, Isabelle said, “I’ll be right there,” and began to wipe her fork off on her napkin. So much for a thirty minute lunch. It wasn’t Ms. Jones’s fault of course, but if she didn’t get Cooper Bryant to follow the school rules soon, Miss Swanner might go home for Thanksgiving break and never come back.

      “Three more weeks,” Marney reminded her as she stood.

      Isabelle didn’t want to think about what her chances were she’d make it that long, but she didn’t think they were good. On her way down the hall, she said a silent prayer to the Lord for help. She was definitely going to need it.
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      Shirley Bryant clicked the television off and rested her head back against the recliner, closing her eyes behind her thick glasses for a moment, hoping to have just a few more moments of silence before the bus pulled up outside and Cooper would be home from school. While she’d spent most of the day picking up the house, doing the laundry and the dishes, and figuring out what to make for dinner, she did like to take half an hour in the afternoon to watch a little television, just to relax before the storm that was her grandson hit and she was busy chasing after him for an hour or two until reinforcements arrived home from work to help.

      Sometimes, her oldest son, Paul, Cooper’s father, who was a truck driver, would be home for a few days at a time. Other times, he wouldn’t be home for several days. How he had managed before she moved in a few weeks ago was beyond her. Paul had been very reliant on friends of his late wife, Tonya, to help out with Cooper. Sometimes, the poor boy didn’t even know which family’s house he’d be spending the night at. Whoever got around to picking him up from daycare first. She knew the people who had volunteered to help Paul out were doing their best, but now that Cooper was in school and could no longer travel with his dad, the family had been struggling.

      Shirley had decided to relocate from Washington, DC, a few weeks ago when Paul called up and said that one of Tonya’s friends, Linda, was no longer willing to let Cooper stay at her house. Cooper was just too rough with Linda’s children, and one of the kids had gotten hurt. It wasn’t anything serious, but a woman had a right to feel her children were safe in their own home. That had been the final straw, and a few days later, Shirley had packed up what she could and moved in.

      Her other son, Casey, who was a lawyer in DC, had decided to stay with them for a short time as well, thinking she might need some help in getting settled. He worried about his old mom, she knew that, but she still had a few good years left in her. Granted, at fifty-five, and rapidly losing her eyesight to a degenerative disease, she was no spring chicken. Still, Cooper hadn’t worn her out just yet. Unfortunately, by the time Casey got in, with traffic and the long drive, it was often well after dinner time. He would help get Cooper ready for bed and read him a story. In the mornings, he’d sometimes help with breakfast, depending upon what time his first case or meeting was, but he had to leave early to make the drive, which could sometimes take up to two hours, and Shirley didn’t think it was fair to burden him with his brother’s problems, even though Casey was always the one bailing Paul out when he got himself into trouble, which was honestly more often than it should’ve been.

      Hearing the familiar sound of the bus trundling down the street, Shirley took a deep breath, hoping she could talk Cooper into a healthy snack and maybe doing some reading before he went to play. While he did seem to like the fact that he could come home after school now, he still seemed to be having some outbursts. She just hoped he was behaving himself at school. He always said he had a good day and didn’t have any homework, and as far as she could tell, that was true. Paul said the teacher had called a few times, but it always seemed like boys roughhousing to him, and he wasn’t too concerned about it. Shirley wasn’t quite convinced that was the case.

      The bus pulled to a stop in front of their modest ranch style home, and Shirley opened the door. Cooper bolted out of the bus without so much as a wave at the driver, but Shirley waved, and the older man only rolled his eyes and closed the door. Shirley didn’t know what that meant, but she hoped it didn’t mean Cooper had misbehaved on the bus.

      “Grandma!” Cooper shouted, running toward her. “Can I have some candy?”

      “How was your day, Cooper?” Shirley asked, stepping aside as the little boy shot underneath her arm, headed for the kitchen where his half-empty plastic pumpkin of candy sat. She’d contemplated throwing it out, thinking he didn’t need all those sweets when he was already so wired up, but she’d decided the tantrum he’d throw when he came home wouldn’t be worth it. It had been a struggle to get him to wait for his uncle to make it home the night before to go out and collect all of it. Even though Casey had hurried home, Cooper was not that patient.

      “I’m gonna eat all of it!” Cooper shouted, sticking his hand down inside the pumpkin.

      “Cooper Jonathan!” Shirley shouted, coming into the kitchen, her hand on her hip. “No, you most certainly are not!”

      Ignoring her, Cooper pulled out a fist full of candy, a big smile on his face.

      “Cooper!” Shirley headed in his direction, thinking she’d take most of that back and maybe hide the majority of it, when she realized the house phone was ringing. “You’re not eating all of that!” she shouted as he headed toward his bedroom in the back of the house.

      Not sure what to do, Shirley headed for the phone, hoping she could get to Cooper to stop him before all those sweets ruined his dinner. She picked up the receiver, and exasperatedly said, “Hello?”

      “Hi. Is this… Cooper’s grandmother?”

      The voice sounded like a young woman, and Shirley was puzzled as to who would be asking that particular question. “Yes. This is Shirley Bryant. Who may I ask is calling?”

      “Mrs. Bryant, this is Isabelle Swanner. I’m Cooper’s kindergarten teacher. I’m so happy to have gotten in touch with you. Do you happen to have a moment to talk about Cooper’s behavior?”

      Shirley’s insides turned over. This was the phone call she’d been dreading, even though she couldn’t say she was surprised to be receiving it. “Is everything okay?” she asked, taking a deep breath and sitting down in a chair next to the side table where the phone sat in the kitchen.

      “Cooper is such an energetic little boy,” the teacher began. “He’s bright and full of curiosity. He loves to explore and learn about plants and animals.”

      Shirley made a soft, “Mmm hmmm,” sound to let the teacher know she was listening. Clearly, she was trying to be polite, as teachers didn’t call to let people know their children or grandchildren were energetic or curious.

      “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but on Cooper’s daily behavior chart, I’ve been noting days when he’s had a tough time following directions and keeping his hands to himself in class.”

      “Daily behavior chart?” Shirley asked. Cooper had never mentioned anything like that, and while she’d never bothered to look in his backpack, since he also insisted he had no homework, she supposed now it probably would’ve been a good idea to check it. Of course, she assumed his dad would’ve mentioned if there was anything specific she was supposed to do each night. Back when her kids were in school, they didn’t have such things as daily behavior charts.

      “Yes, it’s a form that he brings home every night in his take home folder. Every day, he’ll earn a color to correspond with his behavior. Green is what we expect for school-ready behavior. Blue is above and beyond our expectations. Yellow means the child has received several warnings that their behavior is disruptive throughout the day, and red means that at least one time during the day the child’s behavior has disrupted the learning of others.”

      “I see,” Shirley muttered. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea….”

      “No, that’s okay,” the teacher interjected in a cheery voice. “I understand you haven’t lived with Cooper long. I’m so glad we’ve gotten a chance to speak so that I can explain it to you. If you or Cooper’s father could check his folder every night and initial it, that would really help me to know that Cooper’s family is aware of what is happening at school. He also has a nightly reading log. While it’s not mandatory, we’d love for every student to read with an adult, or listen to an adult read every night for at least twenty minutes. This really helps with literacy skills.”

      “Oh, now that Cooper does. I’m sorry we haven’t been signing any form, but his Uncle Casey reads with him every night before bed, and if he’s not here, then I do it.”

      “That’s wonderful to hear!” Miss Swanner exclaimed. “I’ve noticed how much Cooper seems to enjoy books, and since he misses our warm up every morning, it’s great to know that he has that extra time at home. Of course, we have plenty of other opportunities to read throughout the day…”

      “He misses your warm up?” Shirley asked, not wanting to interrupt but not understanding. “I’m not sure what you mean. He rides the bus to school now that he’s home every morning, so he should get there at the same time most of the other kids do.”

      Miss Swanner was quiet for a moment. “Cooper has been riding the school bus to school?”

      “Yes, for nearly a month now.”

      “That is strange. I wonder… maybe he’s going to the cafeteria in the mornings. He’s usually the last to arrive in my classroom.”

      “I think before I came to live here, he never even knew who might be dropping him off in the morning, so it could’ve been any time, but he’s been consistently riding the bus each morning. I’m not sure why he’d be going to the cafeteria. Do they serve breakfast? Cooper eats breakfast at home. I make him fried eggs and toast every morning, usually with bacon or sausage.” She might’ve been unknowingly failing Cooper in other areas of school, but she always made sure he had a good breakfast.

      “Well, let me see if I can pull up his account in the cafeteria and we can find out what’s going on—if you don’t mind.”

      “No, dear, go right ahead.” Shirley waited while the teacher made some clicking sounds, which she assumed were the sounds of some sort of computer.

      A few seconds later, Miss Swanner said, “Okay, it looks like Cooper has been going to the cafeteria for breakfast. He’s got both breakfast and lunch purchases on his account for most of the school year.”

      “Well, how much does that cost?” Shirley wondered aloud. While she was certain Casey would take care of it if need be, Paul was always tight on money.

      “Oh, it’s free,” the teacher replied. “Cooper qualified for free and reduced lunch. His father filled out the form at the beginning of the year.”

      Shirley felt all of the color run out of her face. “Paul filled out a form so that Cooper could get his meals for free?” The idea that her son was on government assistance filled her mind, and once again her stomach was turning over. If her late husband John had any idea….

      “A lot of our students are on the program, Mrs. Bryant. We encourage parents to apply.”

      “But… that’s like taking a handout. My family doesn’t need charity.”

      Miss Swanner cleared her throat, and Shirley realized she’d made the other woman uncomfortable. “Perhaps Mr. Bryant could better explain the situation to you, ma’am. In the meantime, I will speak to the staff members on duty in the morning and let them know that Cooper has already eaten breakfast and should come straight to class. That way, he won’t miss our book reading activities in the morning. Would you mind reminding him in the morning when he gets on the bus to come straight to class?”

      Deciding Cooper’s teacher was right and she needed to talk to Paul about this free lunch program, Shirley said, “Yes, of course. I’ll mention it. Now, you said he’s having trouble keeping his hands to himself? Does that mean hitting?” The idea that her grandson was hurting other students made her sick to her stomach all over again.

      “We have had a few instances of that,” the teacher admitted. “Mostly, it’s being uncooperative, not respecting others, not listening to my directions, those sorts of things. I’ve been hoping to meet with his father so we can discuss some ways I might be able to help Cooper better, but he hasn’t been able to meet with me yet.”

      “He hasn’t?” Shirley was shocked again. “Have you tried calling his cell phone?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I spoke to him on his cell phone a few times earlier in the year, and he was going to try to come in a few times, but didn’t make it. And now… well, frankly, he’s not returning my messages.”

      “Well, this phone was cut off for a bit,” she reluctantly said.

      “I’ve left messages on his cell phone. Do you think it might be possible for you to have him arrange a time to come in and talk with me? Any day after school that he’s available, I’m more than happy to meet with him.”

      Shirley realized this must be fairly serious if Cooper’s teacher was willing to rearrange her entire schedule to meet with Paul. “He is out of town presently, but he will be back on Sunday. He can come in and meet with you next Monday afternoon.”

      There was another pause before Miss Swanner asked, “Are you certain?”

      “Yes.” Shirley would make sure Paul understood this had to be a priority.

      “Wonderful.” She could hear relief in the young woman’s voice. “Do you think 3:15 would work?”

      “I think 3:15 would be perfect. I will make sure that he knows.”

      “Thank you so much, Mrs. Bryant.”

      “I will check Cooper’s behavior folder right now, and I will talk to him about whatever is noted there. When his uncle gets here, I’m sure he’ll want to talk to him as well, and we’ll start filling out his reading papers, too.” Shirley shook her head, disgusted that her family had seemed to be putting Cooper’s education on the back burner. Who knew what this teacher might think of the lot of them?

      “Mrs. Bryant, I can’t thank you enough for your help. Would you mind if I use this number to speak to you in the future, should something come up and Mr. Bryant is out of town?”

      “Miss Swanner, you’re welcome to call me anytime, dear. I’d come meet with you myself, but I don’t drive any more, and honestly, I would like to see Cooper’s father step in here and do the right thing.” She hoped she wasn’t being too blunt.

      “I understand, ma’am. I do greatly appreciate your help. You have a wonderful evening.”

      “You, too, Miss Swanner.” Shirley clicked the phone down and took a few deep breaths, wishing her eyesight was better so she could take Paul’s old pick-up and head down to see the teacher herself, though she did think this was Paul’s duty as a father. While she understood he was grieving the loss of his wife, he couldn’t expect her to fill in all of the gaps for him all the time.

      Once she’d calmed down a bit, she headed over to where Cooper had flung his backpack in his haste to get to the candy. She was afraid to even open it and ashamed that she hadn’t done so before now. She had just assumed…. Well, it didn’t matter what she’d been thinking. Now, she knew Cooper’s word couldn’t be trusted and he did, in fact, have homework. And a behavior chart.

      As soon as she unzipped the backpack, she felt her heart rate increase. There were dozens of papers shoved into the bottom of it, as if Paul had never once bothered to look inside of it since school started. In Cooper’s folder, she found a crumpled, but blank, reading log, and then his behavior charts.

      The top one, for November, only had today filled out, and while the note said, “Disruptive, disrespectful to the teacher” and the color was red, flipping over to October, then September, Shirley gasped at what she was looking at. Nearly every day had a note of some sort, and of all of the days since school had started, Cooper had only earned green twice. There was a smattering of yellow, but most of the days were red, and a few of them even noted, “Visited principal.” Shirley wondered if the principal had also been trying to get ahold of Paul.

      With her heart pounding, Shirley took the folder and headed off toward the bedroom Cooper shared with his father now that there were so many extra people in the house. “Cooper Jonathan Bryant!” she shouted in a tone she hadn’t used since Paul was a young boy himself.

      Cooper was sitting on his bed with his tablet on his lap, a lollipop hanging out of his mouth. He looked up at the sound of his name, a shocked expression on his face. “Grandma?” His eyes fell on the folder and then widened tremendously.

      “What in the world is all this, young man?” she asked, holding it out where he could see it. “Your teacher just called and she says you’ve been just terrible at school. Now, I’ve asked you about homework, and you told me you didn’t have any. But that’s not true. Here’s this reading log right here. And what about this behavior, young man?” Shirley was livid, and she was sure he could tell by the tone of her voice. He continued to gape at her in awe. “Do you think your father knows about this?”

      “I don’t know,” the little boy mumbled.

      “I don’t know—what?” Shirley shrieked, bending over so that she was eye level with him. Cooper stared at her, dumbfounded, as if he’d never been taught respect. “I don’t know MA’AM.”

      A tear began to seep out of the little boy’s eye. “I don’t know, ma’am.”

      “You give me that iPad right now, young man. And all of that candy. I am not going to put up with this sort of nonsense anymore.”

      “My iPad!” Cooper shouted. “No! You can’t take it! I won’t let you!” He grabbed it to his chest and turned away from her.

      Realizing this was not a battle she could lose if she was ever going to have any control over this child in the future, Shirley prayed for strength as she went all in. “Cooper Jonathan, hand it over, now—or you’ll be losing it for a whole month!”

      “A whole month?” he screeched as tears streamed down his face. “No!”

      “Give it here, right now!” Shirley knew she was strong enough to wrestle it away from him, even though she couldn’t believe she was having to. Cooper had gotten into mischief before, that was for certain, but she’d never seen him this downright disrespectful. ”You better let go or it’s going to break.” She pulled with all of her might and was finally able to wrest it away from him.

      “I hate you!” Cooper shouted, picking up the remains of the candy off of the bed and throwing it at her.

      Shirley was shocked. Never in her life had she been treated like this, and now, her own grandson was throwing things at her and screaming. She could definitely see why Miss Swanner was having trouble at school. “You can stay in this room for the rest of the night,” she decided.

      “No, I won’t!” Cooper said making a run for the open door.

      The last thing Shirley wanted to do was hurt him, but she reached out and grabbed him by the arm as he came flying by. He immediately began to kick and scream, hitting her in the arm and the stomach in the process. With the iPad still in one hand and having no idea what to do, Shirley contemplated just letting him go, but then, he might run out of the house, and then she’d have to call the police….

      “What’s going on?”

      The sound of Casey’s familiar voice was the sweetest sound Shirley had ever heard. She let Cooper go, knowing his uncle could handle him physically far better than she could. Looking up, she saw a look of bewilderment on her youngest son’s face that matched how she was feeling as Cooper fell to the floor, kicking and screaming.

      “Coop!” Casey shouted, dropping to his knees next to the boy. “Calm down. You’re going to hurt yourself or Grandma.”

      Cooper seemed to realize for the first time that his uncle was home. He stopped his tantrum and heaved for a moment, his eyes locked on Casey’s face. After a moment, he caught his breath. “Grandma… took… my… iPad.”

      “You’re darn right, I did.” Shirley felt slightly braver now that she had reinforcements. “Casey, you should see this child’s behavior chart from school. He’s been hurting his friends and disrespecting his teachers. It’s just terrible.”

      Casey’s blue eyes stared back at her for a moment, almost as wide as Cooper’s had been when she’d first told him she was taking his iPad. He looked from his mother to his nephew, who was still crying, though much softer now. “Cooper, you’ve been acting up at school?”

      “It’s my stupid teacher!” he shouted, sitting up. “She’s so mean. And all those other kids in my class are dumb. I hate school!”

      “Your teacher is not stupid or mean,” Shirley said back, folding her arms. “Cooper Jonathan….”

      Casey put up a hand, and Shirley realized she was getting all worked up again. She took a deep breath. Her son was much calmer than her as he began to explain the situation to his nephew. “Cooper, even if that was true, which I doubt it is, that doesn’t give you the right to be disrespectful at school. You know how important it is to follow rules.”

      “The rules are stupid!”

      “Sometimes the rules at my job are stupid, too, but if I don’t follow them, I could get fired.”

      Cooper looked up at him, wiping at his eyes with the back of his hand. “All the other kids hate me.”

      His uncle sat down, somehow managing to crisscross his legs in his suit, and Cooper sat up, mirroring Casey’s position. “Why do you say that, buddy?”

      Still sniffling, Cooper said, “They never want to play with me. Sometimes they call me the bad boy, or the mean kid. Whenever I try to play at recess, they always run away.”

      In a very calm voice, Casey asked, “Do you think, maybe, they’ve seen the way you’ve been acting during class, and they might be a little afraid of you?”

      The little boy stared for a moment before dropping his eyes and shrugging. “I don’t know.”

      “Do you remember Halloween night when we were trick-or-treating how that other little girl came around the corner dressed like a witch? At first, you were a little scared. But once the two of you started walking together and talking about your favorite candy, she was nice, wasn’t she?” Cooper nodded. “Maybe… if you start being nice in class, your classmates will see that you’re not scary either, and then they’ll want to play with you.”

      Cooper wiped his nose on the back of his hand, and Shirley reached over and grabbed a few tissues out of the box by the nightstand, handing them over to her son, who passed them along to her grandson. “What if they still don’t like me?” Cooper asked in a very quiet voice.

      “How could they not like you?” Casey asked, his voice full of enthusiasm. “You’re smart, and funny. And brave. I saw you kill that big spider on the back porch last weekend, remember? The one Grandma was afraid of.”

      Giggling, Cooper said, “Yeah, I remember. She was yelling.” Shirley smiled, thinking of how she’d let Cooper come to her rescue.

      “Cooper, you’re an awesome kid. You’re my best pal! Who wouldn’t want to be friends with you?”

      A smile broke out over Cooper’s face. “Am I really your best pal?”

      “Of course you are,” Casey assured him. “I hang out with a bunch of boring stuffy lawyers all day. You are by far the funniest guy I know.”

      “You’re a lawyer. Are you boring?” Cooper asked, getting up and planting himself firmly on his uncle’s lap.

      “Me? Heck no. I am the coolest lawyer there is.” He wrapped his arms around his nephew. “But, you know what, kid? I also follow the rules. Because breaking them would not be cool. Not only might I get in trouble, I might mess things up for the other lawyers. And then they wouldn’t want to be friends with me either, you know?”

      Cooper nodded his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. Because being sorry means you’re going to change some things. And you know what? Grandma and I are going to change some things, too. We’re going to do a better job of talking to your teacher and making sure we all know what you need to help you out at school, okay? And so is your dad.” Casey looked up and caught his mother’s eyes, but Shirley could only bite her lip. That conversation would have to come at another time.

      “Dad’s never home.” Cooper’s voice was solemn, and Shirley realized that was more of a problem than any of them had recognized.

      “He’s home sometimes,” Casey reminded him, though Shirley was certain he understood what Cooper was saying. “But when he’s not here, it’s okay. You’ve got Grandma. And your cool uncle. We are all your family, Coop. We all love you.”

      “I know.” The little boy dropped his eyes, and Shirley could see just how badly he was missing his mother. Her heart broke for him.

      “In the meantime, Grandma said no tablet right?”

      Cooper let out a mournful sigh, like the world was coming to an end. “If I be good at school tomorrow, can I have it back?”

      “That is up to Grandma.”

      Two identical pairs of blue eyes were staring at her, and though Casey’s were full of encouragement, Cooper’s were brimming with hope and pleading. “Of course you can have it back tomorrow—if you get a green or a blue. No yellow or red.”

      “Green or blue!” Cooper exclaimed, tossing his hands down to his sides and nearly hitting his uncle in the leg.

      “Coop, that’s not hard,” Casey reminded him. “It just means you have to follow the rules.”

      “But the rules are hard!”

      “What’s hard about them? Don’t hit your friends? Don’t shout out? Be respectful to your teacher. You can do that.”

      “It’s too hard!”

      “It’s not too hard, buddy. I have faith in you. I know you can do it.”

      Cooper took a deep breath. “Fine. I’ll try.”

      “There is no try—only do.” Casey used his best Yoda voice and began to tickle Cooper, who started laughing and squirming to get away. Once he’d had his fill of agitating his nephew, he let him go. “Now, go tell Grandma you’re sorry, and pick up this mess.”

      “I’m sorry, Grandma,” Cooper said, walking over to her and wrapping his arms around her, his head nestled in her stomach.

      The feel of his little arms around her calmed Shirley like no medication ever could. Thank goodness Casey had come in when he had. Somehow, he had managed to turn their little monster back into an angel. “I forgive you, Cooper. But I never want to see you throw a tantrum like that again, you hear me?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Casey was up now, his hands buried in the pockets of his charcoal colored suit pants. “Now, pick up all of this candy and go put it back in your pumpkin, kid. One piece per day.”

      “One piece?” Cooper whined, picking it up.

      “Candy doesn’t build muscle, little buddy. It rots your teeth and your mind.”

      Still grumbling, but compliant, Cooper picked up the candy and headed off toward the kitchen.

      Shirley let out the breath she’d been holding as her other little boy crossed the room and wrapped his arms around her. “You okay, Mom?”

      He’d always been her nurturing one, the responsible child who excelled in everything he did. Now, here he was, coming to her rescue. She rested her head on his strong shoulder. “I’m okay, honey. Thank you. But this is a lot worse than I ever could’ve imagined.”

      Casey gave her another squeeze and stepped back. “Did you talk to his teacher?”

      She nodded. Remembering the conversation left her stomach hurting again. “I’ll let you look at his behavior charts. It’s just awful. She said Paul won’t return her phone calls.”

      “Really?” Casey seemed as shocked as Shirley had initially been, but then, they both knew Paul had some growing up to do. Even at nearly thirty, he was still irresponsible in a lot of respects.

      “I made him an appointment to meet with her on Monday after school. We’ll need to make sure he goes.”

      “I have a trial that morning, but if it gets over early….”

      “Honey, your brother needs to take some responsibility for his own son.”
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