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			CHAPTER 1

			I GREW UP in Westborough, Connecticut, but who cares. Nothing has ever happened there, unless you count that time someone spray-painted the sign that reads Now Entering Copper Hill to read Now Entering Poop Hole. The town was scandalized. My mom clutched her pearls when she saw it. Copper Hill is the highest-rent district of Westborough, the neighborhood where you find manicured lawns, trophy wives, and sports cars. The vandalized sign was replaced within a week or two, but sometimes when I drive to Copper Hill, I miss it. I’m much more of a Poop Hole kind of girl.

			My sister, Faye, and her husband, Winston “Win” Henry Milbank III, live in Copper Hill in an old gray colonial with five bedrooms and a driveway that loops at the top so they never need to perform a three-point turn. Their first floor is painted entirely in colors named after food items: buttercream (dining room), sage (guest bathroom), Wellfleet oyster (family room and entryway), marzipan (kitchen). Their lawn is nipped and tucked and hand-combed to resemble Astroturf. I guess it’s a pretty expensive look, because Faye once complained to me about Win’s war on grubs.

			“I swear he’s going to exhaust the kids’ trust funds if he keeps it up,” she said. “But he’s committed to annihilating them.” Then she sighed and lifted one shoulder. “It’s the best lawn on the block, though. It’s worth it.”

			Faye is at home in Copper Hill.

			Everything you need to know about me and Faye is displayed in this picture my parents have from the one and only time they forced us into the Sears Portrait Studio. I’m sure it seemed like a good idea, and also that Mom had a coupon. She bought us matching red plaid dresses with frilly white collars and told us to make sure we didn’t blink. To me, that meant widening my eyes as much as I could, and in every proof I have this wild, slightly horrifying stare. But I didn’t blink.

			Faye was thirteen years old and already attracting the attention of older men. They would stop us at the grocery store and look her up and down, saying, “You’re how old?” Then we’d hear what a knockout she would be when she reached eighteen. Faye could’ve paid her college tuition catching pedophiles. The police could’ve set her by a concealed pit, waited for a pervert to come along, and pulled her away at the last second. She is gorgeous, with a heart-shaped face, clear blue eyes, and long, silky, straight blond hair. In that photo she has this self-assured smile on her face because she already knows it.

			Then there’s me. I was ten and I’d just had my braces put on. I’ve got wide eyes and I’m grinning like a damn fool, but I have no teeth to speak of, only metal brackets and swollen gums. I have impossibly straight brown hair that hits my shoulders. It’s not chestnut, or amber, or whatever other shades are reserved for romance heroines. It’s brown, like the fur on a field mouse. It doesn’t crest or grace my shoulders, either. It arrives at them uninvited, decides it has nowhere better to be, and hangs out. So in the photo I have a full-on metal grimace and the haircut equivalent of a lazy drunken relative, and I’m standing next to my gorgeous sister and looking in the wrong direction with overwide eyes. Mom displayed the picture on the mantel, but she was kind enough to use a different photo on the Christmas cards that year.

			Let me put it this way: No one was surprised that Faye went on to marry a lawyer and live in Copper Hill, while I teach kindergarten, write children’s books, and just got dumped by my gay fiancé two days shy of my wedding. Our destinies were written in that Sears Portrait Studio.

			FAYE CALLED ME while I was contemplating my crotchless jeans, which I’d found on the floor of my bedroom next to Odin. “Hello?”

			“Lettie? It’s Faye. I need you to watch the twins for a couple of hours tomorrow afternoon.” Faye doesn’t ask for things. She calmly explains what needs to happen. “I’ve got parent orientation for their kindergarten. You should stay for dinner. I’m making a roast. Grass-fed.” The roast was added to sweeten the deal, I suppose.

			“I thought Dad was watching them.” I held up the jeans and frowned at the yellow Lab sprawled out on his bed. Odin thumped his tail happily.

			“Dad and Sadie have other plans. Sailing or something.”

			No surprise there. Dad is a semiretired trial lawyer who loves sailing. His other interests include whiskey, cigars, and marrying and divorcing younger women. Sadie is his fourth wife.

			“Sure, I’ll be there.” I looked down at my ruined jeans. They had been my favorite pair. “But I don’t know about dinner.” The next day was Wednesday, the day before the convocation at school, and I had my end-of-summer routine. I’d scheduled a hot bath with a glass of red wine and an evening of trashy television. “I have school on Thursday. Plus, Odin gets lonely.” He lifted his head at the sound of his name.

			“You have to eat, Lettie. The dog will be fine. Come over, bring the new Sweet Pea book. Portia and Blaise would love to hear it.”

			I started writing children’s books a few years earlier to use in my classroom. Mostly I use them to teach social graces, so my first is entitled Say Hello, Sweet Pea! and the next one is Sweet Pea Loves to Share. I’ve published five so far, each of them involving a little girl who lives with humans but has a peapod for a body. Back when we were still engaged, this bugged the hell out of James. “A sweet pea is a flower,” he would explain. “You’re confusing sweet pea, the flower, with sugar snap peas, the legume.”

			“James, she’s a human head on a peapod body. Do you really think my readers expect realism?”

			I claimed artistic license then, and I do to this day. Though to be fair, a few gardeners have left single-star reviews for this very reason and suggested that someone teach me something about horticulture.

			“Thanks, Faye. I’d love to share my new manuscript with the kids,” I said. “I’m having lunch with my editor on Saturday, and I want to be able to tell her that my book has been test-driven by actual children.”

			“Sure, sure. They love those books. Portia! Put your pants back on!” Faye sighed into the phone. “The doctor tells me this is normal, that it’s just a phase.”

			“Huh. So, what time?”

			“Make it three thirty. The twins will be home from camp. Portia! Put on your damn pants! Sorry, Lettie, I gotta run. She’s naked again.” She hung up.

			Children are permitted in Copper Hill, but I suspect they don’t play outside. There could be an ordinance for all I know. Keep your dogs on a leash, keep your children inside, and for God’s sake, no clotheslines. But like I said, I’m more of a Poop Hole girl, so when I arrived at Faye’s the next day at three thirty, I urged the twins to go outside and play on their grub-free not-really-Astroturf lawn. It was a cloudless early-September day: warm and sunny, the prelude to a perfect Labor Day weekend. Kids are supposed to like that sort of thing. I tried bribing them with whole-grain cookies and the all-natural apple juice I found at the back of the cupboard, but Portia and Blaise wouldn’t have it.

			“We don’t want to go outside,” Portia said, folding her chubby arms across her chest. “We want you to play a game with us inside.”

			Portia is not bossy. She is a leader, and Faye has instructed that saying otherwise will damage her self-esteem irreparably. Of course, Portia has no reservations about chipping away at mine. Auntie, why do you always wear the same shirt? Or Auntie, how come you don’t like to put on makeup and look pretty like Mommy does? I’d been there under a half hour, and I already wanted to bury my feelings in a sleeve of artificially preserved cookies.

			“What if we went outside and played a picnic game?” I said. “We can even bring a blanket.”

			Blaise brightened and looked like he might come around, but Portia shot me down again. “No. Inside. End of discussion.”

			I don’t actually care about fresh air and exercise. I just wanted to spy on their neighbor, Dr. Lewiston. He has a small brown mustache and beady eyes, and I just know there are body parts in his basement. I’ve raised this with my sister. “You realize your neighbor is a serial killer, right? You may want to put up a fence.”

			“Dr. Lewiston? He’s a dentist,” Faye said, like this was evidence of his upstanding moral character. “He’s married with three kids.”

			“These aren’t mutually exclusive things, Faye. Mark my words: he keeps mason jars filled with urine.”

			What was it about him that had me so convinced? He was shifty and stern, and one time I caught him chasing Blaise off his lawn. Poor Blaise, who was only retrieving a ball. All I can hope is that when they find the bodies and arrest him, someone from the media will interview me so that I can say, “Oh, that guy? Yeah, I thought so.”

			Faye dislikes these conversations and tells me that I have a macabre fixation. She’s probably right. Still, as we stood in the living room, I pulled aside the curtain and peeked outside to study him as he hauled a large trash bag to the curb. After all, I have to find something interesting about Copper Hill. The place is boooring.

			Dr. Lewiston dragged the trash bag down the driveway, stealing furtive glances to the right and left. He’d found the blood shocking the first time. He was used to it by now. But this girl had been a bleeder. He felt a thrill dart through him, the pleasure of having a secret. Mine, he thought. Mine forever.

			He glanced up suddenly. Was it his imagination, or had there been a face in that window?

			I dropped the curtain. “Hey, kids? What do you think about your neighbor? Does he drive a windowless van?”

			Portia and Blaise weren’t listening. They were arguing over who would get to use the big pad of paper for coloring.

			“No, I had it first!” Blaise shrieked. “No!” He whacked Portia on the head with his fist.

			Good for Blaise, I thought, finally standing up to the dictator.

			“It’s my turn! You had it last time!” Portia lunged at his arm, her mouth open.

			I sighed and glanced at the clock. It was going to be a long afternoon. “Hey, kids? I have something special for you. Hey!” I snapped my fingers, then physically pulled them apart. “I said I have something special for you.”

			The twins both resemble Win, with light brown hair and a slightly husky build. They have plump cheeks that were red and angry just then as they fought to regain self-control. “Is it candy?” Portia said.

			“No, not candy.” I lifted my eyebrows and tried to look super excited. “It’s my new book! Should we read it together?”

			“No.” Blaise turned away. “I want to watch TV.”

			“I get to pick the show!” Portia cried, and ran to retrieve the remote control.

			“No one’s watching television.” I put the remote on a high shelf on the built-in bookcase. “I want to read my book to you.”

			“No, thank you,” Blaise said. He grabbed the unattended pad of paper while his sister was distracted.

			“Come on. It’s an alphabet book. I drew the pictures!”

			“Alphabet books are for babies.” Portia pouted and set her hands on her waist. “We want to watch TV.”

			This was no good. I pressed my lips together as I reconsidered my approach. “Tell you what,” I said. “If you listen to my books, I’ll take you for ice cream.”

			That got their attention. Two pairs of brown eyes widened.

			“Can we get sprinkles?” Blaise asked.

			“You sure can.” I sat down on the overstuffed tan sectional and patted the spots beside me. “Come on over.”

			They climbed up, one on each side, and snuggled their warm bodies against my legs. It was so endearing, and my heart surged as I lifted my manuscript and thought about parents reading my words to their children. My little books would become a part of someone’s childhood. I couldn’t help but smile as I opened to the title page. “This is called Sweet Pea’s Foodie Alphabet.”

			“What’s that mean?” Portia asked.

			“You’ll see. It’s an alphabet book for kids and parents who appreciate good food.” I turned the first page before she could ask a follow-up. “ ‘A is for aubergine. Aubergine purple, aubergine soft, aubergine broiled with saffron sauce!’ ” There was a picture of Sweet Pea dancing across a giant eggplant. I pointed to the opposite page. “And see, here’s a recipe for broiled aubergines with saffron yogurt. It’s something kids can make with Mommy and Daddy’s help. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

			I thought it was a clever premise: an alphabet book loaded with recipes. Something parents and children could enjoy together. Blaise sank his head back against the seat cushion, his eyes already glazed over as I turned the page. “ ‘B is for bruschetta. Bruschetta on baguette is the perfect treat, add a little basil and eat, eat, eat!’ Here’s a nice recipe for bruschetta with plum tomatoes and a drizzle of balsamic vinegar. It’s one of Auntie’s favorites!”

			Portia tilted her head to an unnatural position, the better to illustrate her boredom. “Is this almost over?”

			“Well, no. There are twenty-six letters in the alphabet, and we’re on the letter C,” I said brightly. “ ‘C is for crème fraîche—”

			“I’m bored.” Blaise slid off the couch and crawled toward the drawing pad.

			“Blaise? It’s only a few more—”

			“No, thank you.” He flattened onto his stomach, grabbed a red crayon off the floor, and started drawing.

			“I want to color, too!” Portia said, and ran over to her brother’s side. This time, he pulled off a piece of paper and handed it to her and they both sat coloring side by side.

			I was conflicted. On one hand, they hated my book. On the other, my writing had bored them into playing nicely. I decided it was a net neutral. “Okay, if anyone asks you, you loved my book, all right?”

			“Okay,” Portia mumbled. “Can we still go out for ice cream?”

			“Sure. A deal’s a deal.”

			FAYE LEFT her Lexus LX behind because the twins were still riding in car seats. The vehicle exterior was a shade called “Nebula Gray Pearl,” which I learned after I called it “pewter” and Faye corrected me. I held my breath as I strapped Portia and Blaise into their car seats, because I know what this car cost. I’d taken out a first mortgage to pay Faye for her half of our grandfather’s house when I decided to live in it. If I returned her car with a scratch or a dent, I would have to take out a second mortgage to pay her back for repairs. Faye, by contrast, was driving my little Toyota Corolla that afternoon. I’d convinced myself my car was practical yet sporty, but Portia panicked at the thought. “Mommy can’t drive that old car! What if it falls apart?” I gritted my teeth.

			I was lucky to get a parking spot on Linden Street only a block away from West Creamery. It was a beautiful day, and the exercise would do us all some good.

			“I’m going to have cherry-chocolate-chip ice cream with rainbow sprinkles,” Portia said as I unfastened her car seat harness.

			“That sounds yummy. What if they don’t have cherry-chocolate-chip?”

			“They do. Wanna know how I know that?” She didn’t wait for me to reply. “My vagina told me.”

			Faye had warned me that Portia was going through what she called “an exploratory phase.”

			“It’s perfectly normal, of course,” she’d said. “But just be aware. These days, she’s all about private parts. It’s important that we allow the exploration and not shame her.”

			Fine. But no one had told me that my niece was actually talking to her bits. “Huh. Is that right?”

			“Yes,” Portia replied. She looked at me earnestly. “Does your vagina talk to you, Aunt Lettie?”

			I was about to inform Portia that vagina wasn’t a nice word, but then, what was the alternative? Va-jay-jay? Then she’d just sound foolish. I’ve always pitied kids in my class who referred to their private parts by cutesy names, like “winkie” and “cha-cha.” I inevitably wonder whether they will continue to use those terms into adulthood, and if so, how many relationships it will end.

			“Actually, no, my vagina doesn’t talk to me.” I lifted her out of her car seat and walked her over to the sidewalk so I could get Blaise out of the car. Sweet Blaise, who didn’t ask me about such things. “Stand over here, honey, away from the cars.”

			I hoped that would end the discussion, but Portia wasn’t easily deterred. “Why doesn’t your vagina talk to you? Did you get into a fight?”

			I shot her a quick look over my shoulder. Was she screwing with me? But no, her eyes were wide and curious. I wondered how Faye would want me to answer her daughter’s question so as not to cause shame. I came up empty.

			“My vagina used to talk to me, but she’s been in a coma for some time. It’s very sad,” I added gently, sorry to break the bad news.

			“Oh.” Portia frowned and glanced down at the cement. “Why’s she in a coma?”

			Another excellent question. My niece was just chock-full of them, bless her heart. “It’s a little complicated.” I searched for an explanation that wouldn’t win a lecture from my big sister. “Basically it was medically induced.”

			“What’s that mean?” Blaise asked as I lifted him onto the sidewalk.

			“Sometimes when there’s a lot of swelling or someone gets very sick, doctors will put them into a coma so they can rest.” I thought that was mostly true, and they wouldn’t be able to run Internet fact checks for a few years yet. “Do you remember Uncle James?”

			“Yes,” they both said in unison.

			“You wanted to marry him,” Portia added.

			“It’s because of him.” I grabbed the twins’ hands. “All right, let’s go get some ice cream!”

			But it was Blaise’s turn to press my vulnerable spots. “Is this because he made you a cuckoo?”

			I looked down at him. “A cuckoo? What’s that mean?”

			“With horns,” Portia added. “Daddy said he made you a cuckoo.” She started giggling.

			I frowned as we came to the intersection, trying to translate the conversation. Then it hit me like a fist to the gut. “You mean a cuckold. Uncle James made me a cuckold.”

			Blaise nodded. “Yes. Daddy told us that.”

			“Did he, now? I’ll have to ask him about that.”

			So Win was teaching his children about cuckolds—that myth that a man would grow horns if his wife was unfaithful—and I was the example. My blood pressure rose a few notches, but I held my chin high as we approached the creamery. Ice cream before dinner was no longer a bribe. It was an act of rebellion against my thoughtless ass of a brother-in-law. “You know, cuckold is a term that only applies to men. Technically Uncle James made me a cuckquean.” Technically, your dad doesn’t know what he’s talking about.

			But I could see I’d lost the twins’ attention again, and it was just as well.

			When we entered the creamery, a little silver bell chimed above the glass door. There was a line, so we waited our turn. Just as we came up to the freezer display, Portia grabbed at my sleeve and hissed, “I have to go the bathroom.”

			I glanced at the line of people behind us. “Now? Can you wait until after we have our ice cream?”

			She shook her head and grabbed herself. “No. It’s an emergency.”

			I sighed and reached for their hands. “All right. Come on, both of you.”

			“I’m not going in the girls’ room,” Blaise said as we walked to the back of the ice cream parlor. “I’m not a girl!”

			Oh for the love of it.

			There were two restrooms, one for each gender, each with one toilet. I ushered Portia into the girls’ room. “Go ahead, we’ll wait.”

			“No, I need help with my buttons,” she said, and gestured to her jeans.

			“But I have—” I stopped and placed my hands over my face. After drawing a few calming breaths, I said, “Blaise, honey? Can you wait right here while I help your sister in the bathroom?”

			“Okay.”

			“Don’t run off, okay? We’ll be right out.”

			We were in there for three minutes, tops. I lifted Portia up to wash her hands in the sink and grabbed her a paper towel, and then I opened the door to look for Blaise.

			He was gone.

			“Hey, Blaise?” I walked back into the ice cream parlor and looked around. The place was busy, but I didn’t see him anywhere. “Blaise?”

			No answer. Behind me, Portia called, “Blaise?” She waited for a beat before shaking her head and giving a little shrug. “Looks like he’s lost forever.”

			Panic rose in my chest. How could I be so irresponsible? I immediately feared the worst. He was gone. Abducted. Someone took him and walked right out, and everyone assumed that Blaise was his or her son. Had Faye and Win instructed their children not to go anywhere with strangers? It would be just my luck if they eschewed that discussion in favor of constant supervision.

			“Blaise?” I raised my voice to implore, “Has anyone seen a little boy?”

			Of course there were several little boys in the ice cream parlor, so when I saw the blank stares, I tried again. “He was wearing a red shirt and gray pants.” More blank stares. “It was a waffle-knit long-sleeve henley in apple red, and corduroy slacks in misty gray. Four pockets, slim fit,” I added, feeling confident that the citizens of Westborough would respond well to catalog descriptions. I was right.

			“I think he went out the back,” a young woman said, and gestured to the back door. “Out there.”

			“Thank you!” I grabbed Portia’s hand. “Come on.”

			I took off in a hurry, trying to calculate how fast his little legs could carry him in miles per hour. If he left by himself, he couldn’t be more than a block or two away. Portia whined behind me, dragging her feet, but I kept moving. All I could think was that if Blaise got hurt on our little outing, Faye would kill me. More important, I’d never be able to forgive myself.

			We stepped into the late-afternoon sunlight and into a small alleyway. We were facing the dirty backs of a line of stores and restaurants. Every now and then there was a little green fence that blocked a trash can or Dumpster from view. I glanced to my right and left. Which way would he go? Portia tugged my hand. “Not now, honey. I have to find your brother.”

			“He’s over there,” she said, and pointed to the right.

			Sure enough, there he was, across the alley and a few doors down. He was sitting on gray-painted cement stairs. My heart arrested. There was a man next to him, and—oh God. He was offering Blaise a cigarette. “Blaise! Stop! Put that down right now, mister!”

			I dropped Portia’s hand and took off in a full sprint. Smoking! At five years old! Faye would never speak to me again. “Stop it right now! Don’t you move!”

			Blaise froze in place, the cigarette in his hand. “Smoking kills people. Do you want to die, young man?” I tugged the cigarette out from between his fingers. That’s when I realized it was the stem of a lollipop. I was a complete ass.

			The man on the step chuckled. “Hey, buddy. You told me you were legal.”

			I didn’t appreciate it. I looked up at him and prepared to give him a piece of my mind, but when I saw him it promptly went blank. Goodness, was he handsome. He had intense green eyes and a chiseled jaw. Full lips that were smirking at me. He was wearing a white T-shirt and black slacks, and his body was nicely defined. He didn’t look like he lived at the gym, just strong. Strong enough to handle the lecture I was about to lob at him.

			I took a breath. “You can’t do that, you know. Give candy to children. What if he had an allergy? Or diabetes?”

			He cocked his head at her, amusement playing on his lips. He couldn’t help but admire her passion and her strong maternal instincts. And of course she had a certain look about her as she gazed at her young charges. An elegant profile, soft brown hair, and hazel eyes that reminded him of the lush fields of Ireland in spring. But he denied the attraction. He couldn’t dare hope. A woman like that, single? No. She would have a line of suitors a mile long. What man wouldn’t clamor to get next to her? What he wouldn’t do—

			He nodded at Blaise. “Are you his mom?”

			My shoulders sagged. “No. I’m his aunt.”

			Flustered didn’t begin to cover what I was feeling as he directed those eyes toward me. Wilted. Jumbled. Clumbergooped. Yes, I was clumbergooped. There I was in a back alley, talking to the hottest guy I’d ever seen, and he thought I was a mom, which I’m pretty sure meant that my jeans rode too high. If he’d mistaken me for the nanny, well then. Whole other story.

			“I told him he couldn’t eat the lollipop until he had your permission,” he explained.

			“Hm.” I turned away and leaned in toward my nephew. “Blaise. I didn’t know where you were. I was so scared.”

			He looked down at the ground. “Sorry.”

			Beside me, Portia said, “Hey, I want a lollipop, too!”

			“I thought you wanted ice cream?” I said.

			The hot guy chuckled again. “I’m guessing they don’t have diabetes.” He reached into his pocket and pulled another lollipop out. “Can I give her one?”

			I glanced at Portia’s wide eyes. “I suppose so. Do you carry lollipops around with you all the time or something?” To lure children into your windowless van?

			He handed the candy to Portia, who was waiting with open hands. “Nah, I found some inside. One of the waitresses had some from a party.”

			“Can I eat mine?” Blaise asked.

			“Yes, honey. Go ahead.” I squinted at the building behind him. It was a restaurant called Bar Harbor, but I’d never been. “You work here?”

			“A friend runs the restaurant. I help him out when he’s short-staffed. I used to bartend during college.”

			“Oh. That’s nice of you.”

			“He pays.” Hot Guy smiled, crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Listen. I saw a kid wandering around by himself. I thought if I sat with him, he’d be safe if someone came looking. I didn’t mean to scare you or do anything wrong. I couldn’t find anything other than a lollipop. We don’t keep modeling clay behind the bar.” He grinned. “Maybe we should.”

			When he put it that way, it was sort of thoughtful. I reconsidered my self-righteous anger. “Sorry. I’m babysitting them, so when he wandered off . . .” I set my hands on my purse. “Can I pay you for the lollipops?”

			His eyebrows rose. “No, I wouldn’t think of it.” He stood.

			“Well, thanks.”

			Portia tore off the clear cellophane wrapping and held up her candy. “Ooh, it’s a snake!”

			“A snake lollipop?” I smiled. “Isn’t that funny. Let me see.”

			I leaned forward to get a peek. It was blue, and sure enough, it did resemble a snake. Then the details came into focus and my blood pooled at my feet. Holy crap. Hot Guy had given my niece a candy phallus. I grabbed for it. “Portia! Give that to me!”

			“No!” She was too quick. She actually jumped off the stairs to avoid my reach. “No, it’s mine!”

			“Dammit!” I reached up and tugged at my hair. Then I spun toward Hot Guy, my hands wide. “What the— Why would you— What is wrong with you?”

			He frowned at me like I was being totally unreasonable. “I thought you said it was fine.”

			“I didn’t realize you were giving her . . . that.”

			“It’s the same as the one I gave her brother. What’s wrong with it?” He pulled another lollipop from his pocket and took a good look. I saw the realization settle on his features. “Oh, now I see. Jeez.” He winced. “I didn’t know.”

			“Well, that’s not going to play in court,” I snapped. Clearly I’d started channeling my inner trial lawyer. Thanks, Dad!

			His green eyes narrowed. “Court? What are you talking about?”

			I turned in horror to watch the twins standing beside each other, merrily enjoying their candy. Portia waved hers around. “Look! I bit off its head!”

			“Oh my God. My sister is going to kill me.” I set my hands over my face. “Kids, eat those quickly! Hurry up!”

			“They don’t even know what it is. It’s hardly anatomically correct.”

			He said it so easily, standing there with his hands in his pockets and leaning against the railing like he was posing for a cologne advertisement. I glared at him until he returned my gaze and said, “What?”

			“Are you some kind of pervert?”

			His eyes didn’t waver. “Is that a real question?”

			I looked away. Damn him and his sexy green eyes. I took Portia’s and Blaise’s hands. “Come on, let’s go home. It’s almost dinnertime. Eat your lollipops. Bite them as hard as you can.”

			Both kids started chomping away at the evidence. I glanced over my shoulder. He was still leaning against the railing, looking like something I’d rip out of a magazine and tape to my bedroom wall. I mean, when I was much younger.

			“Hey! I didn’t even catch your name!” he called. “I’m Eric.”

			He apparently didn’t realize we were fighting. “Matilda,” I said, and hurried the twins along.

			“See you around, Matilda!”

			Portia pulled the lollipop out of her mouth long enough to say, “That’s not your name. Why did you lie—”

			“Shush. Let’s get you both home.” I tried to sound chipper and pulled together. Failed. “Your mom is making a roast tonight. Doesn’t that sound delicious?”

			They sucked on their candy and didn’t answer, and I realized that all I needed to do to manage them from then on was carry some lollipops around in my purse. Live and learn.
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			CHAPTER 2

			I WAS DREADING the convocation. I’d been vague about my recent wedding combustion on social media, so lots of my colleagues were going to want to know why I was still Ms. Osbourne and not Mrs. Abbington.

			I had trouble falling asleep.

			Then I couldn’t eat breakfast.

			Then my hair dryer caught on fire.

			“Dammit!”

			I unplugged the smoking appliance and threw it into the bathroom sink. A small flame burst and then expired. It took me a minute to absorb the event. My hair was soaked, and my hair dryer had passed on. On the first day back to work. I noticed some bite marks on the cord.

			“Odin!” I marched into the living room and brandished the hair dryer at him. “No chew! No! You’ve just earned yourself obedience school, mister.” He cocked his head at me and thumped his tail, never fazed by my scolding.

			This was no good. I pulled my uncooperative hair into a ponytail and hoped no one would notice, but it was not a good start to the year. I was single and recovering from a busted engagement that had left my lady parts comatose, but I didn’t want to look like I’d given up on life. I wanted to look amazing and confident, so people wouldn’t feel strange around me. I didn’t want to be the tragic figure everyone would be afraid to talk to.

			As I sat in traffic, I practiced my speech. James? Oh, you mean my fiancé. Yeah, we went our separate ways. We wanted different things from life, and he lives in the Boston area and I’m in Connecticut, and we’re both so career-focused right now that it didn’t make sense. I held my explanations at the ready as I walked across the cement sidewalk that led to the squat, brick building that was Noah Webster Elementary School, girding my loins, so to speak. When I entered the auditorium where the convocation was scheduled, however, I quickly learned that no one gave a damn about me and my wedding.

			“Did you hear?” Mindy Ling gasped. “Marlene Kitrich is gone.”

			Mindy has long black hair that she curls into ringlets. Some of the strands are dark purple, but you can only see it in the sunlight. Mindy is eternally stylish. She is my closest colleague and one of my best friends. She already knew all about the James Incident, thus making her one of the few people I wasn’t trying to avoid.

			“She’s gone? What, like she quit?” I asked.

			Mindy gave me a slightly conspiratorial tilt of the head. “No one’s saying, but word on the street is she had a nervous breakdown. No surprise there. The woman always had her pantaloons in a twist about something.” She took a sip of her coffee. “Mmm. You look incredible, by the way. Your skin is glowing.”

			She was a good friend and a decent liar. I patted the little bob of a ponytail on the back of my head. “My hair dryer broke. You look great for real, though. So nice and tan.”

			“Just got back from the Cape. Oh, and I manifested a free coffee this morning.” Mindy lifted her cup. “Life is good.”

			Sometime last spring, Mindy had become interested in the law of attraction and the power of positive thinking. She was manifesting the life of her dreams and trying to get me to do the same. “I went to Dahlia’s, and they screwed up the order ahead of mine. He wanted an iced latte, and they gave him hot. So Rosie was like, ‘Hey, do you want a free coffee? Because otherwise we’re going to throw it out.’ ” She shook her head. “I’m telling you, this stuff works. You ask for something, and the universe answers.”

			“Free coffee, huh?”

			“You can manifest anything. Anything you want, Lettie. The job of your dreams, a new house—”

			“A new principal,” I muttered as I saw Dr. Gretchen Hauschild cross the auditorium stage to a lectern.

			“I’m working on that.” Mindy sighed.

			Noah Webster Elementary School is not located in Westborough, but in the neighboring town of River Junction. Here the children are cute, the parents like to hover, and the principals were Viking warriors in a past life. Dr. Gretchen Hauschild is built like a utility shed, with broad shoulders and sturdy blocks of legs. She favors brown tweed suits and footwear that reminds me of the Pilgrims: sensible, dark leather shoes with low heels and large buckles. She wears her reddish hair in a severe bun, and it took Mindy and me about five seconds to start calling her Brunhilda. I’m pretty sure her bras are metal. We almost called her Miss Trunchbull, after the character from Roald Dahl’s Matilda, but then Mindy pointed out that Justin Meyers reads that text with his third graders and he’s a weasel. If he ever overheard us, he’d tattle.

			Noah Webster has always been a good school, but it was lagging behind other schools in the district in terms of test-score performance. So Brunhilda was sent here by the district to clean house and repair our fractured reputation. The first thing she did was enact a dress code for faculty that prohibits open-toe shoes and sleeveless blouses.

			For the record, I blame Sue Perry, Brunhilda’s administrative assistant, for the no-armpit rule. Everyone knows she doesn’t believe in grooming. It looks like she’s carrying gerbils under there.

			I hung the dress-code rules in my closet so that I can refer to them each morning. Pants are to be comfortably loose, bra straps are to be hidden, and there are to be absolutely no leggings unless paired with a tunic top that hits midthigh. “Do you catch my drift, ladies? Camel toe is verboten.” She announced the dress code at a faculty meeting over doughnut holes and apple juice. I could only assume the same applied to men, and that moose knuckles would not be tolerated, either.

			Brunhilda had been principal of Noah Webster Elementary for a year, passing through the halls like a sizable barge, leaving the rest of us in her wake. I’ve never seen her eat, fueling my suspicion that she derives her energy from the tears of teachers. Marlene Kitrich had worked steadfastly by her side, so Mindy and I called her the Familiar. That is, before poor Marlene had her breakdown or whatever.

			“Good morning! Good morning!” Brunhilda barked into the microphone. “Please take your seats so we can begin.”

			Mindy and I exchanged a glance but dutifully proceeded down the aisle and took our seats. “Fantastic. Welcome back, everyone. It’s so good to see you all. There’s Danish in the back, and some coffee and tea if anyone’s interested.”

			I darted a gaze around the room. No one moved. “We have some housekeeping items before we get to our official agenda,” she continued. “You all should have received a letter from the board of education.”

			We had. The administration, led by the likes of Brunhilda, had won in arbitration over the teacher’s union. Our salaries were frozen for a year, and the cost of our medical benefits was rising. D is for Dragon Lady.

			“I think we can all agree that the last few months of negotiations have been tense and have resulted in some hard feelings. Today, I want to put all of that aside so that we can move forward as one unified school.”

			Silence, and a cough at the back of the room. “Easy for her to say,” whispered Mindy. “Her salary is frozen at six figures.”

			I’d been counting on a modest pay raise and a cost-of-living increase. I didn’t live in an expensive house, but the price of everything was rising. Plus, I liked to donate what I could to Big Dog Rescue. They were a small charity, and they’d saved a lot of homeless pets that otherwise would have been euthanized—Odin included. Maybe I could take a cue from Mindy and manifest enough pennies to keep my charity, my house, my heat, and my food.

			Brunhilda deflected some questions from the lucky teachers who were protected by tenure. Reasonable inquiries like “Are we still expected to bring coffee cake for staff meetings when our salaries have effectively decreased?” And “Are we bringing back dress-down Fridays for charity?” Brunhilda replied that doughnut holes would be an acceptable substitute for coffee cake, and dress-down Fridays would not be returning, but we were all encouraged to give to charity nonetheless.

			“Let me be clear. You will have all the support you need. Your keys will open the school on evenings and weekends so that you can do your job according to the highest standards, which is what we all expect from each other.” And then she folded her hands primly on the lectern and said, “If there are any other questions, you can stop by my office some other time.” Discussion over. Screw all of you, she might as well have said. I won.

			“Now. You may have heard that Marlene Kitrich will be taking a leave of absence,” Brunhilda continued. “She is a valued colleague, and we will miss her quiet presence. However, our children deserve our best, so we must forge ahead, and I cannot leave the vice principal post vacant. The board of education has appointed Eric Clayman on an emergency basis to serve in that position until such time as Ms. Kitrich returns.”

			Behind me, Evelyn Pierce, the music teacher, whispered, “Eric who? Who the hell is that?” As if on cue, a man rose from the front row and proceeded onstage.

			“Well hello, Mr. Clayman,” Mindy murmured.

			Hello indeed.

			He had brown hair that curled just slightly and wire-rimmed glasses. Her heart stammered in her chest like a startled bird. He was taller than Brunhilda, and muscular. He was wearing a finely tailored navy blue suit and a light blue tie, and he looked as if he’d wandered out of a boardroom. He could be an executive. She’d like to take his dictation.

			“Wow,” I whispered. “Did you manifest him, Mindy?”

			“No, I’m not that advanced.” She fanned herself with one hand. “Is it hot in here, or is it just him?”

			He was hot all right . . . and vaguely familiar. At that moment, I saw him head-on, and his features came together. Eric. Everything clicked. This gorgeous man—he wasn’t just the acting vice principal. He was the guy who’d given my niece and nephew phallic lollipops in a back alley only the day before. And you told him your name was Matilda. I groaned quietly and mumbled an obscenity under my breath.

			Brunhilda stepped to the side to allow Hot Guy access to the lectern microphone. “It’s a pleasure to be here and an honor. I’ve been serving as assistant vice principal at River Junction Middle School for the past two years, and I see the vice principal role as a dynamic one. I’m a facilitator, and I’m here to make sure you all have what you need to do your jobs effectively.”

			“How about giving us pay increases!” someone shouted from the back of the room.

			I winced, but Eric didn’t flinch. “I understand there is a lot of concern over the contract negotiations, but let’s set the right tone. My office door will be open if you ever want to stop by. In addition, it will be my job to perform classroom observations in the coming months, so we’ll all be seeing a lot of each other.” He smiled. It was cute.

			He continued speaking before exiting the stage and turning the lectern back over to Brunhilda. When he was done, Mindy and I exchanged a glance.

			“I hope he’s a disciplinarian,” she whispered. “I’ve been feeling naughty.”

			THE FIRST TIME they shook hands, Gretchen Hauschild had nearly broken Eric’s fingers. “Mr. Clayman,” she bellowed. “It’s a pleasure.”

			He’d tried not to wince as she squeezed his bones together. “Dr. Hauschild. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

			“Oh, really?” She’d clenched her fist tighter.

			“Good things, of course.”

			One more beat, and then she’d released her grip. Relief flooded his system. He’d never forget the smile on her face and the challenge in her eyes. He’d forever wonder whether she’d hurt him on purpose.

			This was the previous year, when Gretchen had been newly hired as principal of Noah Webster. It was true that he’d heard a lot about her. She was tough, smart, and no-nonsense, and he couldn’t argue with the test scores from her previous schools. She knew how to get results and everyone in the district knew it. Of course now Eric knew other things about Gretchen, as well. She was said to be petty and blunt, and rumor had it her own faculty would be on the verge of a mutiny if any number of them could figure out how to stop arguing with one another for five minutes and work toward a common purpose. Because as much as Gretchen’s reputation preceded her, so did the reputation of the Noah Webster faculty, and none of it was pretty.

			“It’s like high school over there,” one of his colleagues had warned him after he’d been named acting vice principal. “I give Dr. H a lot of credit. Her job isn’t easy.”

			“Be careful,” another had teased him. “That faculty is like a pit of vipers.”

			Eric chalked the warnings up to professional jealousy, nothing more. Given the chance, he had no doubt any one of his colleagues would have jumped at the same opportunity he had. The rumors must have had some effect, however, because he found himself being impressed when the convocation ended and no one had thrown a shoe at Gretchen.

			“Leadership is a dance, Eric,” she explained to him as they made their way down the school hall after lunch. “It’s a constant give-and-take. Done correctly, there’s an elegance about it.”

			He glanced over at the stocky woman beside him and tried to imagine her ballroom dancing. “I’ve sometimes compared being an administrator to writing sonnets.”

			“Ah. Sonnets.” Her small blue eyes lit at the suggestion. She folded her hands behind her back. “The careful selection of words. Nothing wasted. That’s a dance in itself.” She smiled. “I like your youthful optimism.”

			Eric’s collar tightened around his neck, but in hindsight he was relieved she hadn’t asked him to explain the analogy. He would’ve told her that being an administrator was like writing sonnets, because most people hate poetry. This little quip would not have impressed the new boss. He moved to stuff his hands into his pockets and then remembered he was wearing a suit.

			“We can start here,” Gretchen said as they approached a classroom. “This is the kindergarten wing.” She paused beside the door, staring at the brass rectangle where the nameplate should have been. Then she glanced inside the classroom. “Miss Osbourne—oh, right. She was married this summer. It’s Mrs. Abbington now. She’ll need a new nameplate.” She glanced at Eric. “Make a note.”

			“New nameplate. Got it.”

			He peeked inside. The classroom was cheerful, with three large windows, colorful books arranged neatly in a wooden bookcase, and watercolor posters above each activity station. He read them quickly. Music. Reading. Writing. Welcome to Kindergarten. Eric took in the small chairs in primary colors and the little coat hooks on the wall. Were the children really so tiny? Their problems must be tiny, too. Runny noses and untied shoelaces. He realized how far away he was from his middle school comfort zone, where he was used to maneuvering an altogether different landscape of cliques and hormones.

			There were two teachers inside, laughing as they stapled paper leaves to a bulletin board. His eyes stopped at the pretty woman with her brown hair in a tight ponytail. She was quietly attractive, with soft features and a warm smile that lit her entire face. Unassuming, but definitely pretty. She stood in profile to him, whispering something to her friend and giggling. Except it wasn’t exactly a whisper. It was loud, and it sounded like “Screw the boss.”

			Her companion shook her head and shrieked, “I love it.”

			Eric shifted his weight on his feet and glanced at Gretchen, whose mouth tightened with disapproval. She gave three loud raps with her knuckles on the open door and said, “Mr. Clayman, this is Mrs. Abbington’s classroom. And that’s Ms. Ling. She teaches first grade.”

			That’s when the pretty girl turned to face him and he realized he’d seen her before, when his good deed had backfired and he’d made a complete ass of himself in the alley. Matilda. He cleared his throat. Was there a chance she wouldn’t recognize him? Was it wrong to hope that she suffered short-term memory loss? But no, he saw her gaze shift away from his. She knew exactly who he was. Eric held his breath and vowed that if she said a word about what had happened in the alley, he would feign ignorance. He wasn’t going to be unraveled by one harmless mistake. She had overreacted.

			He saw the distrust in Matilda’s eyes, but he forced himself to smile. He set his uneasy hands on his waist and tried to assume a casual, friendly stance. Day one of the new job, he thought wryly, and he was already off to a great start. He’d be writing sonnets in no time.

			I LOVE classroom setup, the order that comes before the happy chaos of the school year. I’d hung the name tags on the coat hooks and cubbies by the door, and the reading corner was neatly arranged by level and subject matter. I had four little wooden tables along the edge of the room, each with four little plastic chairs in blue, red, and yellow. I’d made name tags for each place and set a plastic box filled with crayons in the center. My fall alphabet poster was hanging, and I’d spent hours cutting out yellow, red, and orange leaves to make the room look bright and friendly. I’d stocked the supply closet with tissues, hand sanitizer, and rolls of paper towels. The only thing I had left to do was to hang my bulletin board, so I’d enlisted Mindy’s help to staple the red strips of paper to the board.

			“What are we going to call him?”

			Mindy was standing on a low bookcase, holding the paper in place. It was the first time I realized she was wearing robin’s-egg-blue ballet flats and a short, raspberry-colored sleeveless dress. Brunhilda would not approve of the armpits. “Who are you talking about?” I said as I removed a plugged staple.

			“Clayman. Señor Caliente. The vice principal of hotness.”

			“Wait, are we brainstorming?” A staple shot across the room. “I don’t know. What’s his last name, Clayman? That’s funny enough, isn’t it?”

			I couldn’t bring myself to tell Mindy that I’d already met Eric, and that he was possibly a sexual predator and definitely a person I was taking pains to avoid. I knew how the rumor mill worked at Noah Webster. “Eric Clayman gave my niece and nephew a candy phallus in a back alley” would quickly evolve into a story that warranted a criminal investigation. But no matter how much I tried to change the subject, Mindy was stuck on it. “Brunhilda and Clayman. It doesn’t have the same punch as Brunhilda and the Familiar. That sounded like an indie band.”

			“Let’s sleep on it. There’s got to be an obvious one we’re missing.”

			We were stapling background to the middle of the board. Mindy was wearing silver rings on nearly every finger. Mine were naked. “I like your rings,” I said, glad she’d dropped it for now. “You got some new ones.”

			“The kids love them. I let them try them on when they listen.” She eyed me sidelong. “So when are we getting another Sweet Pea book? And do you have any extras? My classroom copies are getting dingy.”

			“Soon, I hope. I’m meeting with my editor on Saturday. I owe her one more under my current contract, but I’m hoping she’ll offer me another contract to write more.” The stapler was jamming again, but I could muscle through it with a good whack.

			“Is it called Sweet Pea Gets Her Love Life Back on Track with a Torrid Love Affair?”

			“Close. It’s called Sweet Pea’s One-Night Stand.”

			Mindy giggled. “Sweet Pea Tries Pole Dancing.”

			We struggled to hold the paper in position, and I laughed so hard I snorted. “No, no. How about, Sweet Pea Screws the Boss?”

			“I love it!”

			We were laughing so hard that we didn’t hear them at first. Then there was a loud knock on my open classroom door and a cough. My stomach fell as I turned to see Brunhilda and Señor Caliente—darn, guess that one stuck—standing in the doorway. By the stern look on Brunhilda’s face, I was pretty sure they’d just gotten an earful.

			“Mr. Clayman, this is Mrs. Abbington’s classroom,” Brunhilda boomed. “And that’s Ms. Ling. She teaches first grade.”

			He looked away before meeting my gaze. Then he smiled and nodded his head. When he smiled, he was intimidatingly hot. “Nice to meet you both.”

			I wondered if he recognized me at all. If he didn’t, that would save us both some awkwardness. But Eric was watching me in such a way—I just knew this was wishful thinking. Candy phallus aside, Señor Caliente wasn’t entirely clueless.

			I climbed off the bookcase and tried to pretend that life was normal. Why, no, Mindy and I haven’t been having a wildly inappropriate conversation at all! And of course I didn’t ask my new boss just yesterday if he was a pervert. Ridiculous!

			“Actually, it’s still Ms. Osbourne,” I said, grasping at the straw that maybe they’d both feel so sorry for me they’d forget all the unpleasantness. “I took down the new nameplate. I’ll need the old one back.”

			Brunhilda’s eyes narrowed. “I thought you were taking your husband’s name? When we talked in spring you said—”

			“Yes, you’re right.” She made me so nervous sometimes, and I pulled a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “I did say I was changing my name, but James and I didn’t actually get married, so it should just say Ms. Osbourne.”

			Bam! Just like that, I’d dropped the Wedding Bomb of Shame. There, aren’t you sorry you asked, Brunhilda?

			Except that my principal is apparently not sensitive to things like other people’s feelings, so Brunhilda stared at me and said, “You didn’t get married? I thought you were getting married in July.”

			“June. But we called it off. I notified Marlene.”

			“I see.” She tightened her mouth and lifted her chin, and if I didn’t know better, I would have thought she was trying to come up with a reason that I was mistaken. But finally she said, “Eric, you’ll need to amend your to-do list. Ms. Osbourne needs her old nameplate back.”

			Her old nameplate. My cheeks burned. I glanced uneasily at him, and he cut a tentative smile at me and said, “Sure. We’ll get that fixed right away.” He had a deep, rich voice. I wondered what he looked like under his clothes. So much for my comatose vagina.

			“Great. Thanks.” I bobbed my head a few times and stared at my feet. “So anyway, this is my classroom. I have everything arranged for the most part, and Mindy’s helping me set up the bulletin board.”

			“It looks great.” Eric pointed to a poster of a boy and a girl sharing a book on a beanbag chair. “I like these pictures you’ve set up all over the room. You have one in each station?”

			I glanced over my shoulder at them. “Yes, one each for art, reading, music, and dramatic play. I drew them.”

			“She writes children’s books,” Mindy said.

			Eric’s eyebrows rose. “Really? What about?”

			I waved a hand. It wasn’t false humility; it was genuine embarrassment. “Manners, mostly. I started writing them for my students, and then some people encouraged me to send them to a publisher, so I did, and they were picked up.”

			“They’re adorable,” Mindy said. “The Sweet Pea series. Have you heard of them?”

			“It . . . sounds familiar.” But Eric looked apologetic.

			“I wouldn’t expect anyone to know them. It’s not like they’re bestsellers or anything. Still working the day job.” I forced a flat laugh.

			Brunhilda held her nose high in the air as if she had sniffed something foul. “We encourage this kind of ambition. We’ve incorporated these books in the curriculum. They’re delightful. Adorable, really,” she added drily.

			“Thank you,” I murmured.

			Adorable? Delightful? Brunhilda made the qualities sound like a liability. I started pounding on my stapler. “This is stuck again. I’m going to have to get a paper clip or something to unjam it. Mindy, do you have a stapler I could use? Maybe we should go to your classroom to get it?”

			She blinked at me a few times. “Sure. Okay. We could do that.”

			“You’re probably both busy, anyway.” I couldn’t quite meet Eric’s eyes, but I’d noticed them. They were a lighter green than I’d realized, and they were beautiful.

			“It was nice to meet you both,” he said. “I’ll get that nameplate for you before the first day, Matilda.”

			Oh no.

			Brunhilda shot him a look. “It’s Aletta, not Matilda.”

			He looked from me to Brunhilda and then back again. I bit my lower lip, feeling like a bug on a pin under his questioning gaze. Then when I saw the realization settle across his face, I felt like a real jerk. “Just Lettie is fine.”

			“My mistake.” His voice was tight. “Then I’ll get the nameplate for you, Lettie.”

			I gave a little wave. “Thanks. That would be super.”

			Mindy and I held it together until we heard them in the next classroom, chatting up Mrs. Beatty. Then we both covered our mouths with our hands. “Oh my gosh—”

			“Do you think they—”

			I nodded. “Yes. They definitely heard.”

			Her eyes grew wide. “Crap!” Mindy laughed quietly and set her hands on her hips. “He’s totally cute, though. I wasn’t wrong about that. Not my type, I don’t think. He’s a bit too straitlaced.”

			“He’s okay. But I just got out of a bad relationship, and he’s an administrator, and—”

			“Hey, uh, Lettie? Are you feeling okay?” Mindy put a hand to my forehead and pretended to check for a temperature. “I’m not suggesting you actually date him. He’s kind of your boss.”

			I laughed, but it sounded weird to my own ears. “Yeah, I’m kidding. I thought we were joking.”

			“Oh, good! Because you cannot date Eric Clayman, as hot as he is. If Brunhilda ever found out—”

			“For sure. No way. I was only kidding.”

			“Good. Plus he’s a weirdo, calling you Matilda and all.” Mindy smiled. “I swear, sometimes I think I’m a bad influence on you.”

			She wasn’t, though. Faye had always said I had a self-destructive streak. The challenge was keeping it in check.
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