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		Dedication

	

	
		For you strong single moms out there. You know who I mean.
 I love you.
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		Prologue

								

	
				Being Audrey Hepburn sucked.
 “Cat!” Thea Fielding shouted from the back porch, into the pouring rain. “Caaat!”
 The gutter leaked a steady sheet of rain onto her head. She almost welcomed it for its cooling effect on her headache, but it was sending icy drops down the back of her neck, making her shiver and curse.
 “Cat!” she yelled again. “Goddamn, flea-bitten, ratty old caaaat!”
 Through the back door behind her, an unholy wail started up. For a few seconds, three-year-old Benji had forgotten his tantrum in his shock that his mother had turned her back on him, walked out of the kitchen, and slammed the door, leaving him alone. But apparently he’d remembered his grievance.
 “Shut up!” another voice called down the stairs, breaking into a squeak on the last word. “Shut up, shut up, shut up!”
 “Nooooooo!” Benji wailed at his brother, Jake. “Youuuuuu shut uuuuup!”
 “God, Benji, quit it!” She could imagine Jake’s angular body bending down the narrow staircase to shout through the railings. “You’re so stupid!”
 “Cat!” Thea called, hoping she could drown them out. What did she care if the damn cat didn’t come in, if it got soaked and lost and run over by a car? They hadn’t even named the thing. It would be one less thing for her to have to take care of.
 Benji was thumping something, or maybe hammering his heels against the kitchen floor. Jake echoed the sound with his feet running back upstairs, no doubt to jam his earbuds into his head so he could tell the truth later when he said he couldn’t hear her. Thea put one hand on the peeling porch post, which moved a little, and leaned farther out into the rain.
 Now she really was Audrey Hepburn, crying and yelling at the end of Breakfast at Tiffany’s. If Audrey had had Thea’s dull brown hair, awkward height, and exhausted, dark eyes, that is. And if she’d had two boys and a useless ex who’d left them all with no warning, left her with nothing but what she’d scrounged and kept for herself for fifteen years. Which, from this end of a leaning porch at the wrong end of this Boston suburb, didn’t look like a whole hell of a lot.
 She scrunched her hand into a fist as Benji’s yelling passed beyond misery and into anger. He was probably rubbing his head into the macaroni and cheese he’d just thrown on the floor. Which she would now have to clean up. Benji and the floor.
 Dammit, this was not how her life was supposed to go! She was the smart one! She was going to beat them all! All her teachers had said so. So how did she end up with two kids and a crappy job and—
 “Mooooommmm!” Benji’s voice had transcended anger; now it was hitting her where it really hurt: her heart. He sounded lost and pathetic, his sobs body-shaking to both of them. Thea knew how he felt.
 She turned back to the house. As she opened the back door, a black streak of matted fur dashed past her into the house, smearing a wet line along her calf. But Benji was crying too hard to touch the cat as it went past.
 Thea sat down on the floor, picked Benji up, and deposited him in her lap.
 “Okay, buddy,” she murmured, wrapping him up as tight as she could in her arms, mac and cheese be damned. His hot, wet face leaned into her chest, and she felt a juddering sigh escape him. “It’s okay.”
 “I want Daddy,” he said.
 Thea squeezed her eyes shut, more of her own tears falling down her cheeks. “I know, sweetie.”
 Jake didn’t say these things. He didn’t ask for his father. He knew Gabriel wasn’t coming back, and that broke Thea’s spirit more than Benji’s endless hoping.
 They’d been like this for a month: the shock of Gabe’s final voicemail, sent from his mother’s home in Ireland because he was too chicken to call her until he was well out of reach. The three of them held in this limbo, waiting for something to happen, for something to get better.
 Benji’s head got heavier against her, his sobs subsiding into gulps. She loved him fiercely, and her love for Jake bordered on obsession. He suffered more, and would suffer more, from his father’s desertion. Thea sighed, her fists clenching on Benji’s back.
 This has to stop. We have to change. I have to change.
 The solution came to her between one heartbeat and the next. As soon as her mind formed the words, she felt the change in her. A thrill of energy that wasn’t anger or fear or panic. She pulled Benji away from her so he was facing her, and began wiping his wet cheeks. His birthmark, which spread down his cheek and would probably need surgery one day, was even darker against his red face.
 “Ben-ben,” she said, giving him a big smile that made his eyes widen, “Mommy’s going back to school.”
  
 ♦
  
 Liam McConnell stood in the vestry of St. Barnabas’s church, running his hand over his close-shaven chin and feeling at once sick and elated. His father, next to him, was dressed in the same morning suit as Liam but with a more subdued waistcoat—Avery had put Liam in a lavender vest because it and ivory were her colors. He had a suspicion the purple clashed with his hair, but he wasn’t about to say anything.
 “I don’t have any great speech for you,” his father said. Like Liam, Pat McConnell had red hair, but his had turned white over the last few years. Dad always said he’d gotten it watching his only son swan off to college when he had a perfectly good job waiting for him at home.
 “You don’t need a speech, Dad.” They didn’t see eye to eye on much, but today Liam loved everyone. He had exactly what he wanted: Avery, a career in teaching despite his dad’s best efforts, and a house that would pretty soon be worthy of his new wife. A future doing what he loved, with the woman he loved by his side. “I just hope I’m as happy as you and Mom.”
 His father scrubbed his chin the same way Liam did. “What your mom and I have doesn’t come along very often.”
 Huh. But Liam was sure his dad didn’t mean that the way it had sounded. “I know it’s a lot of work, keeping a marriage going.”
 “You got that right. And your Avery here, she’s used to the finer things.” Dad waved a hand at their boutonnieres, which were sharply sculpted calla lilies in a darker purple than Liam’s waistcoat.
 Liam ignored the uncertainty in his voice and the implied criticism of his fiancée’s style. He was more a wildflowers and straw kind of guy, but wasn’t every man? “She’s the same as me, Dad. We’ll be working for those things together. She knows two teachers’ salaries won’t stretch to fancy cars or exotic vacations. We talked about it.”
 Pat grunted. “Good. Well, I hope you’re right, son. ’Course, if you’d stayed with the business, you’d have—”
 “Dad.” Liam scrubbed his chin again. “Not today, okay?”
 His chin was cold. And it itched. But Avery had asked him to shave his beard, just for today.
 “You don’t like the beard?” he’d replied. “You could have said something sooner!” They’d been together for three years.
 “I love you, hon, and the beard is… well, part of you, I guess, but I just thought for the wedding you could, you know, be kind of a little… groomed.”
 It wasn’t like you could nest birds in his beard; he kept it cut pretty close. But if it was what she wanted for the wedding, who cared? He only had to look at Avery’s perfect Cupid-bow mouth and big blue eyes, fringed as they always were by impossibly long, dark lashes, and he knew he’d give her anything she wanted.
 Because she was giving him everything he wanted.
 

	

			


			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Chapter 1

								

	
				Two years later
 The first class in Thea’s master’s in education program covered language immersion theory. Of which she had exactly zero experience. Couldn’t they have started with something more comprehensible like, maybe, neuroscience?
 She clutched her hobo bag to her more tightly and walked into the class. About twenty other students were already here. They were sitting, she always thought, according to their intensity of will to pass the class. The front row people with their laptops out already, fingers at the ready. She avoided them; she couldn’t stand the sound of other people’s fingers on keyboards. The back row held kids who planned on teaching relative arts. Counter-cultural symbols, nose rings, giant holes in ears—boy, were they going to regret those in a few years—tattoos, etc. Much too cool for school. For Thea, anyway.
 But in the middle sat a group she was content to dump her bag next to. She’d expected a room full of students fresh out of their bachelor’s degrees, so she was pleasantly surprised to see that at least three of the people on her row were her age or older. A tall, pale woman with thick ginger curls had a richly decorated notebook in her hands. A purple hijab framed the face of another woman with tawny skin; her paper was in a binder, and she had four different colored pens in front of her. Two men sat next to each other; their blond hair was short and spiky, and they each wore horn-rimmed glasses, one in a jade green, one in royal blue. They looked like The Proclaimers, except that when she looked more closely, they weren’t twins. They carried ordinary spiral-bound notebooks, like the one Thea used, but had pulled out beautiful jewellike fountain pens.
 She sat down, nodding politely at everyone. The woman in the hijab gave her a bigger smile than everyone else, and somehow Thea knew that they recognized each other as mothers. A coloring book sticking out of the woman’s bulging bag at her feet confirmed it.
 “Zahra,” the woman said, holding out a hand.
 “Thea,” she said, shaking hands.
 “I’m Chloe,” said the redhead. She was very tall, taller even than Thea.
 “Nice to meet you,” Thea said. “Are you already a teacher?”
 “Nope,” Chloe said. “Hey, did either of you bring a granola bar or something? I skipped lunch, and this damn class happens right through dinner.”
 Thea and Zahra both opened their bags. Under the layers of tissue packets, wet wipes, travel-size tubes of ibuprofen, Band-Aids, and hairbrushes, they pulled out snacks: goldfish from Zahra, a protein bar from Thea.
 They smiled at each other. “How many kids do you have?” Zahra asked.
 “Two. Fifteen and five and a half. He wouldn’t want me to forget the half. You?”
 “Three. Ten, eight, and one.” The two women exchanged exhausted looks.
 “God, thanks,” Chloe said, chowing down on the protein bar. “Yay for GMO soy,” she added with her mouth full.
 “Do you have any children?” Thea asked politely. They sat at their table, and she began shoving the rest of her junk back into her bag. The answer to her question seemed obvious, given Chloe’s lack of purse, but still.
 “No. I’m way too high-maintenance. Couldn’t make a kid suffer having me for a mom.”
 Thea was about to introduce herself to The Proclaimers when another man came over to them. She couldn’t determine his age; his eyes looked young, but he had a beard that aged him. Against his dark-red hair and beard, his eyes were a piercing blue. She was glad he kept his beard trimmed; she wouldn’t have to spend all her time wondering if he’d missed bits of fried egg in there.
 He was tall, though probably not any more so than her five-ten. Finely carved biceps were highlighted by his T-shirt, which had the name of a plumbing company on it: Pat the Plumber. Was it a hipster thing?
 He caught her looking at him. Thea gave him a small smile. He scowled.
 Ookay, then.
 Being offended at her looking at him—okay, checking him out; he had biceps all the way to next Tuesday, for heaven’s sake—didn’t stop him from taking a seat in their group, next to Chloe. Figures. Redhead for redhead. 
 “Hi!” Chloe said.
 “Hello,” he said, his mouth a thin line in his beard, and reached down into his bag. He had a dark-green backpack with a BU patch sewn on it, from which he pulled a notebook like Thea’s.
 You can stop looking now, T.
 Chloe lifted her eyebrows at Thea over his head. Thea shrugged one shoulder a fraction but held back a laugh when he straightened and looked right at her again. At her, not Chloe.
 You’re just in his line of sight. Don’t get any ideas.
 The professor was at the front of the class already, plugging in her laptop and checking the projector. She was of medium height and wore a long skirt with a long tunic over it and a long, diaphanous scarf draped over that. She looked like a floating rectangle, but her smile was genuine as she took everyone in.
 “Good evening!” she said in a carrying voice. Thea noted the teacher’s tone and figured she’d better learn how to do that. Then again, she was hella good at yelling at her boys. That’d probably do it.
 “Welcome to the next year of your life,” the woman continued with a sardonic smile. “I’m Jeannie Havilland. Our main focus in this degree is to get you to become teachers—better teachers than anyone getting their certificate right out of college.” She smiled at them. The bearded man next to Thea seemed to be bridling a little. “That’s not to say that you haven’t been excellent teachers, those of you who did just that. But you’re here because you want to be better—possibly to move into supervisory positions.”
 Pat the Plumber relaxed. Okay, so that was his career track. But what had brought the rest of them here?
 The class was more than three hours long, so they took a break halfway through. The crack of chairbacks against tables accompanied groans as everyone stretched cramped legs and hands.
 “Thank God,” Zahra said. “I gotta pee so bad I can’t even look at a water fountain.”
 “What do you want to teach?” she asked Thea and Chloe as they came back from the bathroom. The men were coming back to the table too, the twins and Pat the Plumber in some intense discussion that paused them on the way.
 “High school English,” Thea answered. “I also minored in film studies, so I’d like to find a school that offers that.”
 “Where did you get your bachelor’s?”
 “Right here.” Thea smiled. “The ink’s still drying on my diploma.”
 “Really?” Zahra looked impressed. “With two kids?”
 “Because of two kids. Because I’d be in the funny farm if I’d sat around waiting one minute longer for my ex to come back.”
 She stopped. They were all looking at her, even Beardy McPlumber, whose gaze pinned her to her seat worse than any of them. Thea cleared her throat and tucked a nonexistent piece of hair behind her ear. “Uh. TMI. Sorry.” She really had to get out and talk to adults more.
 “That’s okay.” Zahra gripped her hand briefly. “You go, girl.” Then, in a gesture that made Thea love her even more, she took the spotlight off her by saying, “Chloe? What do you want to teach?”
 “Special needs,” Chloe said. “The neuro-spicies? My wife’s nephew is autistic and it’s tough to watch him negotiate the world. Then these poor kids with ADHD who can’t sit still, and then they take away recess so they’re even itchier…”
 Professor Havilland joined them. “That’s great that you’re focusing on special needs kids,” she said. “Though you’re all going to have to know your psychology class back and front. The jury’s still out on mainstreaming versus giving the kids room to study their own way—”
 They talked for a little while longer. Thea and Zahra showed each other pictures of their kids, and Beardy and the twins finished their argument and sat down. Beardy pulled out an apple; the twins sucked on what looked like iced coffee.
 Beardy ate that apple as if it had done him a personal injustice. She’d never seen someone devour a piece of fruit so fast. Four bites, tops.
 He caught her staring. Those eyes, though.
 Well, since he wasn’t looking at her for any other reason than that she was looking at him, Thea felt brave enough to say, “Hungry?” and pulled out another protein bar.
 He looked at it, at her, and then took it. He had broad hands and heavy forearms. Not that she was noticing. “Thanks,” he grunted.
 Wow. One word. She felt so honored.
 “It’s just a two-bite brownie for you, probably,” she said in the voice she used to tease Jake out of a funk. As she said it, he ripped off the wrapper and bit into at least a third of the bar. “Three bites, then,” she said to herself, though loud enough for him to hear.
 He swallowed, which must have hurt—had he even chewed?—and grimaced. “Thank you,” he said, “again.” Then he stuck out his hand. “Liam.”
 “Thea,” she replied, shaking his hand. It was warm—and ever so slightly sticky from the apple core.
 “Crap,” he said, and let go to rub his hand on his pants. Thea laughed, which helped dispel the tingle in her fingers from touching him. She wasn’t sure without staring at him even harder, but she thought he might have gone a little pink above the beard.
 “You’re already a teacher?” she asked.
 “Yep.” He bit off the word the way he’d taken bites out of that apple.
 She waited.
 “Technically,” he said, and there was a heavy weight of story behind the word.
 She opened her mouth, but Professor Havilland called them all to order at that point, moving back to the front of the class. Thea reached into her bag one last time and handed Liam a wet wipe. He sheepishly took it, and she grinned at him, which for some reason made him scowl again.
 Jeez. Can’t even laugh at himself.
 She had no more interaction with him during that class. As it ended, Thea’s mind was already on how quickly she could get home and see how much ice cream Jake had let Benji eat tonight. But Zahra put her hand on her arm, stopping her from turning away from the table.
 “Do you think…?” she began, biting her lip. She tried again. “Are you looking for a study partner?”
 “Yes!” Thea said with enthusiasm, just as Chloe chimed in, “I sure am!” and one of the twins said, “We are. We know nothing about teaching.”
 Beardy McSticky Hands was hauling his backpack onto his shoulder and didn’t say a word.
 “Oh,” Chloe said. “Let’s set up a group. Can we? I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. I haven’t studied for about twelve years, and I was always crap at taking exams.”
 “But how are we going to coordinate everyone’s schedules?” Thea asked.
 “If it’s in the evenings, I can do it,” Zahra said. “My husband’ll watch the kids.”
 “Evenings work for us,” said the twins.
 “And me,” Chloe added.
 “Well,” Thea said, “Then you’d better come to my house, ’cause it’s just me and the boys, and if I ask Jake to babysit his brother one more night, there’ll be a full-scale rebellion.”
 The idea of her house didn’t seem to bother anyone. She took a quick mental inventory of it, with its scuffed walls, old furniture, and general smell of boy. Then she shrugged. She wasn’t going to apologize for her life anymore.
 “If you all really don’t mind traveling to me, let’s get together next week. Just give me this week to bury the dead bodies and wash the cat and stuff like that.”
  
 ♦
  
 When everyone else had left the room, Liam dropped his backpack with a crash before sinking into a seat and lowering his forehead to the table next to it. Damn. That is so inconvenient.
 That was a line from some movie. Avery had watched it with him. Well, she would know all about inconvenient. She’d apparently found their marriage pretty incon-freaking-venient, hadn’t she?
 Yeah, your marriage that you just got out of. That lost you your job. That screwed up this degree for you. 
 He raised his head and scrubbed his beard with one hand, looking at the door she’d left through. Thea. Huge, tired eyes. Long, thick, dark hair that looked too heavy for her slim neck. She’d given him a protein bar, but she was the one who looked like she could use a few meals.
 And she barely looked at you. Never even looked your way when they were all talking about the study group. 
 He’d probably scared her off. But he’d seen the surprise on the faces of their group when she’d talked about her ex, and he sure the hell didn’t want to get into his own horror story and see the same look on her face.
 Luckily, one of the two guys—David, Liam thought his name was—had come up to him after the women had left and asked him if he wanted in.
 No, you don’t want in. You want to run as far and as fast from that woman as possible. 
 But he did want to take this class. He needed to understand it backward and forward before he started his next job. He was moving to an urban school where the ratio of non-native speakers was around forty percent. So anything that would help him with that would be good, right?
 He banged his forehead against the table a couple more times.
 His phone rang. His father. “Dad,” he said into the phone.
 “Liam,” his father said in the same cold tone. “You’ll be at Dunning Road tomorrow?”
 “Of course.”
 “The guys will be there at seven.”
 “So will I, Dad.” God, every conversation they’d had since he’d quit his job at the school had gone like this. Except the one after he’d left Avery, when the conversation had been Pat saying, “I told you so,” and his mother hugging him and crying. That had been fun.
 “Well, I know you’re not used to the hours,” his father said.
 “Dad, I spent half my weekends working for you, even before I left Central. I know what time to get to the site.”
 Pat dropped the subject. Went onto another of his oldies but goldies. “Good thing you got your plumbing license, isn’t it? Glad I made you get it?”
 “Uh-huh.” Yeah, Dad. I’m thrilled that I had to put what I wanted on hold for five years while you scored a point.
 But Liam couldn’t deny that earning money was a hell of a lot better than not earning it, and while he’d gotten another teaching job fairly quickly, it didn’t start until the fall.
 The money he earned from his dad wasn’t going to pay for his master’s, and the divorce had eaten through what he’d saved. He could just about pay for this class, the college giving him special permission to take it while he deferred the rest of his studies.
 “How was class?” Pat asked after an awkward pause.
 Surprising that he remembered. “Class was fine. Good.” If only it weren’t a crumb instead of the full master’s degree he’d been hoping to start.
 “All right.” There was another pause. “See you tomorrow, then.”
 “Yep. Bye.”
 That was Dad. All heart.
 

	

			


			


		
	
		
			
	
		
		Chapter 2

								

	
				Thea was fluttering. That was the only word for it, and no matter how often she told herself to get over herself, that she didn’t have to prove anything to anyone, she’d still spent all the time she’d had at home cleaning, preparing for the study group. Putting on a Cary Grant movie while she cleaned had helped her relax, but she’d kept stopping to watch and so she had to rush the last half hour.
 The early June day had been warm, and she’d opened all the windows to try to make the house seem bigger. Jake and Benji were fed and in their rooms—at least, she hoped Jake was; she was afraid to check—Audrey’s litter box was fresh, and the store-bought cookies were warming in the oven. Not that Thea was pretending she’d baked, although she’d shoved the box deep into the recycling bin. Of course not. She just liked warm cookies.
 Chloe was first. She swept in, seeming to take up a lot of space in Thea’s small living room with her big hair and her height, and hugged Thea. “Smells amazing in here,” she said.
 The twins—Seth and David, though she’d forgotten which was which—arrived next. They’d brought their own iced coffee but were happy to have a cookie with it. Zahra had already texted that she was going to be late, so they started without her.
 But the doorbell rang sooner than Thea had expected. “Oh, Zahra’s husband must have gotten home early,” she said to the others and opened the door.
 It was Beardy—uh, Liam.
 She hadn’t thought he was coming. When the group had swapped phone numbers, he hadn’t said anything, hadn’t gotten his phone out. So she’d assumed he didn’t need a group. He was the only one who was already a teacher; he probably knew this stuff.
 Also, having him sneak up on her like this, as it were, she was unprepared for his height. He was an inch or so taller than her in her bare feet, and standing in front of him, she became aware of the breadth of him.
 It was probably that detail that made her want to adjust her hair, like she was messy and not put together. Not his bicep, thrown into full glory by his hand looped into his backpack strap.
 “Wrong night?” he asked in his cranky growl when she didn’t move.
 “Oh, hey, Liam!” one of the twins said, hearing his voice. “You found us, then.” The twin stood to see Liam in the doorway. Since Thea was still blocking Liam’s way, the twin squinted at her through his blue frames and added, “He was invited, too, right?”
 Liam was still looking at her. “No! I mean yes!” Thea said. “Of course. Come in!” Dammit, she sounded breathy. Out of control. Get it together.
 The others welcomed him loudly. Thea went to get another chair from the kitchen table and waved him to the one remaining comfortable seat. But he took the hard chair from her, shaking his head, and before she could protest, he was seated by the kitchen entrance with his ankle over one knee, looking completely at home.
 Since he hardly said a word at first, her stress level lowered and the group got going. They worked well together, with an easy camaraderie she had never had with her fellow undergraduates—perhaps because she’d been so much older than them. But she did wonder why Liam was here if he wasn’t going to say anything.
 About half an hour into the session, though, he suddenly growled, “Dammit, I can’t stand it anymore,” stood up, and marched into the kitchen.
 Everyone stared after him. He had been so still during the meeting unless they asked him a specific question that they’d forgotten he was there. And now he’d changed the dynamic of the room simply by rising with such speed and almost storming out.
 Thea followed him. “What?”
 “This damn faucet.” He was already on his knees in front of the sink, opening the cabinet and throwing things onto the floor. Old scrubbing sponges, a dishwashing brush coated with soap from a leaking detergent bottle, rubber gloves that had perished and lost a few fingers when he pulled them off the sticky cabinet floor: all appeared at Thea’s feet. She felt her cheeks flush. Was that how bad it had gotten under there?
 “Hey!” she exclaimed, catching a can of Comet before it spilled. “Do you have to be so—”
 He didn’t even seem to have heard her. “Doesn’t that drip bother you? Bothers the crap out of me, and I’ve only been here twenty minutes.”
 She dropped to her knees herself, gathering up the items as if she could hide all of them from her guests. She looked behind her. Yep, they were all in the doorway, gazing at her and Liam as he got farther into the cabinet.
 “Woah, Thea,” Chloe said. “You didn’t say you were going to put on a show. Nice butt, Liam.”
 He didn’t answer. Thea hoped he at least had the grace to blush. An old drain plug, stuck inside a plastic tub that might once have held deodorizer, rolled out of his hands and came to rest at the feet of the crowd at the door. See, I did at least try and make it a little less stinky in there.
 The inventory of Thea’s messy life finally stopped. Liam grunted with satisfaction and turned the tap to stop the water supply. The dripping, which had been magnified by the cookie tray she had thrown into the sink earlier, ceased. Liam got up, hit his head on the cabinet frame, cursed, and rubbed his head as he examined the faucet. His hand still on the back of his head, he turned to Thea.
 “Got a wrench?” he growled.
 “Yeah,” she snapped back. “You want me to finish what that cabinet started?”
 His eyebrows lowered, eyes turning dark. “You want this fixed or not?”
 She folded her arms in defense, but he had her and he knew it. She ignored their audience and stomped out of the back door.
 Even though he hadn’t lived with them for two years, most of Gabriel’s things were still at her house. When he’d so unceremoniously left them, he’d left all his tools behind. They were in the basement, which was dank and smelly and leaked every time it rained. Thea had thrown all his crap on the floor one day and left them there. She still had to go down to use the laundry, but she went nowhere near the table Gabe had laughably called his workshop.
 She threw open the double door entry from outside and steeled herself against the spiderwebs and cave crickets. It was dark in there, and the light from two bare bulbs slung from the ceiling was pitiful.
 Sure enough, inside the ancient space, lined with nineteenth-century stone and badly clad pipes, a canvas bag of tools sat rotting in a puddle in the corner. “Ew,” she said, her voice deadened in the damp air.
 “Thea?” Zahra’s voice came through the floorboards right above her.
 “Yeah,” she called back, lifting her head—but still watching for spiderwebs. “Be right there.”
 She approached the tool bag as if a snake were about to leap out of it, but it just sat there, dark and pathetic and ignored. She used the mere tips of her finger and thumb to open the flaps. They were slimy and moldy, and her fingers were instantly filthy. “Ew,” she said again. Oh, and for the eight hundred and ninety-sixth time, fuck Gabriel.
 The tools might have been sodden, and some of the rubber coatings might have turned to powder in her revolted hands, but they were made of steel and there was still a faint sheen to them. Thea saw something with a wrench at one end and a round hole at the other sitting at the top of the pile. Gratefully, she pulled it out, again with finger and thumb, and hightailed it out of the basement.
 With a certain pride, she held it out to Liam, who was now standing in front of the sink. His audience hadn’t moved.
 His mouth was a thin line. “What am I supposed to do with that?”
 She pulled back her hand. Now he was really starting to piss her off. “Uh, fix my faucet? Or I can think of another place you can put it.”
 Suddenly, he was right in front of her, so close she had to look up to see his eyes and smell the mixture of whatever deodorant he used and the bleach he’d dislodged in the cabinet. Damn, those eyes.
 They bored into her as if searching for something in her own. A tingle began somewhere behind Thea’s navel. She might have parted her lips.
 “Do you think,” he said, his breath brushing her cheek, “that you could go find me an adjustable wrench? One that has some hope of fitting your antiquated pipes?”
 Her new friends were watching them, crowded into the doorway like the Keystone Kops, Seth and David somehow managing to appear one head on top of the other. And the wrench sat heavy in her hand, obviously too big and heavy to do any good against a kitchen faucet.
 Thea burned with humiliation. She’d never wanted to be wrong-footed by a man again, and here she was, the first time she’d let one in the house since Gabe. Not that Liam was here to… Not that she was thinking of…
 Shit. She turned around and climbed back down to the basement.
 Cursing Gabe, Liam, and the perished pair of rubber gloves upstairs, she dug deeper into the bag, found an adjustable wrench, and took it back to Liam. Everyone except Chloe had gone back into the living room. Thea shoved the wrench at him and pushed past Chloe, who barely moved, her gaze riveted by Liam’s fine jean-clad butt again sticking out of the cupboard.
 “Aren’t you gay?” Thea said from behind her.
 “I can recognize a work of art when I see one, can’t I?” Chloe said. Thea pulled her away from the door, but not before they heard Liam give a snort of laughter that echoed a little in the cabinet. Hey, look at that. A sense of humor after all.
 “Come on, I need to outline this paper,” Zahra said—bless her understanding heart—and the four of them went back to work.
 In a few minutes, Liam, wiping his hands with paper towels, came in, said, “I’ll be back,” which made Chloe almost spit out her soda, and swept out of the house.
 “‘Come with me if you want to live,’” Chloe said.
 “Uh-huh,” Zahra said.
 “Excuse me,” Thea said to avoid her knowing look. “I have to go put Benji to bed.”
 Benji had been remarkably self-sufficient tonight. Putting a movie on his tablet had held him in one place. Jake had been doing his homework, of course. She hoped to God.
 Now that he had his mother’s attention, however, Benji was not about to relinquish it. “Come on, Ben-ben,” she growled as he changed his mind for the fourth time on which pajamas to wear. Then he whined and groused like a two-year-old when she tried to help him brush his teeth, and she told him so. So he grizzled and whined and wouldn’t pick out a book. Thea finally got pissed and said, through gritted teeth and in a quiet but furious tone, “Fine! I love you! Go to sleep!” and she left the room.
 Benji started crying louder. Goddammit. This whole fucking thing is to help me be a better mother, and the first time I have people over, I screw that up, too.
 “Mom?” Jake was right behind her.
 “What?” she snapped. Would her fellow students think she was a terrible mother if she opened a bottle of wine?
 Jake took her tone in stride. Which made her heart sink as well. God, all I’ve done for years is bitch at these kids. They didn’t ask for the dad they got.
 “Sorry,” she said in her least crazy-mom voice. “What is it, hon?”
 Jake looked so much like his father when he got that shifty look in his eye. “Um, a few of the guys are meeting up for pizza. Can I go?”
 “Pizza? You just had dinner!”
 “Two hours ago.”
 “And it’s a school night.”
 Jake looked up at the hallway ceiling. “It’s still early. ’Sides, there’re only like three weeks left of school.”
 “Nice try, big guy. No going out on a school night. Go take out the garbage and bring Audrey in. Benji,” she raised her voice to cut through the closed door and his crying. “Quit it.”
 “Jeez.” Jake pushed past her and went down the stairs.
 In the kitchen, he looked at the mess Liam had left on the floor. “I got to clean this up, too?” he said in an aggrieved voice.
 “Crap. I forgot about that,” Thea said. “No, just do the regular garbage.” Her sister, Cat, would have told him to throw this stuff out too. But there was Comet powder on the floor, and she didn’t have any other rubber gloves. And why do I always have Cat’s voice in my head, judging my every tiny decision? “But come say hello, first.”
 Jake reluctantly turned to the living room, a hand going to his hair, to make sure it was spiky enough, she assumed. He stopped on the threshold, blinking at all the new people.
 Thea squeezed past him. “Jake, this is everyone. Everyone, my eldest son, Jacob.”
 She couldn’t help the pride that sat in her voice when she looked at him. He might look just like Gabe, but that meant he was beautiful.
 Everyone chorused a hello and then, seeing how awkward Jake was feeling, politely looked away from him.
 Liam walked in the front door at that moment, carrying a paper bag from the hardware store. He assessed Jake coolly.
 “Donaghy,” Liam said unexpectedly. “Freshman basketball?”
 Jake looked as though he’d just seen the headlights of the car that was going to kill him. “Mr. McConnell?”
 “Uh-huh. How are you?”
 “Umm, I’m good.”
 “One of your teachers?” Chloe asked. Thea was so surprised that Jake knew Liam, her voice was gone. She should have asked him that.
 Liam replied first. “I coached varsity. At Central.”
 That was Jake’s school. Jake’s look of horror had rearranged itself into something Thea couldn’t name. “But you quit,” he said.
 Liam looked as if the conversation had gone to a place he really didn’t want it to. “I left, Jacob. Big difference. You trying out for JV this year?”
 “Uh…” Last season, Jake had told her that he wanted to quit. That had been a fun conversation. “Maybe.”
 “You should. You’re good. Good layups.”
 Jake flushed and looked everywhere but at Liam. Thea giggled, and she didn’t get to do that very often these days. A teacher! In his own home! Talking to him like a normal person! No wonder Jake looked so confused.
 “Um, okay,” Jake finally said, and nearly fell over his feet getting back into the kitchen.
 Thea grinned at Liam. “You must have been a pretty terrifying coach.”
 Did he go that adorable shade of pink again? It clashed with his hair and beard. But he shrugged. “To a fifteen-year-old, anyone who tells you what to do is a tyrant.”
 “Or a mother,” Thea added.
 “Same thing,” Zahra said.
 “So, hey, Thea,” Chloe said. “You got any wine?”
 Liam walked past them without saying any more and began banging around in the kitchen. It sounded as though he was pounding the leaky faucet into submission. Thea followed him to find the wine. Jake had pulled the garbage bag out of the bin and hustled out the back door so fast it had to be a record. Benji had quieted down, and the kitchen was strangely peaceful as she opened the bottle—next time she was going to buy wine that cost more than eight bucks—and Liam assumed the position under the sink. Then Jake banged back through the door, carrying a disgruntled Audrey, whose expression he echoed. He looked warily at Liam’s legs, then at her, and took the cat upstairs with him before Thea could ask him to do anything else.
 Figuring silence was the way to go, she left Liam to it and went back to the others.
 The wine wasn’t bad and gave them all fresh heart to keep going with the assignment. An hour later, Zahra stood, stretching. “I’m sorry, I have to go. Gotta get lunches made for tomorrow.”
 “And I have to drive back to the city,” Chloe said, standing with her. Seth and David also took their cue to leave. They hovered for a moment, looking uncertainly into the kitchen, where the water was now running.
 “Thanks, guys,” Thea said. “I learned so much more today than I ever could on my own.” And had an entire conversation with grown-ups who aren’t related to me. Her ridiculous throat closed up.
 “Me too!” Chloe exclaimed. “Same time next week?”
 “And we’ll see you in class.” said Zahra, hugging her. Zahra, in particular, was a woman Thea wanted to get to know.
 “You want me to stay a minute?” Zahra said low into Thea’s ear. She loosened the hug and gave a side-eye to the kitchen.
 “No, I’ll be fine,” Thea said. Liam was confusing and probably a pain in the butt, but he wasn’t dangerous.
 Unless you count that rocking ass and the way he looked at you before.
 “Holy shit!” she heard from the street. And five seconds later, Seth and David had walked back through the house into the kitchen.
 “Is that your truck?” Seth asked Liam.
 “Uh-huh,” she heard.
 She looked out the window as Seth said, “Damn, dude, you should have told us!”
 At the curb outside Thea’s house sat a 1950s, powder-blue behemoth of a pickup truck, with a hood like something out of Rebel Without a Cause.
 “When would I bring her up?” Liam’s voice said. “You like old cars?”
 “Uh, yah? Have you seen Seth’s hands?” David said. “He’s the mechanic, I’m the accountant. Erikson’s? On Route 9? It’s our dad’s garage.”
 “What have you got under the hood?” Seth interrupted. Liam replied with a series of words Thea knew were English but made zero sense to her. The twins seemed impressed, judging by their low whistles, and Seth said, “That was what I heard. I thought it was just a truck going past with a sweet rumble, but it was you and that ’Vette engine.”
 Thea looked out of the window again. The truck was nothing like a Corvette.
 The twins came out of the kitchen and said goodbye to her again. Then they stood in front of the blue monster—actually, it was kind of adorable, like a big blue baby—and shook their heads a couple of times before getting in their own much more ordinary car and driving away.
 Well, damn if she was going to go into the kitchen until Liam came out. She arranged the plates and wineglasses in the middle of the coffee table and opened her textbook, pretending to read.
 He finally reappeared in the doorway. His jeans were wet, and there were smudges of dirt on his pale-green T-shirt. Which, she noticed, he filled out quite nicely.
 “Um,” Thea said. “Thanks?”
 He nodded and grunted. “Waste of water.” Obviously whatever joviality he’d had with the twins wasn’t about to extend to her.
 Thea bristled. “I know. I meant to get to it—”
 “Not with the state those tools were in.”
 Was that smudge on his T-shirt… mold? “Oh my God, did you go in the basement?”
 He shrugged. “You should treat your tools better.”
 Thea went into the kitchen, Liam making room for her. All Gabe’s tools were cleaned off and laid out on a kitchen towel on the table. The floor was empty of all the detritus from the cabinet. The last of the June evening sun shone through the back door and glinted off the clean tools and shiny sink.
 The first thing Thea felt, and the scariest, was relief. Someone had helped. Someone had done something she couldn’t do. She hadn’t been alone. For this moment, the millstone that was this house was not her burden alone.
 Then, fast on the heels of that feeling, was terror. She backed up until she hit the refrigerator, knocking off a few magnets. “I’m not interested,” she said past a tight throat.
 Liam, who had folded his arms while she examined his handiwork, unfolded them again. “What?”
 “I—I’m not interested. In a relationship.” Relying on someone, the way she had Gabriel? Aw, hell no. She wished Liam had left the damn faucet alone.
 He shook his head, moving away from the table he’d leaned against. “Jesus, woman, I just fixed the faucet. Don’t flatter yourself.”
 Thea’s cheeks burned. “S—Sorry,” she stammered. “I just… want to be clear.”
 “I’m clear,” he said, spreading his hands.
 “Thank you,” she said again. “For the faucet.”
 He rolled his eyes and went out to the living room. Picking up his backpack, he said, “Think you can let me come back to the group next week without worrying I’ll jump you?”
 Her cheeks actually hurt, she was blushing so hard. “Yes, fine. Goodbye.”
 She was too embarrassed to watch him leave, but when she heard a grumbling roar from the street, it was instinct that drew her eyes back to the truck. The street echoed with its vibrating growl. It did sound like a Corvette.
 Thea glimpsed Liam’s outline through the window as he paused for a second, perhaps to let the engine
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