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  CHAPTER ONE


  SEAN BENNING HAD PUT IN HIS TIME. HE COULDN’T RISK BEING caught in another conversation about ERB percentiles and afterschool activities that cost more than he made in a month. Forty-five minutes was his limit. He downed the dregs of his second gin and tonic before ditching the glass on a mirrored tabletop, all the while clutching his jacket in the other hand. He cast a longing look at the front door, which glowed like a vision through a sudden parting in the overdressed crowd. He allowed himself to be pulled toward it, his pulse slowing with the knowledge that he’d be out soon.


  “There you are,” a voice growled. A tanned hand grabbed him by the arm, pulling him back. Jolted from his vision of escape, he spun around, almost slamming into a shiny white armoire that was camouflaged in the all-white room. Cheryl Eisner stood too close, her dark eyes softer, drunker, than he’d seen them. “I’ve been looking for you,” she said, her voice rising above the party chitchat.


  He panicked. “The Annual Fund donations,” he said, stalling. “They’re not due yet, are they?” But he knew they’d been due last week. “I lost the form.” Not that he was planning on giving the school a cent above the thirty-eight thousand dollars his in-laws were already paying. He couldn’t fathom the income you’d need to live decently in New York, pay full freight for even one kidthough who had just one these days?plus make a big donation to the school every year. But people did it. Lots of people.


  Cheryl frowned and shooed away the topic with a graceful swat of the air. “Let’s not talk about the Annual Fund. It’s too boring.” Her son, Marcus, was in Toby’s class. Until tonight, Sean had only seen her in tight designer workout clothes at school pickup and drop-off. Now, she wore a fitted gold dress. With the heels, she must have been six-two, almost eye level. Looking a woman in the eye like this was rare, and strangely exciting. She focused on his jacket. “You’re not going, are you?” She touched the bare skin just below her clavicle and above the two scoops of cleavage being offered on the gold tray of her dress.


  It was almost distracting enough to make him forget the front door.


  He tried not to stare as she stroked her own skin. “I was just heading out.” Were they real? Fake? Toby’s face popped into his head like a censored bar over her breasts. “My … the sitter … I’ve got to get back,” he stumbled.


  She gave him a strange smile and pulled him past the parents of Toby’s classmates, who he barely recognized in their party attire, toward a table spread with caviar and blini. “First, you’ve got to try this,” she said. Somehow he’d missed the food on his first sweep of the room. She plunged her index finger into the ornate crystal bowl and held a dripping fingerful of caviar in front of his lips. He was famished, but he pressed them closed instinctively. Marcus had always been a nervous kid. He could see why. “Go ahead,” she cooed. “Let me in.”


  If she hadn’t looked so determined, poised with fish eggs on her finger, he would have been sure this was all a joke. At every turn, parents gossiped, laughed, and shrieked at each others’ witty anecdotes. He hadn’t heard one witty anecdote the entire evening. The good news was that nobody seemed to be watching him. Still, what was he doing? Was she actually coming on to him?


  Cheryl waited patiently.


  Really, what choice did he have? He opened his mouth and she thrust her finger inside. The little black eggs exploded with sickeningly salty pops as he remembered he hated caviar. She ran her finger along the roof of his mouth and around his upper lip and by the time she removed it, he felt like he’d had some kind of internal exam.


  She plucked two glasses from the bar. “Now we have to drink champagne.”


  A waiter had handed him a drink the moment he walked through the door. A second drink had magically appeared shortly after that. He was comfortably numb. Any more alcohol would push him toward drunk. “I’m okay,” he said. Besides, why would he drink champagne with Marcus’s hot mother? Wasn’t that a bad idea?


  “Come on.” She pressed the champagne glass into his hand. “I have a toast. Please?”


  “Sure,” he said, charmed by the please. “What are we toasting?”


  “To Wonder Dad,” she said with an ironic smile. “The man who does it all.”


  “Trust me, I’m not”


  “Drink,” she demanded. “It’s my toast.”


  He wasn’t Wonder Dad. Didn’t want to be Wonder Dad. He wasn’t sure he wanted to be toasting with Cheryl at all. But he drank nonetheless. The champagne tickled going down. “I’ll see you at school,” he said with an apologetic smile. “I’ve got to get back.”


  He took a few steps toward the door before she dropped the bomb. “You’ve heard about the new teacher, right?”


  He stopped. Turned. “They found a new teacher?”


  She nodded in slow motion and didn’t let go of his gaze. She waited while he digested the information.


  A real teacher could turn everything around for Toby. He retraced his steps on the white shag carpet. “Who is she? When does she start?”


  “It’s a little loud out here,” Cheryl said, and walked away from him. After a moment, she looked back to summon him with a sideways glance. Like a dog chasing a bone, he followed her past a mixed media installation that looked an awful lot like the one he’d seen last year at the Whitney. This wasn’t a living room, it was an Architectural Digest spread. How could you raise kids in an all-white room? What about crayons, ketchup, barf?


  He rounded the corner and when he didn’t see her, he panicked that he’d lost his line to the only piece of gossip he cared about.


  A stage whisper hit him from the guest bathroom. “In here.”


  Against his better judgment, he followed her voice into the room that blazed with tiny spotlights suspended from thin wires. She locked the door behind him and propped her ass against the sink. “Much quieter,” she said.


  He couldn’t help laughing at that one. “It is a quiet room.” A candle on a glass shelf made the bathroom smell like pumpkin pie. He liked pumpkin pie. Still, it was weird. He leaned against a monogrammed towel. “So.” He looked at her and wondered if he was really going to go through with this.


  She kicked off her heels and rubbed his calf with her foot. “So what?”


  “So what do you know about the new teacher?”


  “She’s not from New York.” Cheryl hooked her finger through his belt loop and tugged. Subtlety was not Cheryl’s forte. But she had other qualities.


  He took a step toward her. “What’s her name?” Turning the banal conversation into something like foreplay was easier than he’d anticipated.


  “Jessica Harper.” She pushed him away an arm’s length and cast her brown eyes down. Not to the ground. “She starts Monday.” She pulled him close again, running her hands down his chest and around his back. It had been a long time since someone had touched him like this. Touched him at all. He hadn’t realized how much he missed it. Soon, her hands traveled down to his ass, which she began to massage. Almost as soon as she did, it began vibrating.


  “Answer it,” she said, running both hands down the backs of his thighs. “It might be Toby.”


  Toby was probably fine. Almost definitely fine. “I can call him back …”


  She slid the phone out of his back pocket and opened it, holding it to his ear. Say hello, she mouthed, and traced her finger down his chest.


  “Hello?” he said, locking eyes with her and wondering when his life had become this strange.


  “Why aren’t you calling me back?” Ellie’s voice hit him like a bucket of cold water. He must have backed away from Cheryl, because she tightened her hold on him. Undeterred, she teased her hand under his shirt.


  “We need to talk about this medication thing,” Ellie was saying.


  “I can’t talk right now. This isn’t a good time”


  “There’s never a good time,” Ellie snapped. “This is our child’s health.”


  “Look, Ellie, I’m never putting him on that stuff. Never.” He’d been louder than he meant to be and made an effort to bring down the volume. “Conversation’s over.”


  “Grow up, Sean.” Ellie’s voice condescended through the phone from wherever she was. “Dr. Shineman’s email said he might need to be on Ritalin. You can’t just ignore that. Get him evaluated. Jesus. It’s a no-brainer. See what a doctor has to say, then we make the decision.”


  Cheryl pinched his nipples, which would have felt great if Ellie hadn’t been yelling in his ear. “The no-brainer,” he said, “is that you have no say in this. You gave that up when you disappeared.” Cheryl lifted his shirt and started biting at his abs. The game was kind of fun. He tried to stay on point. “I really have to go. You caught me right in the middle of something.”


  “Don’t you dare hang up on”


  He flipped the phone closed and threw it on the fluffy bathmat.


  “Trouble on the ranch?” Cheryl asked between kisses that seemed to be heading south along his abdomen.


  He wasn’t going to let Ellie mess up whatever this was. She’d messed up too much already. “Wrong number,” he said, and Cheryl seemed to appreciate the absurdity of the lie.


  “I hate when that happens.”


  “Very inconvenient,” he said, and tried to blot out Ellie’s voice, their conversation, the image of her that was now lodged in his mind. “So … where were we?”


  “The new teacher.” Cheryl’s smile came off as a challenge.


  “Right. The new teacher.” He leaned against the basin, his face inches from hers. “So. What kind of credentials does she have?”


  “Excellent,” Cheryl said, breathily. “They’re excellent.” He wondered if all parent socials were this social and if it had been a good idea to let Ellie come to these alone for so many years. He now had a clear view down Cheryl’s dress. There they were again. He fought the urge to squeeze them.


  Then he thought: Why? Ellie had walked out on him. He and Cheryl were adults who happened to be primed for sex and conveniently locked in this fancy bathroom for exactly that reason. This kind of thing didn’t happen every day. In fact, nothing like this had ever happened to him. Not to mention it had been a hell of a long time since he’d had sex. He missed itcraved it. Forget everything else that was messed up with Ellie being gonenot being able to have sex was by far the worst. He deserved this random encounter. He should push away all the doubt and just go with it. Liking Cheryl was not required. And she was making it so easy. There was no room for misinterpretation, just a clear and straightforward invitationverging on an orderto screw her.


  She yanked on his belt buckle and a laser-like flash blinded him. When he got his vision back, he realized that the gumball-size rock on her finger was reflecting the overhead lights into rainbow beams. Kind of like a superhero ring. He’d never seen Cheryl’s husband and now he was forced to wonder how big the guy was and if he could throw a punch. Then he remembered she was married to a famous neurosurgeon who traveled around the world saving lives. A guy like that would never risk messing up his hands.


  “He doesn’t care,” she said. She was a mind reader, too, apparently. “We have an understanding.”


  An understanding sounded complicated. Or very simple. Who was he to argue with an understanding? He helped her undo his jeans and she pressed herself against him. She slid her tongue into his mouth and for the second time in fifteen minutes he felt like he was being probed.


  His body wanted to plunge ahead, but his brain kept nagging at him. He could still walk away. He could walk away from this incredibly hot woman who wanted him. But he was a single father now, he reminded himself. It was hard to meet women. Besides, he might not have a chance like this again anytime soon if he didn’t jump on itjump on Cherylright now.


  It turned out he didn’t even need to make the decision. Cheryl was already sinking to her knees. He watched the top of her head tilt as she lowered her glossed lips onto him.


  He couldn’t help letting out a groan. It had been four months since anyone had touched, much less handled, him with such authority. And to think, he’d almost ditched the party. He’d remembered to prepare Toby’s dinner. He’d gotten Toby in the shower early, but he’d completely forgotten about hiring a babysitter.


  “Oh well,” he’d told Toby only two hours ago. “Guess I’ll have to skip it.”


  “Call Gloria in 6A,” he’d countered. “She’s always free.”


  “Why don’t we play Monopoly instead? You can win.”


  “It’s how Mom used to get me playdates,” Toby said, reasonably. “You have to go.”


  Life was so unfair when you were a grownup and so simple when you were an eight-year-old kid. Sean had dialed Gloria’s number, which Toby had written down for him on a Famiglia Pizza napkin that had come with his dinner. He’d go, but he wouldn’t like it. The whole thing had sounded like a gigantic waste of time, not to mention boring.


  So he’d been wrong on that last point. Cheryl’s mouth was now vibrating with encouraging moans. She really didn’t need to be so encouraging. In fact, he realized, panicking, everything was moving too fast. He thought of dead puppies, Toby’s tutoring bills. His in-laws. None of it was working. He was dangerously close. He had to stall. He pulled away, hoisted her onto the speckled stone counter that surrounded the sunken basin of the sink and unzipped her dress. He was not going to leave the parent social without knowing if they were real. It would also buy him recovery time. If he was going to make the monumental mistake he was about to make, he was sure as hell going to make it last.


  He’d always assumed silicone would be a turnoff. How wrong he’d been. They were dense, fun to play witha little like water balloons but softer and they stood up all by themselves.


  Condoms. It had been years since he’d needed a condom. But he needed one now, and fast. He couldn’t imagine anyone keeping condoms in their mansion’s guest bathroom. He reached past her toward the medicine cabinet, on the off chance.


  “I got it,” she said. She put his hand back on the water balloon, then leaned over and grabbed her gold bag from the toilet seat. She pulled out a condom wrapped in matching gold foil that she tore expertly with her teeth and rolled onto him with the speed and precision of a NASCAR crew at a pit stop.


  He reached between her legs and pushed aside a sliver of silky fabric that counted as her underwear. Her muscular thighs wrapped around his waist and before he knew it, he was in.


  Then he remembered his mandate, the reason he was here in the first place. “Does Marcus want to have a playdate with Toby sometime?”


  He wasn’t sure if the yes she gasped had to do with the playdate or the thrusting. Soon, she was clawing his skin with her red nails and arching her double-jointed back. He realized, with a whole new level of respect for Pilates or whatever exercise classes she seemed to take all day, every day, that Cheryl’s workouts had even toned her muscles in there. There was no doubt about it, he wasn’t going to last long.


  He tried, futilely, to hang on, but at a certain point it was impossible.


  “No,” Cheryl ordered, through heavy breathing. “Not yet.” She was just gearing up. But there was no turning back. It was all about release. No more than five seconds later, the whole thing was over. He crumpled onto her, spent and relieved. But the relief lasted about as long as he had.


  “Don’t worry about it,” Cheryl said, nudging him off her and snapping her underwear into place. She ran her hand along the side of his face, shook her head with a wistful sigh, and let herself out of the bathroom.


  He slid to the floor and thumped his head repeatedly against the shiny tiles. Though most of the blood had left his brain, he was able to focus on the fact that he’d have to see Cheryl every day, twice a dayreliving the mortification of this very momentuntil Toby was old enough to take himself to and from school. It would be years. Years of remembering how he’d failed at this basic act. He realized with horror that she might tell the other mothers.


  He was deflating quickly, until the condom hung sadly between his legs. He peeled it off. Given a second chance, he’d definitely last longer. He toyed with the idea of getting her back on the sink to prove it to her but soon abandoned the idea. He’d had enough humiliation for one night. It was time to go home.


  CHAPTER TWO


  HE’D FALLEN, TRIPPED OVER A PIECE OF FURNITURE HE COULDN’T see in the all-white room. The third-grade parents circled him. They were throwing canapés and kicking him. “Get up,” they shouted. “Get up!” He curled into a fetal position, pulling his knees to his chest.


  “Dad, get up!”


  It was weird that the third-grade parents were calling him Dad. Then he realized: there were no third-grade parents. Toby was jabbing him in the ribs and yanking his pillow from under his head. He peeled open his eyes. The light hurt. A dull ache throbbed in his temples.


  “It’s Thursday.” Toby pulled at his arm but couldn’t budge him. “We can’t be late.”


  The night rushed back: the disastrous bathroom sex, skulking home, then Toby crawling into his bed sometime around three. Toby never used to wake up at night. But since Ellie left he’d been creeping in four or five times a week and flailing around next to him all night.


  “Five more minutes,” he mumbled. “Tired.”


  When Toby pulled the comforter off the bed, letting cold air into the warm cocoon, Sean’s reflexes kicked in. His arm shot out to grab it back.


  “Ow!” Toby yelped. “Ow!”


  Sean sat up, forced his eyes open. Toby was hunched over, clutching his chest. “Jesus. I’m sorry Tobe. I didn’t know you were there. I didn’t mean to”


  “You hit me!” His eyes were brimming over.


  Sean was far from Wonder Dad. He was Hulking Brute Dad. Monster Dad. He rubbed Toby’s back. “I didn’t mean to, I was just …” He rolled up Toby’s pajama top. “Let’s take a look.” It was red. Looked like he’d been hit. “It’ll be okay. Really.”


  Toby nodded and wiped his eyes.


  “Okay. Get dressed, I’ll meet you in the kitchen for breakfast.”


  Sean turned up the hot water in the shower until he felt his skin burn. By the time he was out, Toby had poured cereal into two bowls and was rooting around in the fridge.


  “Dad,” Toby said, drawing out the word into two syllables. “Milk.”


  Milk was on his list. The list in his head that he never remembered to check. “Do we have half-and-half? You could use that.”


  “I used that up yesterday.”


  There were too many things to remember. It was impossible to get it all right. “I’ll get some on the way home.” He took inventory of what they did have left. “How about some toast?”


  “Mom never ran out of milk. Ever.”


  “Yeah, well I never ran out on you,” he shot back. As soon as he said it, Toby looked stricken. Sean had hit him where it hurtfor the second time this morning. “I didn’t mean it, Tobe,” he said. “God, I’m sorry.”


  “Mom’s coming back.” His voice was small.


  “Okay.” He wished he could press delete, start the morning over. Toby had been excited about starting the day. Before he’d been beaten physically and emotionally. “Hey,” he tried to lighten his tone. “We have an art class to get to. We don’t want to be late.”


  A chocolate croissant from the Hungarian Pastry Shop helped lift the mood for the bus ride. By the time they got to Ninety-sixth and Fifth, Toby was sugared up and ready for the day. He sprinted ahead on the Upper East Side pavement, weaving through the morning migration of well-groomed kids and their parents on the way to school.


  Sean had to admit he was looking forward to seeing what went on during a regular school day. Parent-teacher conferences and class parties had nothing to do with Toby’s daily life at The Bradley School. Sean was familiar with the black and white checkerboard floor of the lobby that he saw twice daily at drop-off and pickup, but he had no idea what went on beyond that, because according to Toby, he did stuff or nothing all day. When Toby’s teacher quit over a month ago, the school had actually reached out to parents, asking if they would volunteer to teach classes while the search committee found a replacement. In the spirit of covert infiltration, Sean volunteered to lead an art class, and today was the day.


  When they turned onto Ninety-third Street, parents and children pooled outside the glass and wrought iron door to the school. Fathers waited impatiently. Mothers chatted. Something was wrong. Drop-off was usually a wham-bam affair with fathers blowing kisses at their offspring while checking Blackberries, and a few malnourished mothers on their way to the gym. It was too early for estrogen and small talkthat came at three-thirty during pickup.


  Lilly’s mom looked up from a conversation with Melanie Drake, the mother of Toby’s best friend, Calvin. “You’re early today!” she said, looking like she’d been up for hours and already run around the reservoir, worked out with her personal trainer, and cooked a three-course breakfast for the family.


  “Am I?” His eyes darted to the entrance. “Why isn’t the door open?”


  “Five more minutes,” Melanie said, holding her wrist out so he could see it was only seven fifty-five.


  He took a quick inventory of the scene. Kids and their parents bobbed in place to keep warm as they waited to be let in. Sean froze when he saw Cheryl out of the corner of his eye.


  “So have you already started it?” Melanie had returned to a conversation with Lilly’s mom. “Susannah’s friend did it when she was eight and this girl just aced her verbal SATs.”


  “We’re three weeks in already.” Lilly’s mom looked at Sean. “Is Toby doing it, too?”


  “Doing what?”


  “Sight training.”


  He wasn’t sure what she was talking about but guessed it wasn’t a class for seeing eye dogs. “Uh, I don’t think so.”


  “Oh, you’d know,” she went on. “I bring Lilly to the midtown office three times a week. It’s special physical therapy that strengthens the eye muscles.”


  “The school recommended it for Calvin.” He liked Melanie. She was married to one of the biggest developers in Manhattan, but she somehow managed to stay more or less down to earth. “I’m trying to decide if we can fit it all in.”


  Cheryl was now standing a few feet from him. When she caught his eye, she cocked her head and winked. Maybe he’d been too hard on himself. Maybe his bathroom performance had been okay. Good even.


  “When we finish up with the OT for Calvin’s pencil grip,” Melanie said, “maybe we’ll try it. Is Toby doing OT, too?”


  “What?” He eyed the door and vowed never to be early again.


  “Occupational Therapy,” she said. “How’s Toby’s grip?”


  She was waiting for an answer. “Well, the pencil’s never flown out of his hand,” he said, knowing this couldn’t have been the answer she was looking for.


  As soon as the front door unlatched, kids streamed into the lobby and their parents peeled off for work.


  “Come on, Dad,” Toby said, pulling him away from all talk of pencil grips. Sean shot the mothers a look that said you know how kids are as he allowed Toby to drag him into the lobby and past the eighth grade Jasper Johns study on display. A few of the pieces weren’t bad, especially considering the artists were thirteen. If his own grade school had had a full-time school-museum liaison, everything could be different for him now. He’d had to wait until art school for the kind of exposure Toby had gotten in kindergarten.


  Sean tried to keep up, following Toby under the fleet of nine-hundred-ninety-nine origami swans that dangled from an elaborate mobilethe seniors’ first semester art projectthen up the grand staircase.


  At the fourth floor, Sean followed Toby through a fire door and into a hallway that was carpeted in bright blue. The third-grade self-portraits that lined the walls smiled out with circle eyes, wobbly red lines for mouths, and an oompa loompa orange for skin. He wondered why the girls’ drawings were all about hair and lips, while the boys were obsessed with freckles and teeth. All except Toby’s. He’d obviously sketched himself in a mirror and used perspective and shading, like Sean had taught him. It didn’t look exactly like Toby, but it captured his sleepy lids and long lashes. In the self-portrait, his bangs fell loosely below his blond eyebrows just like they did now. Sean smiled a self-satisfied, cocky smile of a parent who knows his kid has just blown all the others out of the water. He didn’t get to gloat often. Especially at this school. He savored the moment.


  “Dad, come on. What are you doing?” Toby was pulling at his arm. “We did those at the beginning of the year. They’re dumb.”


  Inside the classroom, red contact paper covered the walls. Maps and cursive letters and more artwork brought the room to life. He hadn’t seen the classroom since the first day of school when Toby had met Ms. Martin. Now, he felt the panic of a tourist trying to see all the sights in a single afternoon.


  “Come see my Native American corn project.” Toby was practically bouncing as he dragged Sean over to a diorama he’d built in a Merrill shoebox. “These are my artifacts.” He handed Sean a belt made of red and yellow and white yarn. “I wove it all by myself.” A bell dangled from one of the long strings that hung off both ends.


  “You made that?” It was actually pretty well done. Weaving wasn’t easy, at least he didn’t think so. “No way.”


  “And this is my wampum.” Toby pointed to some marbles and shells. “It’s like Native American money.”


  Before Sean could respond with appropriate amazement, Toby pulled him over to the math corner where he pointed out tricky problems in his workbook that he’d gotten right. What was the school making such a stink about? Toby was doing great.


  He wondered which sub they’d throw at the kids today, the fat smelly one Toby and his friends called “El Stinko,” or the strict school marm the kids called “She Who Must Not be Named.”


  But there were no subs in the room. Just the busty assistant, Miss Bix, who was fussing with a map and push pins. With the new teacher starting next week, he figured the school was skipping the subs completely.


  When Calvin blustered into the classroom, Toby ran over to him and they plopped down on the rug together to look at a comic book. Calvin made all the special sound effects of guns and lasers. Toby groaned and gurgled death throes of dying bad guys. This was the old Toby, relaxed and happy. The Toby he hadn’t seen much of lately.


  Sean felt a small finger jab at his thigh. It was Alexis. “Hi Toby’s dad,” Alexis said. She and Toby had been friends briefly in first grade. The girl was a disaster waiting to happen. Once, Toby had come back from her apartment having played sturgeon, in which they fashioned new boobs and lips for her American Girl dolls out of Play-Doh and fed them Tic Tacs that Alexis kept calling Xanax.


  “Why are you here?” She gave him the once over, lingering on his extremities. Probably sizing him up for a procedure.


  He twitched uncomfortably. “I’m going to make collages with your class.”


  “Representational or abstract?” Alexis asked. Her eyes were squinty and her lips puckered like she’d just sucked on a lemon.


  He shrugged. “Up to you.”


  He ought to sit. It would give him something to do, and maybe Alexis would go away. He lowered himself into a mini chair, but the thing was way too close to the ground. His knees were in his armpits and only half his ass fit on the seat. Suddenly, the chatter in the room stopped. He looked up to see an incredibly attractive sub put a bag down at the teacher’s desk. Her hair was brown, almost black, and pale freckles dusted her skin.


  Toby was staring at her. They all were. Sean tapped Toby with his foot. “Who’s that?” he mouthed.


  Toby shrugged, no clue.


  The sub smiled at the class, then focused a surprised look directly at Sean. He’d been waiting to be booted. Bradley School rules: no parents in the classroom unless cleared ahead of time.


  “Oh. Hi,” she said. “Who do you belong to?” She had a great voice. Like she’d spent the weekend screaming her lungs out at a football game.


  He looked up at her from the mini chair and wished he hadn’t sat in it to begin with. “Oh, I’m …” He pushed himself up awkwardly. “Sorry. I …” He tried to straighten his knees and hoped the effort didn’t show. “I’m Sean Benning. Toby’s dad.” He extended his hand: I come in peace.


  “Nice to meet you.” She shook it. Her hand was delicate but strong.


  Her eyes were blue, but much lighter than blue eyes he’d seen before. They were like blue vapor.


  “I’m doing an art project with the kids second period,” he said. “I brought some work to do in the hallway until it’s time.”


  “No, stay if you want. It’s good to have you.” She smiled and went to the board and wrote the name Jessica Harper. She turned to the kids. “Hi.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled. “I’m Jessica Harper. Your new teacher.”


  The kids exchanged looks.


  He couldn’t believe his good luck. The other parents would kill to be crashing the new teacher’s first day.


  Alexis, visibly rattled by this departure from the schedule, raised her hand. “You’re not supposed to be here until Monday.”


  “Surprise,” Jessica Harper said. “I couldn’t wait to get started.”


  The girls giggled. Toby and Calvin whispered excitedly, then Calvin raised his hand. “What should we call you?”


  “You can call me Jess,” she said. “That feels more normal to me.” This answer prompted more whispering. Until middle school, teachers could choose to be called whatever they wanted. Only a fewthe very cool fewopted for first names.


  Jess was now focused intently on the class. “Miss Bix tells me you’ve started some Thanksgiving essays. Why don’t you get them out of your binders and we’ll get to know each other?”


  As the kids rustled around, she carried an adult-size chair over to Sean and placed it next to him. “This should work better.” She was twenty-eight, he decided. Maybe thirty.


  When the kids settled down, Jess unfolded a piece of notebook paper. “I did one, too. I’ll go first.” She surveyed the room before starting. “I’m thankful for the Boston Red Sox.”


  The boys sat forward defensively. He saw Jess stifle a smile and keep going.


  “I’m thankful that I don’t care about peer pressure and that reading good books is still legal. I’m thankful for my new job at The Bradley School and also for the chance to get to know you guys.”


  Drew’s hand shot up. He had Opie-like ears and a head full of cartoon-grade red hair.


  She raised an eyebrow, pretending to be surprised that he had a comment. “What’s your name?”


  “Drew,” he said. His Izod shirt matched the turquoise stripe on his V-neck sweater, a miniature version of an investment banker on a golf outing. “The Yankees rule.”


  “I’m also thankful for freedom of choice,” she said. “And the right to voice one’s opinion in a public forum. Drew, why don’t you go next?”


  He picked up a professionally matted laser printout and straightened his spine. “I’m thankful for my mother and stepfather, my new twin brothers and in-vitro fertilization. I’m thankful for Democracy, technology, and my Xbox.”


  What eight-year-old was thankful for in-vitro? This kid was going to be pretty surprised down the road when he learned how babies were usually made. Sean got a flash of Drew’s mother on Larry King last year talking about her new book, Liars. Any woman who claimed she didn’t want children, she announced on national TV, was a liar. For six months, news shows featured one angry woman after another debating women’s biological imperative to reproduce. During that six months, Drew’s mother got divorced and remarried. Not too long after that she was waddling around The Bradley School pregnant with twins at the age that most women were starting to think about grandchildren.


  The classroom was a sea of raised hands shaking to get the teacher’s attention. Jess called on Kayla, who was wearing a Pepto-Bismolcolored sweat suit with the word “Juicy” emblazoned across her butt. Her Puma sneakers matched exactly. Kayla was just figuring out how to use her talents to get what she wanted from people. Unfortunately, Toby was under her spell.


  “My name is Kayla and I’m thankful for my innate gymnastic abilities and for Boris, who fled his country to help me achieve my Olympic dream,” she said. “I’m thankful that I am an American and can vote for president when I’m eighteen.” She smiled a beauty pageant smile she must have practiced in the mirror and sat down.


  A girl he’d never seen before was next. “I’m Emily B,” she said, and pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “I’m thankful for J.K. Rowling’s magical writing and for Harry, Hermione, and Ron. I’ve read all the books twice. I like to memorize passages and recite them in a British accent for my mom during dinner.”


  Toby hated Harry Potter. It was way too hard. As it was, Toby refused to read even the simplest chapter books to himself unless strong-armed into it. Getting through an eight-hundred-page Harry Potter book would be pure torturefor both of them. He’d get there someday. Maybe.


  Calvin stood next. He’d slimmed down a little over the summer and looked very serious. “I’b Calbin.” His ms and vs sounded like bs. “I’b thankful for engineers and skyscrapers that bake New York City the bost ibportant city in the world.” He stared hard at the paper as if the letters might vanish. His hands were trembling. Sean wondered if Calvin’s father, who was responsible for building half of those skyscrapers, had fed him that line. “I’b thankful for Wolberine, Silber Surfer, and all the X-Ben super heroes.” He sat down and took a deep breath through his mouth.


  “Thanks Calvin,” Jess said. “Would you like a cup of water?”


  He shook his head quickly.


  Next she called on Alexis, who batted her dark eyelashes before beginning. “I’m thankful for the new anti-global warming legislation and also for iCarly, and the miracle of organ transplants.”


  “That’s a wide spectrum,” Jess said. “I like that.”


  Toby was next. He stood and looked at his paper, then at Sean, then down at his shoes. Sean tried to guess what he’d be thankful for. Saturday morning cartoons? Sour Straws? Christmas presents?


  Toby swallowed before starting. “I’m thankful for my dad,” he read. “He takes me to school and plays with me and makes me food and stuff while my mommy is away. I really miss her, but I’ve still got my dad.” He smiled shyly, not looking at Sean, then sat down.


  Sean blinked back tears. His chest felt like it might cave in as he remembered whacking Toby and telling him his mother had run out on him. Everything else could change, disappear, disappoint. Toby was his constant. The only thing that mattered. He had to be a better father. Tearing up in front of these kids, not to mention the new teacher, was out of the question. For a second, he noticed her eyes dart over to him, trying to figure out what the essay meant. He coughed like he had a tickle in his throat.


  “Thanks, Toby,” she said. “Your dad sounds great. And I’m happy to turn the class over to him for a while.” She gestured him up to the board. “Mr. Benning?”


  He stood up, which was much easier now that he had the bigger chair. “Uh, thanks. I’m … call me Sean.” He looked around for the materials, then asked the class if they’d had time to slice up the Buzz Weeklys he’d sent with Toby last week.


  Kayla marched to the supply closet and emerged with two shopping bags. Sean dumped the pieces onto a table and spread them out, then moved a few onto a sheet of paper and rearranged them until something interesting started to happen. “Just start playing around. Certain shapes and colors are going to call to you. See where it takes you.” He recognized the orange and black squares and circles the kids had cut from the “Lapdogs of the Stars” piece that had run last month.


  “Can I make a horse?” one girl asked.


  “You can do whatever you want. But try it without knowing what you’re making before you start. Just see what happens.”


  They looked suspicious, but gave it a try. Jess pulled up a chair next to Toby and started one too.


  Isaac raised an eager hand and fingered his Einstein glasses with the other. “I’d like to do a map of the United States. Can I do that?” The kid was a brown-noser who’d written his first novel the summer before second grade and was currently the reigning ten-and-under New York Regional Chess Champion. Last year, his parents had called a meeting with Mr. Daniels to request a course of independent study because the second-grade work wasn’t challenging their brainiac spawn.


  “That’s going to take a long time, Isaac,” Jess said.


  “I can take it home and finish it tonight if I’m not done.”


  “The idea is to let the content drive the form,” Sean said, trying not to sound annoyed. “Allow the pieces show you what you’re making.”


  “No.” Isaac shook his head. “I think I’ll make the map.”


  Jess, who’d stepped deftly out of the conversation, focused on her collage and tamped down an amused smile.


  Soon, the kids were busily working. Drew was focusing so hard, Sean thought his tongue might bore a hole through the lining of his cheek. Luke pasted blue squares in a mass at the bottom corner of his page as he scratched absent-mindedly at a patch of red bumps on his neck. They were an intense bunch.


  After a double period of working on the collages, Jess looked at the clock. “Who’s hungry?” she asked. Toby ran up to her and tugged at her sleeve. “Can my dad have lunch with us? Please?”


  “Of course,” she said. “I mean, it’s fine with me. As long as he doesn’t have to get back to work.”


  “No, I’d love to.” He realized, with a rush, he’d never seen lunch. The kids cheered. He was a rock star, at least until someone more interesting came along. As he texted work to cancel his noon meeting, he realized he’d only been in the fifth floor dining room once, on the school tour five years ago. Walking into the room, he remembered Mimsy Roach, the admissions director, in her pastel sweater set and Barbara Bush pearls, boasting about how the same wallpaper hung in the White House. The other parents had oohed and aahed at this tidbit, which struck him as idiotic. It was wallpaper. Boring, old-fashioned wallpaper of women in petticoats picnicking on a lawn.


  But looking around now, he wondered if the presidential paper had anything to do with how insanely civilized the kids were behaving. They sat at tables, engaged in polite conversation. At least that’s how it looked from where he was standing. There wasn’t a spitball or mashed potato catapult in sight. Food fights had been a highlight of his grade school experience. Toby was going to miss all that.


  He pushed his tray through the cafeteria line. The kitchen bustled with precision movements. A chef in a white hat served him grilled Atlantic salmon with polenta. When Toby came home from school reporting there’d been fish for lunch, he’d imagined fish sticks, overcooked cod. Not this. He followed Toby to the two third-grade tables and watched the kids unfold linen napkins on their laps.


  He and Toby sat next to Zack, the only son of the Knicks’ once-kickass power forward, Billy Horn. The kid had gotten the height gene from his father and had learned to dribble the ball before he could walk. If all went according to Billy Horn’s plan, Zack would carry on his NBA legacy.


  Jess put her tray down at the table next to Sean. “How’s the lunch here?” she asked. “It looks amazing.”


  He had no idea how lunch was. “Let’s see.” He took a bite of the salmon. “Mmmm.”


  Isaac zoomed in for prime real estate next to Jess, but promptly turned his back on her, pushing away his nutritious gourmet meal.


  “Knight to B4,” Isaac said to Luke. The red bumps on Luke’s neck looked nasty. Even more unappetizing was Isaac’s painfully tedious account of a national chess tournament he’d won that weekend in Florida. He paused for dramatic tension. “And check.”


  “Isaac, eat,” Jess said, taking a bite of pork tenderloin. It looked like something you’d order at a restaurant.


  He tried to imagine eating like this every day, but that was depressing because unless he came to school with Toby, there was no way it was going to happen.


  “I don’t eat lunch,” Isaac said, and made a face at Jess’s food. “Do you know how they raise pigs? It’s revolting. The conditions in the slaughterhouses are barbaric.”


  Sean let his fork drop. “Thanks for that.”


  “Grab a PB&J or something,” Jess suggested.


  “The Bradley School is a nut-free zone,” he said. “Besides, I’m not hungry.”


  Calvin pushed his tray away nervously. “Me neither.”


  “May I please be excused?” Isaac asked.


  “Lunch isn’t over yet,” Jess said. “Why don’t you guys tell me about yourselves? Which sports do people like to play? I played lacrosse in college.”


  “Ivy League?” Drew asked.


  “Trinity,” she said without missing a beat.


  Isaac looked at his Tourneau watch. “I have to go to the nurse.”


  “I have a pony,” Nina said. Her velour top exclaimed STAR! in purple rhinestones. “I ride her in competition.”


  “I have to go to the nurse, too,” Luke said.


  “Me too,” Marcus said.


  They’d each pushed their food around their plates to make it look like they’d eaten something, just like the girls in college used to do.


  “You should have our names on the list.”


  “Oh right. The list.” Jess reached into her bag and produced a clipboard and checked it. “Okay, anyone who has permission can go to the nurse now.”


  Marcus, Luke, Calvin, Isaac, and Kayla got up to leave.


  “You sure you all need to go?” she asked, as a few more kids got up from the other third-grade table.


  Kayla waved as she followed the boys.


  “What’s that about?” Sean whispered.


  She shrugged and turned back to the remaining kids. “I guess something’s going around.”


  “Knock-knock,” Zack said.


  “Who’s there?” Toby happily obliged.


  “Yah.”


  “Yah who?”


  “What are you so excited about?”


  The kids howled. The exodus had barely registered with them. Sean made a mental note to buy Toby some Flintstones vitamins. Just to be safe.


  “Dad, want to come to computer class?” Toby asked, as Sean scraped his plate. “We’re going to make pictures on the Mac to go with our Thanksgiving essays.”


  “Let’s try not to get me fired on my first day,” Jess said, winking at Sean.


  “Seems fair.” He turned to Toby. “I’ve got to get to work anyway.”


  When everyone had bussed their trays in an orderly fashion, Miss Bix herded the class out of the dining room.


  Jess extended her hand. This was the end of the road. Except for one minor detail. “My coat,” he said. “It’s still in your classroom.”


  “Come on,” she said. He followed her into the hallway where a pack of teachers waited for the elevators. Something familiar flashed across her features. It was the same look Toby had given him on the first day of kindergarten when he’d been thrown into a room full of strangers.


  “Why don’t we take the stairs,” he suggested. “Work off all that fancy food.”


  “Sure.” He heard a touch of relief in her voice.


  “So how’s the first day going?” he asked as they entered the stairwell, which was decorated with fifth-grade maps of Europe.


  “Better than I expected.”


  “It takes a while to get the hang of this bunch.” He paused. “You’re doing great.”


  “It’s … not like other schools.”


  “So you didn’t go to a Bradley either?”


  Her laugh was loud and spontaneous. Like an exhale. “Not by a long shot.”


  He was looking at her, not at the stairs, when his foot came down on a soft, uneven surface that sent him flying into the facing wall. Jess grabbed the railing just in time to stop herself.


  “Oh my God!” she gasped when she saw what it was.


  Calvin was lying half on the third floor landing, half on the step. “Calvin,” he said. “Are you okay?” Sean’s heart raced as he knelt down.


  “Calvin!” he screamed. “Calvin!” Screaming at Calvin was ridiculous. The kid needed help, not a hearing aid. He steadied Calvin’s head, which was jerking from side to side against one of the sandpaper-lined steps. His body shuddered and flailed and his eyes rolled back in his head. “It’s okay, buddy,” he said, having no idea if that was true. “It’s gonna be okay.”


  “Call 911,” Jess said. She held Calvin’s head to free up Sean’s hands, and he pulled his phone from his back pocket. In his entire life, he’d never dialed 911, and when the operator answered he stumbled over the information. He told her everything he knew, which, he realized, was very little.


  “They’ll be here soon,” he said. Adrenaline pulsed through him.


  “What should I do?”


  “His medical file.” Sean hadn’t been able to answer any of the questions the operator was asking. “We should have it for the paramedics.”


  “I’ll get the nurse,” she said. “Can you, um …” She gestured toward Calvin with her head and Sean traded places with her. “I’ll be fast,” she said, and sprinted down the stairs.


  She was back a minute later, a sheen of sweat on her forehead. “Any change?”


  He shook his head. Nurse Astrid lugged her well-padded body up the stairs, a full flight behind Jess. He wondered if Astrid had ever taken the stairs in her life. The nurse getupwhite uniform, white stockings, white orthopedic shoeswas out of the fifties. At least she didn’t wear the cap.


  “No preexisting conditions,” she said, reading from the file and gasping for breath. “Nothing. Let me see him.” She knelt down awkwardly and took his pulse. “It’s fast,” she said, almost angry. “Where’s the ambulance? We need the ambulance,” she screamed. The costume couldn’t hide the fact that she was helpless and scared.


  Within minutes, the paramedics arrived and strapped Calvin onto a stretcher, carried him downstairs, and loaded him into an idling ambulance.


  The air outside sliced through his shirt. Jess hugged her arms across her chest, shivering. Bev Shineman, the school psychologist, barreled onto the sidewalk in a long down coat, her hand gripped in a fist around her cell phone. “I have calls in to his parents and both his nannies.” She stared at them. “How are you two holding up?” She added it, almost as an afterthought.


  “Fine,” he said, even though his heart rate was still way too fast and his knees were rubber.


  Shineman’s cell phone rang. It must have been Calvin’s parents because she lowered her voice and walked quickly away as she spoke.


  Jess had a funny look on her face, like she might cry.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  “Yeah.” She tried reassuring him with a smile. “Fine.”


  “I need an adult,” the paramedic barked from the back of the ambulance. She stared at him, then at Jess. “Who’s coming?”


  CHAPTER THREE


  SEAN HAD NEVER ENTERED MOUNT SINAI THROUGH THE AMBULANCE entrance and was disoriented as he raced after Calvin’s gurney into pediatric emergency, otherwise known as hell. Inside, he recognized the windowless room from last year when Toby had fallen off of Calvin’s bunk bed and hit his head on the way down. He’d turned out to be fine, but the six hours in emergency had traumatized them all. Looking around now, he recognized the terror on the faces of the desperate parents trying to calm screaming babies, cool fevers, and staunch bleeding.


  A team of doctors who looked like they were just out of med school circled Calvin, listening to his heart and taking his pulse. The paramedics reported what they knew: no preexisting conditions, no allergies, all in all a healthy eight-year-old boy.


  A 12-year-old in a doctor’s coat turned to Sean. “Can you tell me what happened today?” Her eyes were huge and dark like in Japanese animé.


  “Um …” He had no idea what had happened. “I … we found him on the stairs. He was unconscious and kind of … flailing around.”


  “Does your son have any known allergies to medicine, food, anything you can think of?”


  “I’m not his father.” He’d tried to make that clear in the ambulance. “But I don’t think Calvin has allergies. According to the file, I mean.”


  “Have there been any changes to his routine recently? Has he taken any medication or been out of the country? Has this ever happened before?” She stared at him with her cartoon eyes waiting for something. Anything.


  “I don’t think so. I have no idea,” he stammered. “I’m not his …”


  Shineman rushed in. “There you are,” she panted. She reeked of breath mints. “His parents are on their way.”


  “Let’s get him on a monitor and take his vitals.” An orderly in teddy bear scrubs began sticking electrodes on Calvin’s chest.


  Sean heard Cal Drake before he saw him. “Where the hell is my son?” he boomed. His footsteps were heavy but fast. He raced around the corner and stopped short when he saw Calvin lying motionless, hooked up to oxygen, with an IV in his left arm. Melanie trailed a few paces behind. When she caught up, she let out a gasp. “Calvin!” she sobbed and tunneled through the sea of residents and interns to hold her son.


  “Jesus Christ.” Cal exhaled slowly. He looked around for what he considered to be a real doctor, but finally focused on the girl with cartoon eyes, who was marking information on a chart. “What’s wrong with him? Will he be okay?”


  “When we finish these tests we’ll know more,” she said.


  He turned angrily to Shineman. “What the hell happened?”


  “He collapsed on the stairs,” she said. “Sean and the new third-grade teacher found him there. They may have saved his life.”


  Melanie turned her head toward Sean and mouthed thank you through a stream of tears. Cal glared at Shineman, concentrating all his fear, helplessness, and hostility into tasers that shot from his eyes. “What the fuck was my son doing in the stairwell by himself?”


  Shineman spoke extra quietly to counteract the yelling. “This is a tense time,” she said. “For everyone.”


  “Oh, you’re going to feel a lot of tension,” Cal spit out. “Believe me! I entrust my son’s safety to you and this is how you protect him?” His voice escalated, though it hadn’t seemed possible. “I’d like an answer to my question.” His nostrils flared. He was waitingfor an answer, for someone to blame. The doctors furiously took readings and looked about as bewildered as Sean felt.


  As her husband tore Shineman a new one, Melanie clung to her son, kissing his hand and begging him to wake up. She wouldn’t remember the details of any of this. He could see that everything else had fallen away, that she was channeling everything she had into willing Calvin to be all right. Watching her sob over Calvin, he imagined Toby on the gurney. If he didn’t slip out now, he would start crying too. He backed away slowly. “I should go,” he said, even though no one heard or cared. “I hope Calvin’s okay.”


  As soon as he hit the sidewalk, he broke into a run. He had no destination, just a need to get somewhere fast. It was below freezing and Sean had left his jacket in Toby’s classroom. When he saw the sign for Hanratty’s, he knew that was where he was going. He plopped himself at the bar, leaving a few empty seats between himself and a middle-aged man whose nose and cheeks blossomed in a web of burst capillaries. The man wore a ridiculous turtleneck covered with lobsters and was sweating alcohol.


  The bartender dropped a paper coaster in front of Sean. “What can I get you?”


  “Bloody Mary,” he said, before he’d made the decision. Drinking in the afternoon was always a bad idea. But he knew there was no way an overpriced cup of Starbucks coffee was going to do the trick. Besides, he reasoned, Bloody Marys were a daytime drink. “House vodka’s fine.”


  Sean drank in silence and pretended to be riveted by a rerun of an old Lakers/Knicks game from the nineties on the flat-screen television behind the bar. He watched a young Billy Horn dribble through the Lakers’ best guys over and over to make six easy layups in a row. There was no denying he used to be a basketball god.


  When the door opened again, a young, preppy guy bounded in, beaming unguardedly. “Hey man,” he said to the bartender. “Can I order some food to go?”


  The bartender handed him a menu.


  The guy picked it up, but didn’t have the patience to read it. “Do you have shrimp cocktail? My wife wants shrimp cocktail and I told her I’d find it for her. You have it, right?”


  “We’ve got shrimp scampi,” the bartender said.


  The guy considered it for a minute. “Yeah, okay,” he said in an annoyingly upbeat tone. “That’ll probably be fine. I’ll take an order of that to go.” He looked at Sean and the alcoholic next to him, and then at their drinks. “And I’ll have a beer. You know, while I wait.”


  He sat at the bar and kicked his feet against his stool and fiddled with the coaster. The energy of the place was suddenly all messed up. The kid was going to want to make conversation. He could feel it.


  “I just had a baby,” the kid blurted out. “I mean, my wife did.”


  So his mood was pure joy. Sean decided to cut him some slack. “Congratulations.” He saluted with the Bloody Mary. “Boy or girl?”


  “She’s a girl. Savannah. She’s got these little dimples.” He pulled his phone from his down jacket and stared scrolling through what seemed like hundreds of photos. He stopped on a picture of his new family. At home in an album somewhere, Sean had an almost identical photo of himself and Toby and Ellie that had been taken eight years ago at Mount Sinai. He loved that photo. In it, Ellie’s hospital gown is slipping, her hair is a mess, and she looks like she’s been through hell. She’d never looked more beautiful. In the photo they’re happy. In love. Hopeful. That first night they’d stared at Toby for hours. “This is it,” Ellie had said as they watched their child. “We’re in it for the long haul.”


  The long haul hadn’t turned out to be all that long. “I’ll have another,” Sean said to the bartender.


  After his second drink, he looked at his watch. He had five minutes to get back to Bradley. He slapped money on the bar and walked into blinding daylight. The new father carried a Styrofoam box of scampi. Sean didn’t have the heart to tell him that if a woman who’s just given birth asks for shrimp cocktail and you bring her shrimp covered in garlic and oil, there most certainly will be hell to pay. The kid would find out soon enough.


  The vodka only kept him warm for the first block and a half, and as he ran past the Mount Sinai buildings, he thought of Calvin in the ER, Melanie sobbing over his lifeless body. Whatever buzz he’d had was gone now and he felt heavy, slow, sick.


  He dragged himself into Bradley just in time to see the kids following their teachers, single file, down the sweeping staircase and across the lobby. A few girls in bellbottoms and sparkly T-shirts giggled. A tousled-looking boy tripped over his feet, but then recovered. Sean winced, remembering how he’d tripped over his own feet all through school.


  He watched Toby search the room, find him, and shoot him a toothy grin. He seemed fine. All the kids did. Maybe Jess hadn’t told them about Calvin. Sean tried to read their faces, but you couldn’t tell with kids. Sometimes information like that took a while to sink in.


  Jess had pulled herself together and was talking to the kids like she’d known them forever instead of just eight hours. From a distance it was easier to size her up. She’d said she played lacrosse in college, and now he saw it. She had a great body. Athletic, not sucked-out and bony like so many New York women. Her expression hovered somewhere between authoritarian and conspiratorial and was as intriguing as anything he’d seen in a long timeespecially here.


  He watched Toby laugh at a joke Zack was telling. Calvin should have been laughing right along with him. The other parents in the room still had no idea how lucky they were to be here picking up their kids while the Drakes prayed to see Calvin’s eyes open.


  He took a minute to catch his breath, to steady himself before pushing through the wall of mothers.


  “You’re Sean Benning,” a soothing male voice said. A hand descended on his back in a fatherly way. “Walt Renard.”


  He shook the hand that was extended toward him. “Hi.” Walt Renard looked tanned, well-rested, like he’d just stepped off a tropical island.


  “I hear you took Calvin to the ER.”


  Walt was one of the parents who knew everyone, even though he didn’t fit The Bradley School’s parent profile. In all the years he’d seen Walt at dropoff and pickup, Walt had never once worn a suit and tie. Today he wore blue jeans, a button-down shirt, and expensive shoes.


  “Word spreads fast,” Sean said, keeping Toby in his peripheral vision. “Does everyone knowabout Calvin?”


  “Not yet. Not most people.”


  “I have no idea what happened, why it happened.”


  “There’s nothing more terrifying than being a parent.” Walt removed his glasses and wiped them with the hem of his untucked shirt. “We do everything we can to protect them. And then something like this happens.”


  Toby was looking for Sean across the room. “I ought to …”


  “Yeah, you ought to get your son,” Walt said. “You did a good thing today.” He clasped Sean’s hand again. “Karma points,” he said, and gave a wave.


  When Toby saw Sean, he stuck his hand in Jess’s direction for his formal dismissal handshake. As soon as they’d unclasped hands, Sean scooped Toby into a fierce hug. He hadn’t meant to, but there was no fighting it.


  “Dad,” Toby said, embarrassed.


  He hated letting go, but forced himself. “Don’t know what came over me,” he said. “Sorry.”


  Jess handed him his jacket. “You might need this.”


  He thanked her and put it on. She seemed so together. “How are you?”


  “Fine,” she said, as though they hadn’t just saved a kid’s life together. Or probably saved it. “Thanks for the art project.” Apparently, he and Toby had been dismissed.


  Toby said nothing as they walked to the bus stop.


  “So,” he said, when he realized Toby was going to need some prodding. “How was the rest of your day?”


  Toby shrugged. “Calvin went to the hospital.”


  Sean nodded. Wait for it.


  “Kayla said Calvin’s eclectic,” Toby said.


  He tried to imagine ways in which Calvin could be eclectic but failed. “He’s what?”


  “Eclectic,” Toby said. “Kayla saw a show on PBS. They get all weird and shaky when there’s a lot of bright light.”


  He should really write this stuff down. “Epileptic?”


  “Yeah,” Toby said.


  Sean was pretty sure Calvin wasn’t epileptic. If he was, the doctors would have identified it fairly quickly. The blank looks on their faces had made the whole thing that much more terrifying.


  “Drew said it could be a peanut allergy,” Toby went on. “Even though Chef Antoine doesn’t use peanuts.”


  “Calvin doesn’t have allergies, Tobe.” Sean wondered if Toby would ask how he knew this, but he didn’t. It was a given that parents knew everything about everything.


  “Isaac said school was going to have to pay lots of money if it was their fault.”


  Perfect. Isaac was working the litigious angle. “So are you worried about Calvin?”


  “Remember Patrick?”


  Patrick, Patrick. “Uh …”


  “Remember, he did the Empire State Building set for the second-grade play?”


  Sean remembered some kid’s parents paying two hundred bucks to have a professional set designer come in and build the set.


  “Patrick had a peanut allergy and had to go to the hospital, too. He came back.” Toby shrugged. “But then he left school after the summer.”


  “Calvin doesn’t have any allergies.” He put his arm around Toby and they walked a while without speaking.


  “I hope Calvin comes back.”


  “Me too,” Sean said. “Me too.”
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