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Chapter one 
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I handed my husband his sneakers, shoes he should have been able to keep better track of, given how often he wore them. At least he didn’t leave them where I’d trip on them, like the kids did.

“Thanks, Jo, you're a lifesaver.” He cupped my face with his free hand. My shoulders relaxed and I melted against him, forgetting all the things on my to do list. My eyes drifted shut as he kissed me, the lingering kiss we were rarely allowed, with three kids running around the house. Our daughters were spending a few hours with their grandparents, and our son was upstairs ignoring us. And even without the kids interrupting us, Steve’s cell phone pulled us apart, ringing incessantly from his pocket.

“Ignore it, Steve,” I murmured against his lips.

“It's Reston, and we have to leave anyway.” He stepped away from me and answered the phone call before sitting down to tug on the sneakers, grubby with constant wear. “We're on our way, I swear. Walking out the door as we speak.”

A lie. Despite multiple reminders we needed to leave, Matt was still in his room. Matt and Steve were due at school in ten minutes to catch the bus to this evening's basketball game. And if the head coach was calling, we had to leave the house now.

Still, I snickered when Steve ended his phone call. Game Day Reston was a lot to deal with, but by now, we were used to this call, the faux urgency. We weren’t late in reality, only late in Reston time. Placating Reston was fifty percent of Steve’s job. They were like brothers, bickering, sparring, but balancing each other, each one the other’s perfect foil.

“Do you find Reston’s antics charming?” Steve glanced at me, looking not quite as amused as I was. No chuckling or eye rolling by him, but also not as annoyed as he’d sounded on the phone.

“It’s comforting that he hasn’t changed in forty years,” I replied. It was soothing to have something in my life that always played out as I expected. I turned toward the staircase. “Matthew!” I yelled up the stairs. “Hurry up. Coach Tucker called to complain that we're late.”

Matt slumped down the stairs, earbuds lodged in place, backpack slung over one shoulder. Matt was a twenty-eight years younger carbon copy of his dad, both of them, collectively simply “my boys,” sandy-haired and freckled and taller than everyone around them, even when they were with the team. He didn’t bother to grab his jacket, even though he couldn’t possibly be warm enough in just his sweats over his game uniform. He kept his green eyes on the ground as we walked outside to the decade-old van, the ice melt on the path to the driveway crunching under our feet. Matt liked to stay focused before a game, and interacting with his mother supposedly broke that focus. I was used to it, after all these years of him playing ball. Still, I missed the little boy who couldn’t stop talking about how excited he was about the game, how much he was looking forward to playing with his friends, how he was going to score “a million billion points.” Every game moved us further away from that kid. He still loved it, but now it was too important to be a game.

The roads were mostly plowed after a recent snow, but small patches of ice kept me on my toes as I navigated toward the school. Steve’s phone continued to chime, more texts from Reston. On game days, he was always keyed up to the point of annoyance, for Steve at least. I'd known Reston all my life, and his pregame anxiety was beyond routine. I glanced in the mirror a few times, checking on Matt, still silent in the back row of seats.

With school out for the winter holidays, the parking lot was almost empty, just Reston’s well-loved beige sedan and a small bus they'd take to the game a half hour drive away.

I wasn’t surprised that the rest of the team was absent, given that we were still early, despite Reston’s texts. He was taking his anxiety out on our family, which was par for the course, had been from almost the first season he and Steve had coached together. He couldn’t control everything in the lead up to the game, but he could control us. Or at least we let him think so. There wasn’t much I’d deny one of my oldest friends, especially when his texts sounded perfectly reasonable, like: “Can you show up early so I have one less thing to worry about?” It got a bit less reasonable when one text turned into thirty texts plus a phone call.

Without bothering to greet Reston, Steve snagged an errant basketball from the back of the van, and he and Matt wandered a few feet away before beginning a game of keep away. Basketball season meant putting my boys on buses, sitting in stands watching my husband and his best friend direct the action, and watching my son flit around the court. Basketball was their love language. It was almost impossible to keep them from playing whenever they had the chance.

I ambled over to Reston, hoping to catch up for a few minutes.

“Hey, it’s Matt’s mom,” he said warmly, putting his arm around my shoulder and tucking me against his body.

I rolled my eyes. “If you, of all people, think of me as my kids’ mom instead of as, you know, Jo...”

Reston held up his hands. “Sorry. I was teasing, but I’m sorry anyway. How are you doing, Jo?” he asked, putting an unnecessary emphasis on my name.

Of course I’d known he was joking. “I’m hanging in there. This time of year is exhausting.”

I’d barely recovered from serving Thanksgiving dinner to twenty people before it was time to prepare for Christmas. With only four days left until the big day, I’d had to send my daughters, eight and ten and still believing in Santa, as far as we knew, to my mom’s house. Otherwise I’d have no secrecy to buy, wrap, and hide Christmas presents. Steve couldn’t help much. He’d just finished a semester and had midterms to grade and report. And the boys had this game tonight, the only thing standing between us and our family of five being at home together for over two weeks. We were so rarely all together, and these were my two favorite weeks of the year, time where the house was full and yet quiet, all of us there but no one else, our friends and family having our attention straight up until Christmas was over.

“I forget that the holidays are the worst time of year for moms. I probably should have had someone else manage the pancake supper for the team. Do you need help with your holiday stuff?” He paused, pulling his eyes from the pickup game happening a few feet away to regard me. “As if you’d accept help even if you needed it.”

“And as if you have a ton of time to volunteer.”

“Same end-of-the-semester problems Steve has, yeah,” Reston replied with a laugh.

I wrapped my arms around myself, as if that would work any better than my coat at keeping out the cold. “Are you still coming for Christmas morning brunch? I’m grabbing the last of the groceries once I’m done here.”

“I’ll be there. I wouldn’t miss it.”

“Are you ready for this game tonight?”

Reston shrugged. “How is he?” he asked, nodding toward my husband and son. Steve had never been as fast as Matt on the court, and his height advantage was quickly being erased by a boy who couldn’t seem to stop growing.

“Matt?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“He's better. Still not quite himself, but not as bad as it was when he and Landon were having...whatever it was they were having.”

Matt and Landon had been best friends since birth, but this year had started with a dustup between them. It had caused friction on the team. While Reston would never say so, I suspected he blamed Matt and Landon for the team’s loss in the state championship back in the spring. They’d stayed distant over the summer, but this school year, and a new basketball season, had seemingly brought them back together. They were talking again, texting each other far too late at night, spending time at each other’s houses. Their usually flawless silent communication on the court still wasn’t what it had been, a pass occasionally bouncing wide, but they were back to status quo enough that I no longer needed to have long conversations about what might have gone wrong with my longtime best friend, Amanda, who was Landon’s mom.

“The season’s going okay, right?” I asked. It was early days, only the fifth game, and their only loss had been a last-second buzzer beater. Still, Reston was a perfectionist on the court.

He shrugged, frowning, and I knew instinctively what he was about to say.

We should be undefeated.

“We took that loss that we shouldn’t have,” he grumbled.

“You can’t win them all.”

“I absolutely can.”

I couldn’t help but smile. Same old Reston.

An SUV pulled in beside us, Amanda behind the wheel. She waved toward us as Landon tumbled from the backseat. He called a distracted hello over his shoulder at his coach before joining Matt and Steve in their game.

Like Reston, I didn’t remember a time when Amanda hadn’t been in my life. A natural blond, she had monthly visits to the hair salon to make her blonder, and wore fake eyelashes to drop her son off at school. We’d been friends through major and minor catastrophes for close to forty-five years. When Matt and Landon had first seemed to be drifting apart, we’d worried we would drift apart as well, because parents whose kids don’t get along don’t get to be friends anymore. We’d grown up together, gone to college together, where we were roommates for four years, and stood up in each other’s weddings. I couldn’t imagine where I’d be without her.

Amanda wouldn’t be coming to the game tonight. She rarely made it to the away games anymore. She’d burned herself out, overscheduling Landon and her younger son Elliott for years. By the time Landon started basketball at age five, he was already doing swim, soccer, tee-ball, and karate. “We want to keep his options open,” Amanda had insisted. Why a five-year-old needed options was beyond me.

Now Landon only did basketball, all other extracurriculars falling away. Amanda’s and my pregnancies with our oldest kids overlapped, the boys arriving weeks apart. Landon was born ahead of schedule, but somehow they both came home from the hospital on the same day. We decided they were fated to be best friends.  

Amanda’s window slid down.

“You sure you don’t mind dropping him back at home after the game?” she asked.

“It’s practically on my way,” I replied. “It’s not a problem.”

“Thanks. See you later then. ‘Bye, Reston.”

We waved goodbye as Amanda backed out of the parking spot and drove out of the lot.

Landon’s arrival negated the need for Steve’s presence, Matt shooing his dad away in favor of his friend. Steve loped over to us, more out of breath than I would have expected. The three of us watched the boys playing together, something we’d seen the two of them do countless times.

“They seem better,” Reston said after a few minutes of watching.

“I told you.”

“What’s Reston worried about now?” Steve shot Reston an amused glance. “What isn’t Reston worried about?” I replied.

Reston frowned toward the teenagers passing the basketball between them. “Yes, how ridiculous of me to care about my job and my team.”

“Your job and your team are fine.” I nudged him with my shoulder.

“Well. We’ll see.”

I glanced at my watch, knowing I had things to do before picking up my daughters. “Do you need me to bring anything when I come to the game?”

“Just the usual stuff,” Steve replied.

“Okay. I’ll see you guys later.”

Steve wrapped me in his arms and kissed me goodbye, a brief peck, not the promise our kiss at home had been.

I squeezed Steve before stepping back. “Have a good game. Drive safe, Reston.”

“I always do.”

“I know.”

He’d gotten his CDL and bus driver training in an effort to make himself necessary. Before he’d taken over coaching the team, he’d wanted to make sure he had every possible advantage over any other candidate. It was helpful that the school never needed to find someone else to run the team to and from their games. And he would never let anything happen to the kids on his team.

I pulled out of the parking lot.

The grocery store was crowded, full of people stocking up before the holidays. It took longer than expected to get what I needed, making me late getting to my mom’s to pick up the girls. I only had so much time before the sitter was coming over so that I could head out to the game.

I didn’t take the time to walk up to my mom’s door, instead texting her to tell her I was waiting outside. My girls burst out of their grandmother’s house, bundled in their winter gear.

Eight-year-old Olivia climbed into the van ahead of her sister, tugging off the pompom-ed hat that left her sandy blonde hair flying in all directions. Addy, two years older, removed her hot pink jacket before climbing into the van, shooting a longing glance at the passenger seat she wasn’t yet old enough to occupy. Her hat was likely crammed in a pocket, her dark hair smooth, her ears pink with the cold. It had been an ordeal to get her to agree to leggings under the dress she insisted on wearing despite the late-December chill in the air and the snow still on the ground.

“Hey, girls,” I said. “How was Gran’s?”

They’d had a good day, they reported. Gran had spoiled them with sweets. Par for the course at Gran’s. My mom spoiled her grandkids, partly because she knew Steve’s parents, who lived an hour away, couldn’t indulge them as easily. And frankly partly because that was my mother’s nature. She was a giver.

The girls were out of the van as soon as I put it in park in the driveway.

“Could you please help me with the groceries?” I asked, but when I turned toward them, they had already disappeared into the house. Classic.

I grabbed as many bags as I could manage and started toward the house. I heard a car pull to the curb behind me and turned. It was a state police vehicle, no lights or sirens, and I glanced up and down the street, curious who was having a problem. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, so I continued into the house. I maneuvered around the discarded winter gear the girls had left behind on their way to the TV and dropped the grocery bags on the kitchen counter. Hopefully only one more trip out into the cold.

The police car was still parked in front of the house, but no one had gotten out. Maybe he was lost? Did cops get lost?

With the last grocery bag in hand, I slammed the back of the van shut, echoed by the closing of the door to the police car. I didn’t want to look toward it, refusing to acknowledge why a state police officer would be parked at my house.

“Josephine Grant?”

The grocery bag in my hands threatened to fall. He was here for me.

I’d known it since I first saw him, and praying I was wrong had done nothing.

I swallowed hard before turning. “Yes?”

He didn’t speak again until he’d navigated the driveway and stood in front of me. I set down the bag of groceries; my shaking hands and knees had rendered holding things impossible.

“Could we step inside for a moment to speak?” he asked.

I glanced toward the door. “My daughters are inside.”

He nodded, seeming to understand my concern. Whatever he had to say, he didn’t want them to overhear any more than I did.

“Mrs. Grant, I’m so sorry. There was an accident earlier today involving a bus. Two of the people on the bus were identified as Stephen and Matthew Grant.”

No. No no no.

“We’re still trying to figure out exactly what happened, but emergency personnel at the scene did everything they could for everyone. I’m sorry to tell you they passed away at..”

My legs gave out and I collapsed to the ground. Cold seeped through the knees of my jeans, but I didn’t care. My head dropped, my forehead settling into the gray slush that lined the driveway.

The officer crouched beside me as a sob burst from my throat.

“Is there someone who can come stay with you?”

Crumbled on the ground, I struggled to extract my cell phone from my back pocket, but I lacked the strength to pull myself up. Finally I got it. Through the blur of tears, I fumbled to find the button to make a phone call. Instead I landed on random apps, frustration adding to the crush in my chest.

The officer took my phone gently from my hand. “What name?”

“Esther Franklin,” I replied. “My mother.”

He stepped away, and without someone standing over me, I could no longer stop the tears. I sobbed into the cold gray concrete, praying my daughters wouldn’t come looking for me.
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I was still wailing into the driveway when my mother arrived. She pulled me from the ground, rubbing the raw red spot the snow had made on my forehead before gathering me in her arms.

“Oh, Jo,” she murmured. “I’m so sorry.”

I heard the police car start and turned toward it in a panic. “What if I need more information?”

“I have his card,” Mom said.

She nudged me toward the house, toward the moment when I’d have to tell my daughters that their father and brother were dead. I pulled back against her gentle guidance, not prepared to go inside. The cold had numbed my body, and I wanted to slip into a pile of slush and disappear.

“You have to do this.”

I shook my head at my mother’s words. “I can’t.”

It wasn’t just telling my daughters. It was figuring out how to live without the boys. That would be impossible, and I refused to consider it.

My mom pushed me forward again, her arm around me. “I’m here with you. I’ll stay with you as long as you need me.”

She opened the front door and all but shoved me inside.

“What took you so long?” Addy called from the living room.

When I didn’t answer, Olivia came running into the hallway, shouting, “Gran!” before registering what I must have looked like. She paused, leaning back toward the living room.

“What’s wrong?” Olivia’s chin wavered.

I swallowed hard. “Let’s go to the living room.” We’d be sitting under a portrait of our family when I told the girls that our family was gone.

Olivia snuggled close to me, clinging to my side. Addy stayed on the floor, looking up at me with wary eyes. I was about to ruin their lives, and I didn’t know how to start.

“There was an accident,” I said finally. “The bus crashed on the way to the game. Daddy and Matt died.”

Olivia began sobbing, while Addy stared at me, shaking her head slowly.

“I’m so sorry, girls. I’m so sorry.”

Addy crawled up onto the couch, joining her sister in my lap. We clung to each other, crying, melting into tears and grief. We’d gone from five to three in an instant. I’d never let go of the girls.

From somewhere in the room, I heard my phone ring. I didn’t remember getting it back from the cop, but my mother must have, because she handed my phone to me. Amanda’s name was on the screen. Oh, God, Landon.

“They’re airlifting Landon to Raleigh,” she yelled into the phone, a rush of wind behind her. “We’re on our way. Are you going too?”

“No,” I said softly. Landon had survived the accident. Was it only him? Had it only been my boys?

“He’s got a head injury. They don’t know what it means yet, but they said as long as he’s still alive, they’ll keep working. Where are Steve and Matt going?”

“They’re dead, Amanda.”

She fell silent. I could hear road noises through the phone. She was on her way to be with her son.

Her volume dropped, the panic that had tinged her voice gone. “Jo, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. They didn’t say anything.”

My knee-jerk reaction was to tell her it was okay, but it wasn’t. How many times would I tell people it was okay, that I was okay?

“I don’t know when I’ll be back,” Amanda said. “I’ll come see you as soon as I can. You’re not alone now, right?”

“Mom’s here.” My voice was flat. I no longer wanted to be part of this conversation. Her son was alive, doctors were doing everything they could to keep him that way, and a random police officer who didn’t know me had ruined my life in my driveway.

I ended the call and handed my phone to my mom. “No more calls.”

I picked Olivia up, even though she was probably too heavy for me to carry, and grabbed Addy’s hand. We climbed the stairs together. All three of us crawled into the bed I’d shared with Steve and now would sleep in alone. The pillows smelled like him. I pulled the blankets tight around us. This was where we lived now. I tucked the girls into my sides, squeezing them to me while they cried themselves to sleep. I didn’t know what to do for them. I didn’t know what to do for any of us.

As they drifted off, I brushed hair back from damp faces. Like Matt, Olivia resembled her father, her nose dotted with freckles, her sandy blonde hair always wild. She’d been our bonus child, the one we didn’t know we needed or wanted until that unexpected second line on the pregnancy test. I’d been overwhelmed. Addy was barely two when Olivia rolled in. Steve had been overjoyed, especially when she’d turned out to be another girl. We’d assumed the kids would align with their parents along gender lines, but that hadn’t worked out. I’d taken to being a boy mom, whatever that meant, like a duck to water, always ready to show up to games and organize the other parents and never missing a chance to jump into the play when I could. And Addy, while the girliest of girls, had gravitated toward her dad. Once I’d taught him to do her hair for dance, she didn’t need me anymore.

Olivia had no use for either of us, preferring Matt from the first time he’d held her. She’d always calmed for him as a baby, always run to him with a skinned knee as a toddler. Even with the seven-year age difference, when girls and cars and basketball vied for his attention, he’d been the perfect big brother.

How were we going to do this? How were we going to live our lives without our boys?

The girls’ deep breathing soothed me, reassuring me that they, at least, were here with me. Still I couldn’t shut off the worries in my head.

I hadn’t worked outside the home since Matt was born, and now I’d need to figure out how to support us. How was I supposed to do that, when I also needed to be at all the girls’ things, dance and sports and school events? How was I supposed to be everything the girls needed, when I was missing my teammate? How was I supposed to raise my daughters if I wasn’t raising my son along with them?

My mom tapped on the doorframe with a knuckle.

“Jo? You have to take this phone call.”

I tried to roll away from her, but the girls had me pinned. “I said no.”

“It’s Amy at the hospital.”

If we lived somewhere else, she’d probably be Dr. Michaels, even to my parents, but this was Haven and we’d known Amy forever, attending the same schools, joining the same teams and clubs. I knew Amy, and I liked Amy, but I didn’t want to talk to a single person right now.

“I don’t care,” I replied, still trying to turn away.

“It’s about Reston.”

“What about Reston?”

“They need you to make medical decisions for him. He can’t consent, and you’re his proxy.”

Wait.

“Reston’s alive?”

“Yes.”

I looked at the girls sleeping beside me and eased my way out of the bed. As I reached my mom, she set my phone in my outstretched hand.

“Amy?”

I kept moving down the stairs, gathering what I needed to get to the hospital.

“Oh, my God, Jo, I’m so sorry,” Amy said in a rush.

“Thanks,” I replied after a moment, not knowing if it was the right thing to say. What does one say to condolences?

“Did your mom tell you? I need you to come deal with some medical stuff for Reston until he’s able to do things for himself.”

“I’m on my way,” I replied.

“Avoid the front entrance,” Amy said. “Reporters.”

The grocery bag I’d abandoned in the driveway was still there. I kicked it off the concrete and onto the grass. Groceries were pointless now.

I started the car and the radio blared. I reached to turn press the power button, then stopped.

“...we know there are survivors, at least one of them here at the medical center in Haven,” the radio said. “Based on information gathered at the scene, it is believed that most of the fourteen on board lost their lives, as well as the driver of the other vehicle involved. Police are still investigating the cause—”

I jabbed at the button. I couldn’t hear any more right now.

News vans crowded the front of the hospital. I parked a couple blocks away and walked, skirting the back entrance, avoiding the spotlights illuminating the front. It was loud here, voices swirling together, the smells of bleach and blood overwhelming, my head spun. Were the boys’ bodies here? Would they let me see them?

I heard my name over the din. Amy waved to me from across the room, her light blue scrubs stained rusty. The things Amy must have had to do today. I hurried over to her.

“I’m sorry about Matt and Steve.” Amy walked over to me, her hand wrapping around mine, squeezing my fingers.

I knew they wouldn’t have told me they were gone if they weren’t positive, but still the hope that somehow they were wrong stuck with me. She walked quickly, and as I caught up to her side, I grabbed her arm, desperate. “Are you sure...have you seen them? Who identified them? Could they be wrong?” 

Amy stopped, meeting my eyes as she shook her head. “I haven’t had a chance to see them, no,” she replied. “Reston did that. He did that for the whole team.”

The whole team. Oh, God, poor Reston, to have to do that. To be responsible for looking at the bodies of his team and name them...I blinked back tears, swallowing hard.

I swiped at my face, trying to keep up a façade of composure. “Reston’s well enough to have been able to identify them?”

“He’s in decent shape.”

“Decent shape?” I repeated. “Then why did you need me here?”

“He’s been in and out of consciousness, and he’s been...combative. He’ll need to consent to surgery, and given how he’s behaving, I don’t know that he’s aware enough to make a choice. I assume you can keep him in check, make him listen to us. He’s not bad off enough that I think we need to transfer him. We’ll get to him,” she said, opening the door to a hospital room.

We’ll get to him. He was basically fine then, wasn’t he?

How was that possible? My boys had died, and Reston was...fine?

He didn’t look fine, his face barely recognizable under the cuts and bruises, his hair matted to his forehead with blood. I cried out when I saw him, then clapped my hand over my mouth. If this was what it looked like when someone was “in decent shape,” what did Matt and Steve look like? Was that why I couldn’t see them yet?

She puttered around his bed, looking at machine displays, listening to his heart and breathing, being a doctor.

“Is he conscious?” I asked softly.

“We’re treating his pain right now. There isn’t much else we can do for him, and that’s keeping him more or less asleep. He’s been pretty with it when he’s up. Not fighting exactly, but definitely not appreciating the state he’s in.”

“Will it hurt him if I touch him?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. Could he hear me?

“It could, so be gentle. He has a lot of broken bones. I’m going to have a nurse come in to get some info from you, and a social worker will stop by. Thanks for coming.” She paused. “There are no words, Jo, I’m so sorry.”

I placed my hand on Reston’s chest, feeling the rise and fall of his breathing. I had been surprised when Amy said I was his medical proxy, but who else would be? We’d been inseparable as children, until he’d gone out of state for college, wanting to escape the place where everyone knows your name. No one else seemed to make it further than NC State before wandering home four years later. When he finally returned to Haven more than a decade after he’d left, he’d been Matt’s first coach, his only coach, as it worked out, essentially a member of our family, since he no longer had his own. Reston’s dad had never been in the picture. When breast cancer took his mom six months post-diagnosis not long after he’d moved back, I’d been his first call. At the funeral, Steve and I had flanked him, the boys he coached sitting in the row behind us. We were Reston’s people. Of course I was his emergency contact.

Reston awoke with a start, and a guttural cry of pain. I pulled back, afraid that my feather-light touch on his chest had caused this pain. He didn’t seem to know I was there. His screams echoed in the tiled room, and I winced, needing it to stop.

“Reston.”

He stilled at my voice, and I could breathe again in the silence.

“Jo?”

His voice was rough, raw, but it was unmistakably his, proving that it was indeed Reston Tucker under all those bruises.

“Yes, I’m here.”

“Jo. Oh, God, Jo, I’m so sorry, I’m sorry, I lost the team, I’m sorry, Jo.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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He was sobbing, and I cried along with him, trying to keep from clinging to him, for fear of crushing his already broken body. I didn’t know which bones were broken, which ones were merely bruised, but I knew everything must hurt. I wove my way around tubes and cords and wires to reach him, needing the comfort and familiarity of him, and knowing no one understood how I was feeling in this moment the way Reston did. I rested my head on his chest, ignoring the metallic scent of blood and the rattle in his chest with every breath. My husband and son were gone, along with I didn’t know how many others, and while I needed to cry, I also needed to believe with everything I had that Reston was going to be okay.

“I was supposed to keep them safe,” Reston managed between sobs. “I failed them.”

“No, of course not. You loved those boys like they were your own. This wasn’t your fault.”

Oh, God, what if it was? My body reflexively recoiled from him, but I fought to stay in place. What could have happened to the bus that my boys were gone and Reston looked like this? Had Reston run a light, or sped around a curve, or.... Had Reston taken them from us? If he’d been responsible in some way, would I ever be able to forgive him?

“What happened?” I croaked.

“I don’t know. There was this car. She...she had to have seen us, but she didn’t...I don’t know.”

I wanted to feel relieved, but how could any of this bring me comfort? My husband was dead, my son.... My throat closed, and I struggled to breathe. What was I going to do without them? How was I supposed to keep going?

“Amanda says Landon is alive,” I said, trying to give us both good news to latch onto.

“I’m pretty sure Isaiah is too,” Reston said, his voice raspy, grating across my heart. “He talked to me while we were waiting for help. The rest of them...none of them made it. Not Steve, not Matt, not Zach, not Ashton—”

He was going to list them all, and I couldn’t hear it. I couldn’t handle the tally of human life, of boys I’d known most or all of their lives, gone. I fought the urge to clap my hands over my ears to drown him out.

Instead I held up my hands in front of me, warding off his words.

“It’s...we can’t do this. Not right now.”

“I promised I wouldn’t let anything happen to them. It was the most important thing, and I failed.”

“I’m sure you did everything you could do for them, Reston.”

He grabbed my shoulder, his grip light, barely there, but his intention clear, fixing his eyes on mine. His eyes were bloodshot, the left one swollen nearly shut. He looked crazed.

“I should have died with them, Jo,” he croaked.

I nearly collapsed under the weight of his sorrow. I wanted to hold him and tell him that everything would be okay, that he’d get better, but it felt like lies. We’d never feel whole again.

“No one wants more lives lost.” I gently removed his grip on my shoulder.

His hand flopped onto the sheet, the small cuts smearing the fabric with blood. “I do. I want to be with my team.”

“Isaiah and Landon need you. My daughters need their Uncle Reston.” I took a shaky breath. “I need you to be okay, Reston.”

“Do the girls know?”

I nodded, wrapping my arms around myself. Trying not to picture their faces as they absorbed the news. Blocking the memory of their cries.

“Are they okay?”

“Of course not. They lost their dad and their big brother, and they’re little. They have no idea what it means.”

“You should be with them.”

I no longer had the strength to comfort my daughters. I needed to refill my energy stores, and being with Reston was doing exactly that. I didn’t have to be as careful as I would with my daughters. With Reston, I could swear and cry and question how this could happen to us. The girls were asleep, had no idea I wasn’t at home with them. They were fine.

“Have they told you what’s wrong with you?” I asked.

“Broken ribs. Broken arm. Broken leg. Cuts from the glass.”

People were dead and Reston had a broken leg? He was going to wear a cast for a few weeks, and then everything would be normal? I shook my head, unable to understand.

“How is that possible? It seems like so little.” 

“I was wearing a seatbelt, Jo.”

Of course he was. The driver always did. Keeping one person safe on the bus and leaving everyone else to hope they didn’t crash.

The nurse Amy promised arrived, too young to be one of our classmates, but the right age, apparently, to be one of Reston’s kids. He called Reston “Coach” as we went through stacks of paperwork, paperwork required because Reston was...fine, I guess. He was angry, feisty, and that let me believe that he was going to be okay. He was probably concussed. It would explain a lot. Reston Tucker was not this defeatist. He was a coach, an encourager, and I didn’t know what to make of this man who wished he’d died. He was going to recover, and he was going to be able to go back to his normal life.

Except he wasn’t, I realized. Reston’s normal life was coaching those boys. If they were gone...what would he come back to?

The paperwork complete, Reston dismissed me, but how could I leave him? For now, the only connection I had to Steve and Matt was this broken man in the bed in front of me.

“I’m glad to stay, Reston.”

“Go home to your daughters. They need you.”

I should have. He was right. But if this is what Reston’s grief looked like, how bad would it be with the girls, who had never experienced death before? I wasn’t sure how to explain it to them, let alone to allay their fears or make them feel better.

“The girls are sleeping,” I needed an excuse other than running away from them. Only a terrible mother would abandon her children after something like this. I hated myself for being scared to face them.

“Go home, Josephine.”

His pain, physical and emotional, was etched on his face, swollen and purple with bruises. I wanted to fix it, wanted to somehow erase this day that had taken so much from so many. I wanted my family back, wanted all those kids to be okay, and would have given anything to make it better. Especially for Reston.

Before there was ever a Stephen Grant, there was a Reston Tucker. Barely-eighteen-year-old me had understood why he wanted desperately to get out of Haven, where everyone knows every bit of your business, but that didn’t stop me from feeling abandoned when he left. I’d loved him the way only teenagers love, as if nothing could possibly go wrong, and had ignored how sure we all were that he’d leave Haven the first chance he got. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe he’d leave. Reston kept his promises and went after what he wanted. He was always going to leave. I assumed it wouldn’t matter. We’d always be friends. Even if he never came back, we had these bonds, and bonds don’t break because you’re a plane ride away instead of down the street. There was a point as a teenager when I’d expected we’d get married and have a life together. That was what happened in Haven. You had to pick the right person in high school. Your fate was already sealed. When he left, I was hurt because what we had didn’t matter to him. But our relationship had mattered very much to me. To my surprise, he finally returned to Haven after years of no contact with anyone here.

Reston left a week after high school graduation. By the time he came back, it had been too long for things to be remotely like they’d once been. Steve ended up being everything Reston wasn’t. Steve loved my tiny hometown and relocated there gladly with me after college. Steve wanted me, and a family, and those were things I would never have had with Reston.

Reston and Steve became friends, coaching Matt’s club teams together until Reston took over coaching at the high school. Steve changed careers to follow him. They were the inseparable ones now, each other’s right arm. I didn’t know how Reston was going to manage without his other half.

Which explained why Reston wasn’t managing right now.

I squeezed my eyes shut against the realization that I, too, was going to have to manage without my other half. I wasn’t ready to contemplate what that looked like, what it would feel like to wake up in the morning and remember that they were gone. For now, I’d pretend that Reston was the only one suffering, and I would do my best to take care of him. When I thought I could face a future without the boys, then I’d allow myself to worry about how I was going to manage.

My house was dark, save for a lamp in the living room, and I gravitated there, looking for my mom. She was reading a book, or at least pantomiming reading, but she looked up when I entered.

“How is Reston?” she asked.

“Good, but not.” I took a seat next to my mother on the couch.

She stroked my hair as I recounted the time at the hospital, the noise, the bustle, Reston’s injuries. The same way I knew every kid on Matt’s team, Mom knew Reston inside and out. She’d grown up with Reston’s mom. She latched onto his needs right now the same way I did, focusing on something remotely positive, because we couldn’t begin to comprehend anything else.

I needed to plan a funeral.

It was there in the back of my mind, the logistics that came with death. I needed to find a place to put Steve and Matt, needed to decide where their bodies would lie, needed to gather everyone together to mourn. I needed to face all of that.
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