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      Happy endings, and even happy beginnings for that matter, were a lot of work.

      I craned my neck to look past where my sister Josie walked up the makeshift aisle of the Camden Library amphitheater. She wore a simple ivory lace dress. Her face glowed as she locked eyes with her soon-to-be husband at the end of the aisle.

      If only my husband would make an appearance, this day would be perfect.

      Where was Josh? He wouldn’t miss Josie and Tripp’s wedding day. He wouldn’t.

      I bit my lip, moved my focus to my younger sister. Josie was stunning. While she hadn’t lost all of her baby weight from giving birth to Amos last month, the extra pounds suited her. The sun shone through the near naked branches above, splashing off her shoulders and giving warmth to those in attendance. And Tripp stood at the end of the aisle all handsome and tall, his gaze caught up in his bride’s.

      The wedding was a simple affair, just Josie and Tripp before Pastor Greg, surrounded by no more than fifty guests. No wedding party. No fancy reception hall. Nothing but a whole lot of family and love and the beautiful blessing of an unseasonably warm day.

      I twisted in my seat again, willing my own handsome blessing to appear. This not-showing-up thing was becoming a frustrating habit.

      Six-year-old Isaac squirmed beside me. “Mommy, I have to go to the bathroom.”

      I pressed my lips together. Ceremonies were tough for little boys to sit through, but this one had just started. I leaned down to whisper. “Are you sure? You went before we got here.”

      “I really have to go. Bad.”

      I glanced at Isaac’s twin, Davey, who seemed preoccupied with a loose thread on the cuff of his button-down shirt. “Okay.” I leaned around the boys to get my sister Lizzie’s attention. “Would you watch Davey?” I whispered.

      “Sure thing.” Lizzie bounced Josie’s seven-week-old son, Amos, gently in her arms.

      My brother Bronson tapped me on the back from where he sat behind us. “You want me to take him, Maggie?”

      I looked longingly at Josie walking up the aisle with unusual grace, but shook my head. Isaac was my son. Inconvenient bathroom duty was part of being a good mom. “It’s okay, I got it. Thanks.”

      When Josie reached the birch arbor at the end of the aisle, I led Isaac toward the library. Familiar faces smiled at us as we passed up the aisle, and I returned the gesture to family and friends in attendance—most who genuinely cared for the bride and the groom, a few who came for the sake of gossip.

      I scrambled over the manicured grass in my high heels, trying to keep up with Isaac and praying he wouldn’t have an accident in his new dress pants. He’d always had a good bladder, but lately he had to go at every turn. Two nights ago, he’d even wet the bed—something he’d never done.

      We slid into the library bathroom and I tapped my foot as Isaac released his bladder for an interminably long time. When he finished, I helped him tuck in his shirt. Hmm, strange. “Are these Davey’s pants? They’re a bit loose on you.” I checked the size on the tag.

      He yawned. “I don’t think so.”

      He was right. They weren’t. “Feel better?”

      “I’m real thirsty.”

      “I have a water bottle in my bag.” If I’d learned one thing in the fifteen months I’d been a mother, it was to be prepared. Snacks and wipes and extra clothes and drinks always came in handy. I clutched Isaac’s hand and pulled him back outside.

      He’d fought a small stomach bug the entire week—a little nausea and dizziness. A bit cranky and emotional. Maybe I should have taken up my mother-in-law on her offer to watch the boys today. But I’d wanted the twins here. They belonged here. While I wasn’t certain Josh’s mother always thought so, I wanted to cement that truth in the boys’ heads—when I’d married Josh, I’d married the twins as well. I couldn’t love a child from my own womb any more than I loved these boys.

      There truly was nothing better than motherhood.

      Even if I did feel like a single mother much of the time.

      A wolf whistle sounded from behind, and I turned. Josh jogged toward us, his muscular torso filling out the suit he’d worn on our wedding day. My heart softened at his bright smile and off-kilter tie.

      He pulled me in for a kiss, enveloping me in the scent of aftershave and Gucci cologne. For a moment, I sank into it.

      “You look gorgeous, Mags.” He ruffled Isaac’s dirty blond hair, a mirror image of his own. “Hey, little man. How’d the soccer game go this morning?”

      I didn’t let Isaac respond. Instead, I pulled them both toward the ceremony. “Where have you been?” I walked toward the courtyard amphitheater, the sight of my husband all handsome and charming dissuading me from any anger.

      “I was working on something important and lost track of time. I’m so sorry, honey. I know Josie’s wedding’s important to you. It’s important to me, too.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him if it was that important, he would have been here. On time. But before the words poured forth, I snapped my lips together, a habit I’d adopted from Mom in our growing up years.

      Josh was here now. That’s what mattered. When it came down to it, there was nothing in all the world I wanted more than this life, this husband, these two sons.

      Josh grasped for my hand as we walked. “You think we can take a quick ride together later? Maybe Lizzie or Amie could keep an eye on the kids?”

      “Um…yeah, sure,” I said as I led us back to our seats.

      The wedding was simple and sweet, but not without tears, especially when the bride and groom said their vows.

      “This is boring,” Davey whispered, oblivious that his voice was loud enough to reach the ears of all in attendance. A few giggles rippled through the group, and Josh ducked down to whisper to him.

      I watched the pair, my heart overflowing. If only Josh had been at the field today to see Davey score twice. He would have been so proud. Video clips sent via text weren’t the same.

      I leaned back in my seat, taking in the lacy train of Josie’s gown beside an arrangement of sunflowers and eucalyptus. She’d had quite a year, but this happy ending couldn’t have been more perfect.

      My gaze landed back on the flowers beside the arbor. They needed to be transported to the reception barn after the ceremony. I needed to remind Amie to get some good pictures of the Orchard House barn after we set up the flowers—we’d transformed it into a rustic yet elegant reception area. I would put the pictures on the B&B website after creating a new page advertising our availability to host events.

      I blinked to attention as the crowd clapped. I stood to join them when Tripp kissed Josie.

      Celebratory bubbles floated through the air, and the triumphant wedding march sounded out over the harbor. Josh squeezed my hand and winked at me. I wondered if he’d been reminiscing about our special day just over a year ago—the happiest day of my life. No doubt he hadn’t been ruminating about his to-do list.

      As soon as the newlyweds cleared the aisle, I scooted forward to grab up floral arrangements alongside my sister Lizzie. Planning the wedding on short notice meant we all pitched in. Having the reception at the bed and breakfast meant our family was in charge of both the decorating and the transporting of said decorations.

      Josh untied a bold arrangement of sunflowers from a chair in the front, where my mother had sat during the ceremony. “So, ride later, right? I want to show you something.”

      “Yeah, sounds good.” I shook my head. “Josh, I’m sorry, I can’t think of anything else right now until this is all broken down. Fifty guests may be small, but we have tons of food to put out once we get back. Can we talk about a ride later?”

      He clapped his hands together, as if ready to coach his high school track team. “Yeah, absolutely. Whatever you need, Mags.”

      I blew out a breath. “Thank you.”

      “Mommy, I’m thirsty.”

      I peered from behind a large arrangement of sunflowers, eucalyptus, and baby’s breath. “You finished all the water I gave you already, honey?”

      He nodded.

      Josh held a hand up. “I got this.” He scooped Isaac up and threw him over his shoulder. “I have a cooler full of water in the back of my truck. Let’s go, kiddo.”

      Josh took the boys in his truck and I took the flowers in the SUV, making the short ride across the street to the Orchard House barn. I pressed the gas pedal of my Honda Pilot harder up the slight incline of the driveway of the bed and breakfast.

      Merry mums embraced the walkway and porch. Hanging planters of begonias and trailing vines clung to their last weeks of life on the large winding veranda of the old Victorian. Historic turrets and gables spoke of bygone times that guests found irresistible. And off to the side and the back of the property, for acres and acres, an apple orchard rolled up a gradual hill, the trees’ branches naked of leaves for their upcoming winter hibernation.

      I still couldn’t believe we’d pulled off the renovation and the start of a successful business in such a short amount of time. Not only had Aunt Pris allowed Mom and my siblings to move into the old home, but she’d let us turn it into a thriving inn. A bed and breakfast on the coast of Maine—Mom’s long-held dream come true.

      I parked beside the patio of the bookshop. Through the large windows, I glimpsed strings of lights alongside bookshelves. Josie still got googly-eyed over the bookshop Tripp had built. I couldn’t blame her. Together, they’d breathed life into the place.

      Josh and my siblings helped me set up the flowers on the tables in the barn while Josie and Tripp took pictures at Curtis Island Overlook.

      Aunt Pris’s old orchard barn had been transformed into a fairytale. Light draped along the rafters. We’d decorated the tables with Lizzie’s flowers alongside centerpieces of books—both classic literature and classic comics in honor of the bride and groom’s preferences.

      It was rustic and romantic and done on a whim. Perfect for my untraditional sister.

      The sun hovered over the horizon, giving way to the arrival of the bride and groom, toasting and eating, dancing and celebrating. I wiped away tears when Mom danced the mother-son dance with Tripp. Ed Colton, Tripp’s grandfather, danced the father-daughter dance with Josie. At one point, Tripp took a spin on the floor with baby Amos. That’s how it was in this group. Family, even if not by blood. Family, filling in the places where others had fallen away.

      The twins fell asleep on a row of empty chairs pushed against one side of the wall and Josh pulled me close for Wonderful Tonight. I relaxed into the warmth of my husband’s arms, the tune and words of the music swirling within me. The scent of spiced candles filled the room, strings of lights on the rafters above created romance and elegance. Even Aunt Pris and Ed Colton took a turn around the dance floor.

      “I’ve missed you.” I snuggled into Josh’s embrace, the ambience of the night and the glass of champagne we’d toasted with wrapping me in contentment.

      “I’ve missed you, too.” Josh pressed his lips to the top of my head and pulled me against the length of his body. A stir of desire started deep in my belly. It had been too long. We’d missed one another for weeks on end. I’d been so involved in the opening of the B&B and keeping up with the boys’ schedules that on the rare occasions Josh was home, I collapsed into bed at night, sleep trumping any desire for intimacy.

      What happened to the heat and passion of those first weeks of marriage? We hadn’t been able to keep our hands off each other, had savored those long sweet moments when the boys slept and nothing but the entire night lay between us. When had that stopped? We’d only been married fifteen months. How had the passion cooled so quickly?

      “You want to get out of here?” Josh whispered in my ear, a slight tease in his tone.

      I giggled. “I’m not leaving my sister’s reception to go have sex.”

      “Not sex. Though I’m not saying I’m against that.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Seriously, Mags, I have something I want you to see. Something I’ve been working on for months. Just a quick drive.”

      “Is it something you built with Tripp, because I could see it tomorrow.” Hopefully, I didn’t sound tired of his building obsession. I wanted to be supportive, but Josh’s summer job working for Colton Contractors had turned into a permanent part-time job. With school back in session, not only did he work as a history teacher and cross-country coach, he ran himself ragged on the evenings and weekends with Colton Contractors.

      Maybe if he wasn’t always working so much, I’d stand a chance at getting pregnant.

      I cleared my throat. The truth was, as much as having a baby excited me, it terrified me all the more.

      “It’s not something for Colton. This…it’s for us. Please?”

      My lips inched upward at the adorable plea on his puppy dog face. “Okay.” I looked around the room, spotted Amie dancing in the arms of August Colton, Tripp’s younger brother. “Let me ask Amie if she’ll keep an eye on the boys. We’ll be back before the sendoff, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      I pinched Amie lightly on the arm. She lifted her blonde head off August’s shoulder. “Hey, can you watch the boys for a half hour? Josh wants to show me something.”

      August grinned wickedly. “I’ll bet he does.”

      Josh punched him in the arm. The two worked with one another enough at Colton Contractors to be comfortable. Clearly. “Get your mind out of the gutter, kid. The surprise.”

      August sobered up. “Oh, the surprise...” He winked at Amie. “I’ll help you watch the little guys if you want.”

      Amie shrugged. “Sure. They don’t look like they’re making much mischief right now.”

      I looked at the sweet faces of our boys puckered in sleep, pressed to the cloth-covered seats of chairs we’d borrowed from the church hall. “I think you’ll be safe.”

      “Great.” Josh grabbed my hand and led me out into the chill of the night towards his truck, the lights of the bed and breakfast playing with shadows on patches of green lawn and herb gardens.

      I rubbed off the cold climbing my arms. “So August knows about this, too?”

      Josh held the door of his truck open for me and offered his hand to help me up. “I’ve been working on the idea since summer. August and I worked together almost every day back then, so I did mention it a time or two.” He went around to the other side and started the truck.

      “Since summer? Now I’m curious.”

      I didn’t miss his grin, and it stirred something like hope within me. Maybe all the magic hadn’t been lost after all. Maybe I needed to be more understanding. Patient. Maybe here, now, could be a new beginning for us.
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      Josh gripped the steering wheel tight with his left hand, the slight sweat of his other palm dampening the skin of his wife’s small fingers. He’d waited so long for this moment, had dreamed about it for months now. He hoped she liked it. He hoped she loved it.

      He drove into town, past the closed shops and restaurants where the harbor shone beneath moonlight on his left. Once on Bay View Street, the denseness of the buildings gave way to sparse, tasteful inns and homes nestled within woods. He turned right on Limerock then left on Chestnut, his heart pounding out a steady beat against his chest. Maybe he should have waited until tomorrow morning. Better to see it all in the light. Then again, with the amount of work needing to be done, dark might be better.

      “Where are we going?” Uneasiness coated Maggie’s voice.

      “You’ll see.” He drove for a couple of minutes before turning right onto a gravel driveway. Divots caused the truck to lurch back and forth. He pointed his headlights toward his destination.

      There. The moonlight helped as well. He imagined the rundown farmhouse restored to its former glory, the boys running around in the massive yard, he and Maggie sitting on the front porch to capture the amazing sunsets.

      Josh turned to his wife, who squinted past the headlights.

      “I—what is it?”

      “It’s a house. Our house, actually.”

      He studied the hazy outline of her profile in the dim light, willed her to say something.

      She cleared her throat. “Our—but we have a house.”

      “Not our house. Not really.” He’d purchased the small house they now lived in with his previous wife. A wife who chose a fierce addiction over him and their two sons. A wife who, by the time she’d given birth to the twins, had been a small fraction of the woman he’d married.

      He thanked God every day for sending him his second chance at family and life by sending him Maggie. By saving his boys in the accident. He refused to mess any of it up again.

      “Our house now is small. The yard’s no bigger than a pocket handkerchief. You deserve better, Maggie. So much better.”

      She slid her hand up his arm. “Josh, I have everything I could possibly want. I don’t need a bigger house or yard. I only need you.”

      “I want to do this for you, Maggie. For us. For the boys. Let me, please?”

      She shook her head, her earrings glittering off the moonlight. “I don’t see how it can work financially. Despite the obvious work it needs, I’m cringing imagining the asking price.”

      “I made an offer. They accepted it today.”

      Her hand froze on his arm. “An offer? What did you offer them—a plate of cookies? Because that’s about all we have that’s of any value. Even if we sold the house, we don’t have enough equity in it to make a dent.”

      He gritted his teeth. She didn’t understand. She didn’t believe in his ability to provide for her and the boys. “I’ve been working like a madman saving, Mags. For this. I—I thought you’d be happy.”

      “Honey, I’m happy with the house we have now. I’m happy when you come home in time for supper. I’m happy with being a family with you and the boys. I don’t need to live anywhere else, not now. Isn’t that okay?”

      On the surface, he supposed it was, but just beneath the surface, just an inch deeper, it wasn’t. It wasn’t at all.

      He dragged in a deep breath. “When we got married, I told myself it didn’t matter that we were in the same house as…you know.”

      “You and Trisha.”

      “Yeah. Me and Trisha.” He rubbed the back of his neck. This topic of conversation was foreign soil. Maybe it shouldn’t be. “I mean, it’s only wood and sheetrock, right? Some plaster and paint. It shouldn’t matter. But I’ve been struggling with it. Like a part of me is tied down there. I want to break free of it.” He lifted a hand, let it fall on the steering wheel. “I know I sound crazy right now.”

      A sigh from the passenger seat. “No. No, not at all, Josh.”

      She leaned her head back on the seat, and he studied her petite profile, her pert little nose and striking lashes and lips. Her hair fell in dark waves just past her shoulders, and he stopped himself from reaching out to touch the softness of it. His wife was beautiful. Not just on the outside, but on the inside. He wondered what a child of theirs would look like. God only knew she deserved a child from her own womb. But in some ways, he felt the house he’d shared with Trisha—the house where she’d shot up numerous times and hid her hard liquor inside the back of the toilet, the house where they’d argued and loved and cried and hated—had kept that happiness from them.

      More than anything, he wanted to build a future with his own hands. Provide a place of safety and shelter for his boys, for Maggie, for whatever children God had in mind for them. One where he could come home and truly rest.

      He bit his lip hard, looked out the side window into the dark. Maybe he was losing it. Where was his faith? His assurance in God to help him through his struggles with a strength not of this world?

      Yet, even as he wrestled with such questions, a nagging prick of something bitter stirred within. He tried to brush it aside. Did God expect him to forgive his long dead wife for all she’d put them through?

      Maggie inhaled a quivering breath, the only sound other than the idle of the truck engine. “Okay, then.”

      “Okay?”

      “We buy the house.”

      “Wait, really?”

      “Yes. If it means that much to you, then I’m behind it. But honey, please tell me we can change how things are. You’re never home. I feel like a single mother most of the time. I miss you. The boys miss you. I’m not sure a new house with no husband in it is the answer we’re looking for.”

      He dove across the seat to kiss her. “Things will change, I promise, Mags. I already saved a good amount. Once we sell our house, we’ll be in good shape. I’ll give my notice to Tripp. And with the B&B booming, in no time you’ll be getting a raise for all the great work you’re doing.”

      “Mom did say we’re booked into spring.”

      He tapped her chin with his knuckles. “See? Everything’s going to work out. And we can redo the floor plan if you want. You can pick out kitchen cabinets and countertop, plumbing fixtures and all that jazz.”

      “And we’re going to see you every night for supper?”

      “Every night.”

      Her smile warmed his insides. He didn’t deserve this woman—her love and understanding for not only him, but his sons. Their sons.

      He leaned closer, caught the subtle scent of the lavender shampoo she used. “I love you, Maggie Acker. With every fiber of my being. Every day I’m more and more amazed by you.”

      “I love you.” She reached for him and he drew closer, dropped his mouth to hers, gave her bottom lip a tease of a kiss. Her arms came up to the back of his neck and their bodies sank deep and slow into one another, needing, aching.

      “We have to get back to the kids,” she murmured between kisses.

      “I’m not thinking this will take too long.”

      She laughed, kissing him harder and deeper, running her hands over his chest and neck, driving him to distraction.

      From the dashboard of the truck, his phone lit up. For a second, he ignored it.

      “Josh...”

      From her handbag, Maggie’s phone let out a loud ring. A coincidence?

      He grabbed up his phone at the same time Maggie answered hers.

      “Hello?”

      It was Tripp. He almost didn’t recognize the panic in his friend’s voice. “Josh, you got to get back here. Now, man. Isaac—we were having trouble waking him up. His color looked off. Then he started throwing up, a lot. He said he couldn’t breathe. Hannah’s calling 911.”

      Suddenly, nothing else mattered. Not the land they sat on, not the house he intended to build them. He had to get back to his son.

      He didn’t remember hanging up the phone, was only conscious of Maggie panicked in the front seat, talking on speakerphone to Amie who assured her Isaac was in fact breathing, though his heart was racing and he was struggling to talk.

      Josh pushed the gas pedal harder, peeling out of the gravel driveway. He squeezed his wife’s arm, wanting to comfort. “It’s going to be okay, Maggie. He’s going to be okay.”

      He hoped God didn’t prove him a liar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      I never knew fear—real fear—until I saw Isaac being loaded into an ambulance on a stretcher. The sight of him, gray and sunken, caused something deep within me to shatter. I pushed open the door of Josh’s truck before it came to a stop and barreled toward the flashing lights while grabbing up my dress to keep from tripping. My knees wobbled, my throat threatened to clamp closed.

      “Is he okay? I’m his mother.” I placed my hand on Isaac’s arm, his breaths labored and shallow. Beside me, I sensed Josh’s presence. “What’s wrong with him?”

      An EMT spoke as he pierced the back of Isaac’s hand with a needle. “We’re starting an IV line now. He’s in good hands. Are you his parents?”

      “We are,” Josh said.

      “Do one of you want to ride to the hospital with us?”

      “I will.” Josh had one foot on the back of the ambulance, ready to hop up. “Why don’t you ride with your mom or one of your sisters, Mags?”

      I nodded dumbly, though I didn’t want to be anywhere but in that ambulance.

      Josh kissed my head. “I’ll see you there.” He cupped my face in his hands. “He’s going to be okay.”

      Then he was gone, following the stretcher. The ambulance doors shut.

      Warm hands ushered me away. “Come on, honey. I’ll drive. It’s going to be all right.”

      I allowed Mom to lead me to her sedan and open the passenger door for me.

      “He looked horrible. I should have been here.”

      “They’re going to take good care of him.” This from Amie.

      I sank into the passenger’s seat, closed my eyes. “God, take care of him.” I sat up at my sudden thought. “Where’s Davey?”

      “Aunt Pris and Lizzie are setting him up in the house.”

      “Is he okay? Was he scared?”

      “He was shaken up a bit, but Lizzie will keep him busy. She mentioned making a prayer box for the bed and breakfast and putting Isaac’s name in first thing.”

      I ran a hand over my eyes. “I thought it was a small stomach bug. Maybe he’s dehydrated. After they get some fluids into him he’ll be fine, right?”

      “They’re going to take good care of him, honey,” Mom said.

      The car ride dragged on forever. Once in the emergency room, I left Mom and Amie in the waiting room. A nurse led me behind heavy double doors and then behind a privacy curtain where Isaac lay, still so sickly and pale. Josh sat beside him, holding his hand, head bent over our son.

      I laid one hand on Josh’s arm, the other on Isaac’s. “How’s he doing?”

      Josh wrapped his arm around my waist, brought me close. “They asked me to help him pee in a cup. His blood sugar’s crazy high.”

      I stared at my husband, the words not quite registering. I shook my head. “High?”

      “One of the doctors mentioned diabetes.”

      I lowered myself to the foot of Isaac’s bed. “What? How is that possible? He’s a healthy kid.” We didn’t load him up with soda and candy. He even liked his vegetables.

      Josh shook his head. “I’m out of my scope here. The doctor said he’d be back in a bit.”

      We sat in silence. Isaac complained he was thirsty and Josh fed him ice chips. A nurse came in and changed the television to the Disney channel for Isaac, but he fell asleep in the first five minutes of Mulan.

      Finally, the doctor came in and shook our hands. His olive skin and friendly face put me at ease. “I’m Doctor Green. How’s the little guy feeling?”

      “He’s thirsty.”

      “Unfortunately, we need to keep his liquids to a minimum right now and strictly monitor the foods he’s given. We’ll do additional tests in the morning, but from the urine and blood tests we performed, it seems your son has diabetes.”

      Josh lifted a hand off his thigh. “Doc, we don’t let him go crazy on sugar.” He glanced at me, and with guilt I remembered a conversation we’d had early in our marriage. I’d been making cookies nearly every day for the boys to have after school, letting them have some after supper, too. I’d been trying so hard to be a good mother. To earn their way into their broken hearts with love and yes, cookies.

      I remembered Josh kissing the top of my head after I pulled yet another batch out of the oven. “You sure are spoiling us, honey, but you know, we don’t need desserts every night. My mom never fed the boys all those sweets, and they’ve never complained. They love you without the cookies, Mags.”

      I’d been careful to back off the sweets after that. I hadn’t meant to do anything that would endanger them. And while I knew I’d never measure up to Josh’s mom, I had a responsibility to do my best by these precious boys.

      I turned my attention back to Josh, who spoke to the doctor.

      “I guess he might have had too much wedding cake today, but not more than any other kid. And he gets plenty of exercise. He’s even lost some weight recently.”

      The doctor nodded. “That’s a sign of type 1 diabetes, I’m afraid.” He took out a clipboard. “I’m going to ask you some questions, okay?”

      “Of course,” we said in unison.

      “Do either you or your parents have a history of diabetes?”

      “No, not…” I started to answer before I realized my mistake.

      “No,” Josh said.

      The doctor looked at me, and I shook my head. “I’m not his birth mother,” I whispered. I’d never felt so helpless. These are questions I should be able to answer. What if Josh hadn’t been with us? What if he was an hour away at a track meet?

      Doctor Green turned to Josh.

      “His birth mother had gestational diabetes.”

      I stared at my husband. It wasn’t a big deal. Not really. But it would have been helpful to know.

      The doctor continued directing his questions to Josh, and I blinked fast. This wasn’t about me. What mattered was that we got to the bottom of what was wrong with Isaac.

      “Has he been urinating often? Excessive thirst? Extreme fatigue?”

      Josh’s face reddened. “I haven’t been around much…”

      I cleared my throat. “Yes, all of those. He wet the bed the other night which he’s never done. I thought he was fighting a virus. He’s been cranky the last few days as well.”

      “How about blurred vision? Dizziness?”

      “Some dizziness. He hasn’t mentioned vision problems.”

      Dr. Green continued down the list, and I answered each of his questions as I stared at Isaac, still deep in sleep.

      The doctor made more notes, nodded his head. “We’re going to start him on some insulin through the IV. We’ll do more extensive blood tests in the morning. Unfortunately, he’ll be here for a few more days. We’ll set him up with a pediatric endocrinologist who will work with you on how to handle his blood sugar. There’s a diabetes educator here tomorrow who will stop by and talk to you both. For now, we’ll take good care of him.”

      Josh swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down his smooth throat. “Is he—can he get better?”

      A look of pity from the doctor foreshadowed an answer we didn’t want to hear. “Type 1 diabetes doesn’t have a cure. That doesn’t mean he can’t learn to live with it and live a completely normal, long life. It just means there’s a lot of learning ahead. Many children and parents walk this road and walk it well. I’d be lying if I said it’d be easy. It won’t be. But it is doable.”

      I listened as he told us that Isaac had gone into DKA, or diabetic ketoacidosis. I tried to concentrate on the words pancreas and ketones and blood acidity and high sugar, but my mind kept stalling on one word. Diabetes.

      Dr. Green straightened. “But now we know what the problem is and we can help him. We’re lucky we caught it now…” His sentence trailed off, morphing into another. “Do you have any more questions? I’d be happy to answer them the best I can.”

      I worked my tongue around in my mouth. Yes, yes I had questions. A hundred of them. Like why was this happening to our child? Why hadn’t I realized the warning signs sooner? A lifetime illness with no hope of a cure—when Isaac had already gone through an immeasurable amount of pain surrounding Trisha’s addictions. It was too much to comprehend.

      “What can we do? I feel so helpless,” Josh said from his seat. His tie had been loosened hours ago. A questionable stain marred the sleeve of his white shirt.

      The doctor smiled kindly, looked at both of us. “Isaac’s safe now. Try to get some rest for tomorrow, when the hard work begins. Diabetes is a challenge, but it is manageable. If you’re up for the task, your son is in good hands.”

      “We are.” I reached for Josh’s hand.

      “A nurse will be in shortly to adjust his IV. I’ll touch base with you both tomorrow. Get some rest if you can.”

      We thanked him. Once the curtain was back in place, Josh pulled me onto his lap.

      I leaned against his solidness, laid my head on his shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

      He pushed me back from him, met my gaze with those blue-green eyes, a near mirror to Isaac’s. “What on God’s green earth do you have to be sorry for?”

      I shrugged, my bottom lip trembling. “He wasn’t feeling great this week. I should have taken it more seriously. I was busy with the wedding planning and the B&B…I should have at least called the doctor.”

      He clutched me to him. “I’m the one who’s sorry. If I was around more to help you and spend time with the boys, maybe I would have seen it. You’ve only been a mother for a little over a year, it’s not as if—”

      “I’m competent.” I cut in. Another memory of my early days as a mom sliced deep. A terrible miscommunication. The boys forgotten, Josh’s mom left to step in. My husband had every right to doubt my ability as a mother.

      “Maggie, no.” He reached for my hand and I allowed him to hold it, but couldn’t bring myself to clench it back.

      “I’m not trying to be a bad mother.” My breaths came in fast, hiccuping sobs, fatigue and fear and helplessness piling one on top of the other until I thought I’d drop into a heap on the hospital linoleum. But no. I needed to be strong for Isaac. If he woke and saw me hysterical, what help would that be?

      Josh reached for me. “Mags, you’re a great mother. I couldn’t have picked a better mother for my boys. You know that.”

      “Our boys,” I said quietly.

      “Our boys,” he corrected, folding me in his warm, solid arms as I peered over my shoulder at Isaac.

      I thought of the precious moments and milestones of the past year—bedtime stories after baths, the scent of soap fresh on little boy skin, endeavors in the kitchen to make the perfect fudgy brownie, the first time Davey had called me Mommy and the first time Isaac had hugged me. Could Josh see what those boys meant to me, the place I hoped I’d earned in their own sweet hearts?

      I sniffed at the sight of Isaac, so very small against the white hospital sheets. I remembered Lizzie in a similar hospital bed nine years earlier, how scared we’d all been at that horrible diagnosis of thyroid cancer, but how we’d gotten past it.

      But not all such diagnoses had happy endings. And yet Doctor Green said diabetes was controllable.

      A firm resolve stirred deep in my spirit. If Dr. Green’s assessment was correct and Isaac did have diabetes, and if it was indeed controllable, then there was only one thing left for me to do—do everything humanly possible to control it.

      I may have only been the twins’ mother for fifteen months, but that was all the time I’d been given to make mistakes. From here on out, the cost of my mistakes were simply too high to bear.
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      Josh trotted up the steps of his parents’ sweeping waterfront home and opened the door without invitation. “It’s me! You guys inside?”

      He walked into the foyer and past the winding staircase and pristine kitchen. Massive French doors and windows lined the back wall of the living room. He spotted his mom sitting beneath the pergola watching his father push Davey on the tire swing of the massive old oak. Beyond them was lush green grass unfolding to miles of endless sea.

      Though he hadn’t fully appreciated the beauty of the home during his growing up years, as an adult he saw how blessed he’d been. He’d come here often the past few years, found himself comparing what his father had provided to what he could barely provide to his own family.

      And now, Isaac sick. With what appeared to be a lifelong and life-threatening disease. Josh bit the inside of his cheek. If he had to work three jobs, teach summers, and work at Colton Contractors, he’d do everything within his power to get Isaac the best.

      He walked across the living room, doubts nagging at him. Had he been wrong to pursue teaching instead of the law career his father had wanted him to follow?

      He’d been away from Maggie and the boys so much since July, trying to get ahead on the bills, trying to save for a home for his family. If he’d been around, would things have turned out differently?

      He opened the door to the back patio while commanding all such thoughts from his head. They wouldn’t do any good. He’d meant what he’d said at the hospital yesterday—he couldn’t imagine a better mother for Isaac and Davey than Maggie. If there was any lack, it would be found in him.

      His mother spotted him, her round face lighting up. “Hey, honey.” She stood to kiss his cheek. “How’s Isaac?”

      “He’s doing better today, thank God.” He sat beside his mother, exhaustion fast overtaking. Beside Maggie and Isaac all night and morning, he made sure to be strong, but here, away from it all, his resolve waned. “He could have died, Mom.” His voice broke. “If he’d gone into a coma or become unresponsive…I don’t know what I would have done.”

      His mother patted his hand. He steadied himself by studying the new lines and wrinkles upon her skin. When had those appeared? Life did go by fast—only now, after the loss of his first wife and well into his thirties could he see the truth of it.

      His mother’s bottom lip trembled, and for the first time he realized how hard this must be on her, too. For all intents and purposes, she’d been the closest thing the boys had to a mother before Maggie. After Trisha died, his mom had quit her job as a nurse to take care of the boys while Josh worked. Yesterday, she’d wanted to come to the hospital, but Maggie insisted more family would only exhaust them all. She’d been right, of course, but Josh hadn’t missed the hurt in his mother’s voice over the phone.

      “He’s going to be okay, honey.”

      Josh drew in a deep breath, nodded. “We’ve been learning a lot about diabetes. Maggie’s been researching on her phone all night. The diabetes educator is coming in this afternoon, but I thought it’d be good for both boys to have a visit.”

      “He’s missed his brother.” His mother’s gaze settled on Davey, who Hannah had brought over earlier that morning. “It’s been nice having him, though. I’ve missed them both so much. And with everything happening now…well honey, it’s important you know we’re here. We want to help.”

      His mother’s words addressed something he hadn’t given much thought to the past year—their lack of time with his parents. They lived only a town apart—there really wasn’t an excuse for how little they’d gotten together.

      His mom, especially, deserved more time with the boys. Sometimes, in the weeks and months after Trisha died, wracked with grief and anger, Josh wouldn’t even bother picking the boys up after track practice let out. He would simply let them stay with his parents to avoid the hassle of transporting two toddlers back and forth for a single night only to return them to his parents’ in the morning. He’d allowed so much to fall on his mother during that time—not only their care but their infant confusion over not having Trisha anymore. True, it didn’t manifest itself in words, young as they were, but rather tears and sometimes temper tantrums. Now, neither of the boys remembered much about Trisha.

      He was never sure if that was a blessing or a curse.

      After he and Maggie married, he’d been glad to ease his parents of the burden of the boys’ care, but his mother’s words brought to light a different problem. At the beginning of the marriage, his mom had offered to continue watching the boys a few days a week, but he and Maggie thought it better to keep them with Maggie on their days off from preschool. They had a family to grow, and it seemed time was the best way to do it.

      Only he hadn’t taken into account how that must have hurt his parents, particularly his mom.

      He sniffed hard, weighing his words carefully. “Thanks, Mom. I know you miss the boys. Tell you what, once Maggie and I get some of this stuff figured out and Isaac settled, we’ll reevaluate our schedules. It’s important you guys see the boys more.”

      Her eyes shone. “Your father and I would love that. Maybe you could all come for dinner more often, too? Do you think Maggie would appreciate a night off?”

      He blew out a breath. “I’m sure she would.” And he had promised his wife he’d be home for supper every night. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Daddy!” Davey barreled across the lawn toward Josh and threw himself in his arms.

      Josh held him tight for a long moment, found something inside of him threatening to come loose at the feel of his son in his arms. “Hey, buddy. You having fun?”

      “The best! Grampy hung a tire swing, see?” He pointed to the old oak, where his father now walked toward them. Davey suddenly sobered. “Is Isaac okay?”

      “He’s feeling a lot better and wants to see you. He’s getting sick of watching TV in the hospital and could use a brother.”

      “Sick of TV? No way.”

      They laughed. Josh’s father joined them, clasping Josh in a brief, firm hug. He had more silver in his hair, but it suited him in a Richard Gere type of way. “How’s it going, son?”

      He gave his dad a short rundown on the latest on Isaac before turning back to Davey. “You ready, kid?”

      Davey tugged on his grandmother’s hand. “Can I bring Isaac one of the Hot Wheels upstairs, Grammy? Please?”

      She smiled. “Of course. Why don’t we go up together?” She looked at Josh’s rumpled wedding attire from the night before. “If you want to take a shower, honey, or a quick nap, I can wake you in a little. Don’t run yourself ragged.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I won’t. After I bring Davey back, I might take you up on that offer. I’m going to stay with Isaac tonight so Maggie can go home and get some rest.”

      Her gaze lingered on him again, as if she would insist he rest. “Okay.”

      The two departed, leaving Josh alone with his dad. He sat down, elbows on his thighs. “Maggie thought Isaac’d been fighting a small virus. That’s it. We never would have guessed something like this.”

      “Trisha had diabetes when she was pregnant, didn’t she?”

      “Yeah.” Josh raked a hand through his hair. “That wasn’t on my radar. And it certainly wasn’t on Maggie’s. Honestly, I’m not even sure there’s a definite connection. They’re talking type 1 diabetes with Isaac.”

      They sat silent for a moment. “You know, son, we all only want the best for Isaac. If you want a second opinion, maybe get him over to Barbara Bush Children’s Hospital. We don’t want money to be an object. We’ll help however we can.”

      Something in Josh recoiled. He tried to be grateful, but all he could summon was resentment—not at his father so much, but at himself. “We have insurance, Dad. We’re not going to let bills stop us from doing what’s best for him.”

      “How’s your insurance? How much do they cover for things like this? And what about his testing supplies and all that?”

      Josh stood, panic finding a way into the crevices of his spirit. He didn’t have answers to those questions. He’d never had to pay attention to such things. Well check-ups had been the extent of the boys’ needs so far.

      “I’ll figure it out, Dad.”

      “Don’t take offense, son. I just want you to know you’re not alone. You have us and, of course, you have Maggie.”

      A tic started in his eye, and he nodded, hard. He needed some sleep. So did Maggie. But maybe his dad was right. Maybe they shouldn’t simply go with whatever pediatric endocrinologist Dr. Green recommended. They could certainly search around, make sure they started this journey on the right track.

      “Thank you,” he finally said. “I know I’m not alone.” But he still hated being vulnerable like this. His own fault, really. If he’d followed in his father’s footsteps and gone into the law profession, at least some of his financial problems wouldn’t exist. He dragged in a long breath, looked at the neat rows of cobbles at his feet. “I want to get this thing under control as quick as possible, you know? Dad, if anything ever happened to either of the boys, I don’t know what I’d do.”

      He’d known intimately the experience of death, and though Trisha had brought about her own demise in a very tangible way, it still didn’t take the sting out of it. If he had done more, said more, been more, would it have changed the course of things? Yet, she’d almost killed their boys. He was still angry at her. Did the call to forgive include those who were no longer present in this life?

      His father clasped his shoulder. “Being a parent is fun stuff, isn’t it?” They shared a laugh.

      “It’s almost how it feels to run a race—moments of pain with glimpses of victory.”

      “Maybe the races you ran. Mine were all pain.”

      Josh grinned. The back door slid open and his mother and Davey stepped out. Davey clutched a deep red miniature sport’s car in his hand. “You ready, kiddo?”

      “Yeah. I think this will make Isaac feel a whole lot better.”

      He shared bittersweet smiles with his parents. If only making his son well was as easy as handing him a bright red Hot Wheels car.
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