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To Molly Newberry and all the children
who taught me the true definition of courage
as they fought to overcome cancer
in all of its anguish and in all of its forms.
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prologue


I’ve heard it said that life is a marathon—a race to the finish twenty-six miles and three hundred and eighty-five yards long. Our mile markers are the years—five, ten, twenty, fifty, seventy-five—and the finish line is death . . . or is that just the starting line? Is the marathon of our lives only the beginning of eternity? Who can know? And what if you’re forced, due to injury or illness, to drop out of the race early, to end the competition long before expected?

I’m Brian O’Connor, a husband, a father, a lawyer, and a man who happens to be blind. On this pristine Monday in April, I stand in Hopkinton, a small suburb of Boston, at the start of the Boston Marathon. Thousands and thousands of people’s lives will be changed forever as they snake their way to downtown Boston. The first twelve miles are downhill, and then they will face Heartbreak Hill, which is actually five hills, as they struggle to reach the top and hear the cheers from the coeds of Wellesley College.

So on to Boston, and then what? Glory? I run the race with my guide and friend, the Rev. Clayton McRae. He’s been my spiritual mentor, but today he’s just a guy trying to keep me from tripping on the thousands of feet that will pound the streets. We’ve drawn a spectacular morning. The temperature, which can range in any given year from seventy degrees down to below freezing, is about fifty and perfect for running, so we won’t have to pay the price of either frostbite or heat exhaustion.

The bands are playing. The flags are waving. The crowd of athletes and nonathletes is pressed together, edging toward the starting line, bodies compressed into a sea of humanity, nervous at the challenge before them but hopeful in their attempt to complete this life-changing journey.

I am in my late thirties. I’m fit and I have trained to be here, and the man running next to me is committed that we will cross the line in Boston together in a very respectable time of three hours and thirty minutes. That means we’ll run a pace of about eight minutes a mile—three hours and twenty-eight minutes, to be exact.

I sense the bodies move. We are starting. Somewhere in the middle of the pack Clayton and I are walking, trying not to trip. We are at least a quarter of a mile from the starting line when the bodies begin to move, so we are not yet running. We are not yet official until we cross the line. We are not yet on the clock.

To be Tommy’s father, to be married to Bridgette, and to have a daughter like Shannon, is to be complete. As I move, carried by the crowd, toward that point when time will matter, I’m remembering when it did not.



chapter 1


One year earlier

I am the lead prosecutor in the office of the Metropolitan Boston District Attorney. I’m known as the attack dog, the top gun, the guy who has blinders on when it comes to the right and wrong of justice. I am that way because my father, “Big Dan” O’Connor, was a captain in the Boston Police Department. There was never any gray in our house; there was only his way or the highway. And there was no sparing of the rod to spoil the poor blind child.

Actually, my da never called me blind. He used words like sightless, disabled, impaired, handicapped. I’m not sure why that was. Maybe he just couldn’t face the fact that I was blind, or maybe he somehow connected my blindness to his own failure as a man. It wasn’t that he was a bad father; on the contrary, he was a good provider. He just never really saw me as I was—and certainly not as I am now.

He’s proud of me, no question about it; but we’re not close in the way I am with my children, Tommy and Shannon. You often hear that “the sins of the father are visited on the child”—well, I don’t think Big Dan O’Connor committed any mortal sins, but I do know that his distance toward me has shaped me into a father who is fully engaged in raising my son and daughter.

Certainly my wife, Bridgette, has a lot to do with the intimacy I have with my family. Actually, Bridgette has everything to do with everything. She is my heart, my eyes on the world, the helpmate and soul mate, friend, mother, lover, sounding board—but I’ll talk more about her later.

So here I am, at the top of my game, preparing to deliver the most important summation of my legal career. Life has prepared me well for this important day. First, there was the Perkins School for the Blind in Watertown, where I learned Braille and the skills necessary to function capably as a blind adult. Then there was high school at Boston Latin, the toughest academic public school in the city. Then, somehow my da found the money for me to go to Boston College and Boston College Law School. Not bad for a kid born in a three-story tenement on Second Street in South Boston.

I’ve spent ten years in the prosecutor’s office, putting a fair number of scumbags in the slammer. Along the way, there have been plenty of offers for me to cross to the other side and become a highly paid defense counsel, but I just can’t do it. It’s not that I feel like a chivalrous public servant, some kind of a knight on a white horse saving the less fortunate from all the bad guys. It’s just that—well, I suppose it’s just somewhere in my DNA. So thanks, Da.

* * *

I don’t think I slept last night. If I did it, was only for a couple of hours. We live in Scituate, a seacoast town nestled twenty-eight miles south of Boston that is often called the Irish Riviera because most of Boston’s Irish politicians, along with a few police captains lucky enough to save their money, have summer houses there. Only a few months after Da retired, my mother developed cancer and died quickly. I guess my father didn’t want to live in a house full of memories, so he moved to Florida. He sold the house to Bridgette and me, and that’s why we can afford Scituate.

And what about my mother? She was a beautiful soul. Where my da believed I should be out in the world with sighted children, Maeve was sure that what I really needed was to get an education and to develop skills that would make me not only independent, but valuable to society. She’d say, “Dan, we have to keep him in the school for the blind. That’s where he’ll get the support to develop the talents that will make him special.” Boy, did they go round and round on this subject. Finally, they compromised and, as I told you, I attended high school at Boys Latin, getting a classical education that has served me well today.

I said that my da’s world was always black and white. Well, my mother’s was riveted in Catholicism: sacraments and sin followed by confession and forgiveness, saints, feast days, and the cross. She attended Mass every day, never ate meat on Fridays—even when they said we could, continually prayed to the Blessed Mother, and probably believed that sex was something you did only to produce children.

There are three in our family. Two older sisters and me. I love my sisters, but I can’t say we’re close. I suppose that’s because our family never really achieved intimacy, largely due to the fact that my father was so domineering and my mother so religious. We were always afraid to be funny or clever.

 The rule in our house was, “Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to.” Frankly, that sounds more Puritan than Irish, since the Irish by nature are loquacious communicators. I learned that was true when I went to Boston College and broke out of my enforced shell. I’ve actually become very outgoing. My job requires me to be a good talker, and thanks to Bridgette and the children I’m totally involved in our community, from helping to coach Tommy’s soccer and baseball teams—that’s right, a blind guy as a coach—to riding horses with my daughter, Shannon, as she takes riding lessons that cost us too much money.

I’ve really done my homework and feel completely prepared for my summation. It’s great to live in a time when technology has become available to the blind. We have talking everything: computers, GPS, ovens, clocks, thermometers, even baseballs that beep, and our own versions of iPods, iPhones, and Kindles.

But none of those gadgets is as important to my daily life as the astounding animal that lies at my feet. He’s an eighty-five-pound golden retriever named Bailey, and though I shouldn’t admit it, I love him probably as much as I love my family. He’s five now, right at the height of his guide dog talent, and he is everybody’s favorite in the DA’s office and around the courthouse building. Bailey’s personality is an amazing blend of tender and loving, particularly toward my children, with a work ethic that makes him tough as nails when doing his job. Nothing ever draws him away from his fundamental purpose to keep his master safe and to move me efficiently anywhere I want to go.

No city in the world is as complicated to get around as Boston. The streets are laid out like a cow pasture, because that’s what it was at the beginning of the seventeenth century. Unlike New York, Washington, and other major cities, there is no pattern to Boston’s streets; with my portable GPS and remarkable guide dog, however, I am completely independent. Actually, when I think about it, that’s not quite true. Bailey and I are interdependent. That’s an important lesson I’ve learned from my experience with him.

Let me explain it this way: born three months premature, I had a condition called retinopathy of prematurity. There was too much oxygen pumped into the incubator, causing my retinas to be destroyed. I can’t imagine what it was like for my parents when they took me to an ophthalmologist for that first examination. This guy had absolutely no bedside manner. After completing a perfunctory exam he simply informed my parents, “Mr. and Mrs. O’Connor, your child is blind, and there may be other developmental complications that will require you to take care of him for the rest of his life.”

I don’t know what his words did to my parents, but in my quest I became as independent as possible, and I think I have done pretty well. Thank God I was athletic, and sports became my ticket out of darkness. I wrestled in high school and won a state championship. I enjoy skiing and biking with Bridgette and pump a lot of iron at our local health club, so I look good making closing arguments in a well-tailored blue suit. I am computer literate and even do my own taxes.

But my marriage and my life with Bailey have made me understand that I am an interdependent person. Actually, I think that’s how it is for all of us. We live in an interdependent world, but sometimes we’re just too stupid to figure it out.

* * *

So I’m thinking about a lot of these things as Randy drives me to Boston. My friend Randy is a luxury that my top gun status has allowed. He is a teamster for the city, and he is assigned to me as a driver. This morning he picked me up at four-thirty so I could get to the courthouse a few hours before anyone else.

I’ll be summing up my case this morning, and to do it effectively I need to understand my space. By that, I mean I need to plan how I will be addressing the jury. I don’t want to come off as blind. I want to be able to move comfortably in the space between the jury box and my counsel table, so I came here early to work on it. I’ve been in this courtroom before, and frankly I sort of take advantage of a jury. I mean, as I address them, I know I hold their complete attention because they’re wondering if a blind guy is going to trip and fall down right in the middle of his summations.

Let’s see, it’s seven steps from my counsel table to the jury box. I can run my hand unobtrusively along the edge of the box and stop, directly facing individual jurors as I hear them breathing, making them feel that we’ve established real eye contact. There’s a delicate balance in all this. I don’t want to draw the jury’s attention away from my summation because they’re surprised at my mobility, but I want them to feel that I’m competent and that I’m absolutely committed to the belief that the person I am trying to put away deserves it.

So I spend an hour alone in the courtroom practicing. Jane, my paralegal, has also arrived early. She’s there not only to help me with the paperwork at the table but to make sure that everything is clear and exactly the way we rehearsed when I stand before the jury and give them my best.

The jury has seen Bailey throughout the trial, but he’ll stay with Jane when I deliver my closing argument. I have a feeling we’re winning. Jane and my two junior counsels have been watching the jurors’ faces, and they informed me that the body language of the jury seems to be in my favor.

I hope so, because this case has become personal. It goes to my core values of faith and trust, values that I’ve learned through my life experience with Bridgette, my children, and my guide dog, Bailey.



chapter 2


The story goes that Bill Russell, the great center for the championship Boston Celtic teams, always had to throw up before a big game. They call it competitive nerves, and I know it’s true. This morning, the butterflies in my stomach were the size of bats as I sat in the courtroom, waiting for the judge to take the bench and call me forward for my summation.

I’ve learned that there are two kinds of nerves: instructive and destructive. Destructive nerves occur when you doubt yourself or when you doubt the result of the moments to come. Instructive nerves are the good kind. These are when you’re saying to yourself, Bring it on. Let’s go. Let’s play the game. And that’s exactly how I felt on this morning.

I mentioned that this case is an important one. That’s true for a number of reasons. The defendant was Father Edward Gallagher, a priest with a rap sheet as long as your arm for pedophile behavior. Actually, that’s not quite true. There was no rap sheet because there was no actual proof until now, though a number of victims had come forward during the Catholic Church’s major scandal in Boston, naming Father Gallagher as the pedophile pig who had taken advantage of them. Up until now, all of them had been adults, so the statute of limitations had run out on any criminal prosecution.

Though Father Gallagher was in his late sixties, the monster had struck again, and this time the victim was my client, Alvero Ramirez, a thirteen-year-old Portuguese kid from St. Theresa’s parish in West Roxbury, where Gallagher was the monsignor.

The problem with the prior sexual abuse cases against Father Gallagher is that they were circumstantial. There were no witnesses, and medical exams had not been carried out in a timely manner. However, here we had the testimony of a boy who was still young enough to influence the jury, and Ramirez’s chilling account of the abuse had been remarkably powerful to these twelve good men and women. His testimony had been supported by the evaluation of a psychologist and a psychiatrist, and his mother had confirmed the ongoing relationship the boy had experienced with the priest.

The defense had worked hard to show Father Gallagher as a true servant of God and his church, pointing out all of his good works during forty years as a priest. Frankly, they had done well.

I had lain awake nights as I prepared my cross-examination. Over and over again, I had pictured myself tearing down the veil of the priesthood, of feigned goodness, which Gallagher wore so easily. But the defense had been smart and not placed Gallagher on the stand, so it would come down to my summation before the jury.

Somehow I would have to walk the line between connecting this case to the problems of the Catholic Church without condemning the Church as an institution. This case was about one man, one priest who needed to be defrocked and locked away so no other child would ever have to suffer the painful consequences of sexual abuse.

The clerk called us to order, and Judge Parker took the bench. He had conducted a very effective trial, allowing enough points to be made while controlling extraneous outbursts that might have influenced the jury one way or the other. When you’re a prosecutor, all you can expect is a judge who is fair—because a jury is being asked to weigh the evidence, and a person cannot be found guilty without a preponderance of that evidence, beyond any shadow of a doubt. The way in which a judge conducts a trial largely determines whether the case can be presented effectively, and Parker had done a good job controlling the proceeding.

Seven steps.

“Are you ready to proceed, Mr. O’Connor?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” I said, rising.

Five, six, seven—stop and smile. Bridgette had always reminded me that it was important to create visual warmth with the jury, and she liked to say that my smile—even though I had never seen it—could light up a room.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for your time and your service in a matter that I’m sure at different points made you uncomfortable, maybe even a little squeamish. We all understand that any discussion that deals with the abuse of a child is horrible for anyone to consider.”

I put my hand on the edge of the jury box, leaning closer to the jurors and softening my tone. “I know that during the jury selection process five of you declared yourselves to be Catholics, and it’s important for me to note that I also come from an Irish Catholic family. I’m telling you this because I don’t want to suggest that the Church is on trial here, though it is necessary for me to talk about certain aspects that involve what I believe a longstanding policy of cover-up and denial.”

Taking a step back, I continued, “Let’s review what we know about Father Gallagher. You’ve heard six witnesses discuss their alleged abuse by this man—they called him a ‘monster’—and you’ve been informed that we have depositions from seventeen other alleged victims of abuse so heinous that we chose not to play you additional tapes that would have only made the same point over and over again.

“This priest—this pedophile—used the power of his office in the sexual abuse of Alvero Ramirez. He did this first by ingratiating himself with the family. He learned that Maria Ramirez was a single mother, which gave him incredible power because he could use the term we all learned as children—‘Father.’ The power of Father. Imagine how that sounded to a family struggling in abject poverty, to children who needed love, support, nurture, and comfort.

“This priest understood all of that, so Father Gallagher began a campaign, first by taking what must have felt like a parental interest in Alvero during the time the child was an altar boy. Then there was the period of gift giving and trips to Red Sox games and the science museum and the Constitution.

“Alvero told you of the days when he went to Father Gallagher’s room in the rectory and how the hugs turned to touches and the touches turned to kisses and the kisses—you know the rest—turned to events so painful, so demeaning, and so repulsive that I cannot express them effectively in words. But you saw the child’s tears, you felt his pain, you experienced the trauma that will live with him for the rest of his life. We can only hope that love and God can ease the burden of shame he will forever carry.

“The psychologists have told you how Father Gallagher convinced Alvero that what he was doing was right and not sinful and how their relationship had to remain their special secret. You’ve heard from other victims who explained that it often took years before they were able to come forward and express their pain. None of us can imagine how that feels. And then we examined Father Gallagher’s record and found that the Church had suspended him three times from parish life and then brought him back.

“I spoke to you about the Order of the Paraclete, the church’s internal organization that over the last fifty years has examined hundreds of priest pedophiles and recommended that none of these men should ever return to a ministry that involves interaction with children. There is total recidivism in pedophilia. Once a pedophile, always a pedophile, and this—”

Again, I turned directly back to the priest, willing him to look at my face.

“And this priest pedophile, this ‘Father’ who abuses God’s children and his vows, needs to be removed—not only from any engagement with the innocent but from society.”

Now back to the jury.

“You were told at the beginning of the trial that you must find the defendant guilty beyond a shadow of a doubt. Here we have a case largely built around circumstantial evidence that you must weigh honestly. As an example, we presented medical testimony that indicated that Alvero Ramirez was violated by penetration, and wasn’t the defense’s argument interesting? They suggested that the child probably suffered from some sort of bowel syndrome. I don’t think any of us who listened to the little boy here on the stand could ever think that his problems stemmed from any such problem. Circumstantial? Yes. But compelling? Absolutely. So as you consider, remember the testimony of Alvero Ramirez.

“I believe, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, that the choice is clear. There is a preponderance of evidence—though it may be principally circumstantial—that can offer you only one verdict. Guilty as charged.”

I turned to the priest and said it again.

“Guilty as charged.”

I heard a sigh from somewhere in the jury box and knew that I had done well.

I didn’t really listen to the defense, as counsel tried to deflect the impact of my summation in the minds of the jurors. I did not believe there was any possibility that twelve men and women could find Father Gallagher innocent of these heinous crimes.

Following closing arguments, the judge carefully went over the instructions to the jury with the admonishment that they were not to discuss the case or any personal feelings with anyone outside the jury room.

By now it was four o’clock, and Judge Parker chose to dismiss us for the day. The press was waiting outside the courtroom. I told the reporters that Father Gallagher should be put away for a long, long time and that I felt the trial had gone well. Joseph Martelli, the district attorney, was effusive in his praise of my conduct in the case, and around the office I heard “that-a-boy” and “good job” as I packed up my briefcase, called Randy, and prepared to go home to the safety and sanctity of family life.

This was one of those days when I really wanted to go home to Bridgette, Tommy, and Shannon, to wash away the filth of the trial with tender embraces from my family.

As I walked outside, carefully guided by Bailey, I smelled a softness in the early evening air. Though I hadn’t been outdoors since early morning, I could sense that spring was about to burst on New England. I looked forward to taking the drive home to my beloved Scituate and enjoying Mother Nature’s sensory surprises.

It’s easy to get out of Boston, but traffic is still a mess as you work your way down the Southeast Expressway. I was quiet as we drove, and Randy was smart enough to leave me alone with my thoughts. I was reasonably sure that the jury would convict.

Having been raised in a strict Catholic household and attended Boston College with a Jesuit education, I grew up respecting priests and honoring the mantle of Father. But over the years, I had lapsed in my faith. While Bridgette and I were doing a good job raising our children as Catholics and I did attend Sunday Mass, the role of God in my life was hazy at best. I can’t say I actively lived a spiritual existence.

As we came to the Norwell exit and turned right on Route 123, I sighed, realizing that I really did need to revisit the question of my faith, but not tonight. What I wanted was to open the windows and take in the spring evening and then get home to the family I loved. Just then, Bailey put his head up on the backseat and nuzzled my hand as if to say, Don’t forget me, master.

I leaned down and kissed the big dog right on the nose.

“You’re a good dog, Bailey. I’m not forgetting you. Hey, Randy,” I said, leaning forward. “When we get to the Driftway turn, open the windows back here, will ya?”

“Are you sure, Brian? It’s a little chilly.”

“That’s okay, pal,” I said. “I really want to take in some clean air. It got a little dirty in the courtroom today.”

“I was there for part of your summation,” Randy said. “You were awesome, Counselor.”

“Well, let’s hope the jury feels that way too. We need to put this guy away so that he’ll never, ever hurt another child.”

“You got that right,” Randy agreed. “Here’s Driftway.”

Randy rolled the windows down as we turned left and headed along the two-lane road that would take us into Scituate Harbor. I loved this place for so many reasons. My da had bought the house when I was eight, and so many important moments in my life had happened there. My father had only one hobby—fishing—and it was something we did two or three mornings a week during the summer. He would wake me up at five o’clock, and by six we would be out in the water in his twenty-one-foot sports fisherman searching for mackerel, pollack, and blues when we trolled; bass if we drifted up close to the rocks along Second and Third Cliff; and flounder, cod, and haddock if we used drop lines and fished the bottom. I learned later that the first fish I ever caught, a flounder we named Big Joe, my da had put back on my hook over and over again, making me think that I had bagged at least ten more. That was one time I was glad he had fooled a blind kid, though it was probably pretty tough on the flounder.

I made my first friends in Scituate: twin brothers, David and Johnny Gibson, who moved in next door. We connected across the backyard fence, and the Gibson boys opened up worlds of possibility to a blind child who desperately wanted to be thought of as equal.

Moving along Driftway, I could smell the fresh-cut grass of spring, along with early roses, apple blossom, lilac, and the scent of charcoal from somebody’s outdoor barbecue. I could almost taste the air. The ocean’s moisture blending with the opening ground was magnificent. I smiled, thinking it was like taking in a good Bordeaux that sits on the tongue and then radiates down your throat.

Being blind isn’t bad, I thought, because I could appreciate all of my senses. My sighted friends lived in a world driven completely by vision. Their other senses generally were only in accompaniment to sight, but for me the orchestra was even. Everyone played the sensory song as part of a beautiful ensemble. I had never met a person who was ugly unless he wanted to be, unless that was how he chose to express himself. I didn’t operate in a system of labels, and prejudice had never been part of my life. Somehow I had come to the conclusion that I could turn every disadvantage into an advantage and that disability could be an ability if I chose only to try.

As Randy turned left on Jericho Road, the smell of the ocean wafted through the windows. It is, in my opinion, the cleanest smell on earth. Single-cell life clinging to sedimentary rock, along with kelp and weed—there’s nothing like it.

And then I heard it: the sound of the bell buoy ringing five miles out on the bay telling me I was almost home. That bell buoy had always been my touchstone. Weather fair or weather foul, you could always tell by the bell buoy’s ring. I remember lying in bed on early summer mornings, before my da would come get me to go fishing, and listening to the bell. If the waves were rough, I knew I could roll over and go right back to sleep. Scituate, my paradise on earth. Oh, sure, South Boston had its Irish charm, and Perkins, the school for the blind I had attended, had given me a great education. But it was in Scituate that I was nurtured and nourished, learning to believe in myself and my future.

Randy turned right on Turner Road, and Bailey sat up, knowing we were almost home.

“Hey, Randy,” I said, “pull over here, will ya? I think Bailey and I are going to stretch our legs and walk the rest of the way.”

“You sure, Counselor? It’s pretty dark out there.” Randy quickly realized what he had just said, and we both laughed.

“Oh, I think we can handle it, Randy.”

Getting out of the car and taking Bailey’s harness in my left hand, I said good night to my friend and told the big animal, “Forward.”

It’s amazing how guide dogs work better at night than they do during the day. Somehow they see every rut and every pothole, and by reading the harness I moved smoothly to the rhythm the big golden retriever established. He would even stop at curbs with my toes just over the edge and give me a little hesitation when we were supposed to step up on the other side. When we turned right on Barker Road, his pace quickened, and he covered the last seventy-five yards to our house almost in a jog.

Bridgette and the children would be waiting. I had called them and told them I was on my way home. They might be eating dinner or doing their homework, but I knew everything would stop when I put my key in the lock, opened the front door, and felt the hugs of a family I knew loved me.



chapter 3


To avoid having my arm broken, I dropped Bailey’s leash as I opened the front door, knowing that this was the moment when a hardworking, disciplined guide dog turned into a joyous golden retriever with only one thing in mind—to love as many family members as he could at one time. As I stepped over the threshold and called hello to the family, Bailey was bounding up the stairs in the hope that Tommy would have a ball and the game could begin. Before he could get to the top, eight-year-old Shannon had intercepted him and was being covered in doggie kisses.

I was also being kissed, except the kisses were coming from Bridgette Cleary O’Connor, even more effusive than usual because she understood the importance of what had gone on in the courtroom today.

“You really think you won?” she said, still hugging me. “You think the jury will find in your favor?”

“I do,” I said, “but right now I want to forget about all that and concentrate on my wife.” Then, raising my voice, I added, “And two beautiful children who’d better get down here and give their dad a hug.”

Shannon got to me first. Nothing in the world is like the hug from your eight-year-old daughter when she wraps herself completely around your body as you pick her up and squeeze her. A hug like that, and all is right with the world. My son came downstairs a little more conservatively.

“Hi, Dad,” Tommy said. He had just turned eleven, and he tried to keep his voice sounding low to avoid the cracks. “Congratulations.”

“The verdict isn’t in yet,” I said. “We have to wait and see what the jury says. That’s our system, and it’s the right one.”

“Okay, Dad,” Tommy said, “but I’ll bet you kicked butt.”

I allowed a slight chuckle. “You know, Tommy, my boy? I think I did.”

I could hear by Bailey’s breathing that he now had two tennis balls stuffed in his mouth, probably believing that two was better than one and that maybe both children would play with him.

“Children,” I told them, “I’m going in the kitchen with your mother while she gets dinner ready. It smells like meatloaf.”

“Meatloaf it is,” Bridgette said. “Your favorite, with garlic mashed potatoes and some green beans with almonds.”

“Perfect for a hardworking lawyer,” I told her, hugging her again. “Thanks for waiting on me to have dinner. Would there be a wee draft of Irish whiskey to go along with that wonderful meatloaf?”

“Come to the kitchen, my boy,” she said. “Your whiskey awaits. Okay, you two, back upstairs and finish up your homework, so we can have a good family dinner in about twenty minutes. Oh, and take the furball with you. He’s had a hard day too.”

Eight feet ran up the stairs, and two in-love adults went to the kitchen.

While Bridgette busied herself with dinner preparations, I sat at the bar and took a grateful sip of the Irish whiskey served by my Irish-American lass in a Waterford Crystal glass.

“Hey,” I said, “this isn’t just straight old Jameson’s, is it?”

“Not tonight, bucko,” she said. “First Cabin, Midleton. You’ve earned it.”

“Yes, I have,” I agreed. “You know, when the kids were hugging me a minute ago, I couldn’t help but think that there but for the grace of God go any of us. I mean, my client is just a kid who was in the wrong place at the wrong time and met the wrong person. Why is that, Bridgette? I mean, why does fate pick one child to go through what that little boy did, while others never face that sort of pain? Is there a plan for all of this stuff we call life?”

“You really want to get into that now?” she asked.

“Well, not really,” I said, taking another sip of whiskey. “But just in general, what do you think?”

“I think,” she said slowly, “all of this comes down to the role God plays in our lives.”

“Hmmm,” I said, not wanting to get into a religious conversation.

“Brian, these past few years, I don’t think you’ve thought much about faith.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, a little indignant. “Our children are being raised Catholic. We go to Mass on Sundays.”

“Yes, but I don’t think your faith truly matters to you,” Bridgette said.

“I believe in God,” I argued gently. “I believe in a higher power, a Creator.”

“True, but you don’t do anything about it,” Bridgette said. “You kind of leave everything up in the air. Your faith is sort of a maybe/maybe proposition with you.”

I didn’t answer her right away.

Finally I sighed. “Well, I’ll tell you this, my spectacular wife, what I do believe in is us—you and me and our two beautiful children up there and a big golden retriever that always reminds us life has to be fun.”

Right on cue, I heard Bailey running upstairs as one of the kids threw a ball.
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