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“Tragic, romantic, full of heartbreak and hope, The Plan will sweep you off your feet. It’s a tender story of love and loss and one woman’s discovery of her untapped courage. Claire Matthews, the novel’s infinitely relatable heroine, comes to understand that every life comes with its own set of challenges, but by trusting that she is part of a larger plan, she can find her voice and the strength to love again.”

—MELISSA DECARLO, author of The Art of Crash Landing
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PROLOGUE

Ireland, 1973

“Something’s wrong with the baby!”

Patrick sighed and gripped the steering wheel more tightly. The rain was coming down as if all of God’s angels were dumping buckets from the sky. Barely able to see the car in front of him, he was struggling to keep the vehicle on the road—to even see the road. Though generally a patient man, Patrick didn’t have the energy to give in to Nora’s dramatics.

“Nothing is wrong with the baby, me love,” he said, with all the calmness he could muster. “Everything’s just fine.” He glanced over and offered his wife a gentle smile, then quickly turned his attention back to his driving. He should’ve known it would be raining on the night his child was to be born. After all, this was Ireland. Was it not always raining?

“No, I mean it,” Nora said, through clenched teeth. Her knuckles were so white, they were turning blue as she squeezed the armrest on the car door and arched her back, while a labour pain ripped through her. “Something’s wrong. I can feel it,” she gasped.

“What you feel is labour,” Patrick said, smiling slightly. “It doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong with the baby. It just means he’s ready to make his entrance into this world.”

Nora was known, to him and their whole family—and perhaps, to their entire village—to exaggerate events. It was the single thing he simultaneously loved most about her and also loathed. An odd thing to love, he recognized, but Nora’s extravagant stories always made her the life of any party or gathering.

Nora had a way with words. She often said the more miserable a situation, the better a story it would make later. And, he had to admit, in her case, she was right.

So, it came as no surprise to Patrick that the birth of their baby was, in Nora’s eyes, bound to be wrought with drama. He had no doubt, though, their little boy—Callum, as he was to be named—would enter this world with little to no difficulty. Nora had experienced the best medical care available in Ireland. Patrick had made certain of that. There were many perks to being a Senator, a member of Seanad Eireann, and he’d taken advantage of every connection he had. His wife and baby were going to have the best medical care in all of Ireland. Blinking hard, trying to see through the downpour of rain, Patrick was beginning to wonder why he hadn’t used some of that power to ensure a driver to take them to the hospital tonight. For all of his prepping and planning, the detail of who would drive them to the hospital had never crossed his mind. Once she’d regained her composure, Nora spoke again.

“Patrick, listen to me. I am serious. This isn’t one of my stories this time. Something is wrong with the baby.”

“Why, me love, would you even think such a thing?” Patrick said, checking his rearview mirror. “You’ve had all the tests. He’s perfect. Just perfect. The doctors say nothing is wrong with him.”

Patrick smiled as he used the word “him.” In actuality, Nora and he had not been told they were having a little boy. There was really no way to know until the lad made his appearance into this world. But, in their hearts, both of them just knew this child was a boy. They were so certain, in fact, they hadn’t even discussed girls’ names.

Nora sighed deeply and looked out her window into the dark, unceasing rain. “I know there’s something wrong, because…I had a dream.”

The words made Patrick catch his breath. A dream? There were four things in life that Patrick took seriously and without question. God, death, taxes—and dreams.

Years ago, on the night his baby brother died, Patrick had learned the power of dreams. Many people wrote off dreams as nothing more than figments of one’s imagination. But Patrick knew better. A dream was a sign from God.

Keeping his voice calm for Nora’s sake, he said, “What do you mean, you had a dream?” He quickly looked at Nora, trying to offer her a reassuring glance, before returning his eyes back to the road. “Last night,” Nora said, beginning to breathe more rapidly as pain began to rise in her body, “I dreamt you and I and our baby were in the park…” The words trailed off as Nora gasped and let out another, what seemed to Patrick’s ears, inhuman wail.

“The park?” said Patrick, speaking soothingly to Nora, as she panted in agony. “The park sounds lovely. I like the thought of a family day in the park. What else happened?”

Nora’s breathing evened out again. “We were at the park and you were pushing our boy on a swing. I was setting up a picnic at a table, not too far away. I could see your back, and I could see the swing going up and down, but I couldn’t see the baby. I called your name, to tell you and Callum to come and eat.”

Patrick smiled. Despite the dread he felt over what was to come in the dream, he couldn’t help but feel warmth at the sound of their son’s name. Callum. A name which meant dove. Some might not find it a strong name, but Patrick, a politician and, above all else, an Irishman, was hopeful that a shift was finally here for Ireland. The violence and riots of the past years had taken a toll on Patrick, and, of course, his country. It was time for a new beginning. And what better way to acknowledge that he, himself, was ready for that change than by naming his first-born son after a bird that symbolized peace?

Patrick had such dreams for his child, this boy he had yet to meet. A boy who would have hair as black as Kilkenny coal and eyes as blue as the summer sky. If Patrick had thought about it long enough, he’d have recognized the child he was imagining was an identical version of the brother he’d lost so long ago. But, he never did think about it long enough. He was a man who tried to never look back. And for the past nine months, Patrick’s eyes had been set on the little boy who was about to arrive. Oh, Patrick had great plans for his son. He would, of course, be beautiful. How could he be anything but gorgeous, being born from a mother as stunning as Nora? Even at the age of thirty, she was as breathtaking as she’d been when he’d met her at eighteen. No, Nora never aged. Patrick wished the same could be said of himself. The years, and his stressful career, had taken a toll on him and he looked much older than his forty-two years. It wasn’t uncommon for a stranger to inquire about whether or not Nora was his daughter. But as long as Nora found him attractive and still wanted to be with him, it didn’t matter to him at all how he was aging. Though he did hope a son would help keep him young. Patrick didn’t know what was in store for Callum, but he somehow knew—call it intuition—his boy was to be unique.

“And, did we come for lunch when you called?” Patrick asked, breaking his thoughts long enough to focus on Nora’s dream.

“I called your name and you turned and looked at me and smiled. Then you went back to pushing the baby on the swing. I looked toward Callum and I noticed a crowd of children standing near his swing. They’d all been playing before, but now they were just standing in front of him, frozen and silent. One of them pointed at Callum and said something. Then, another child started to laugh. I looked at you, but you didn’t see me. You just kept pushing Callum back and forth on the swing.”

Patrick put his hand on Nora’s leg and gently began to rub it. He knew he shouldn’t take his hand off of the steering wheel in this weather, but he had a feeling what was about to follow was not going to be good.

“Then, as if the children had seen something terribly frightening when looking at Callum, they started to scream. The girls began to cry and the boys started to yell, and they all started to run away from the playground.” Nora became silent and Patrick could see, out of the corner of his eye, she had tears running down her face. “I started to run towards you and the baby, to see what was the matter. What was scaring these children? You didn’t turn. You just kept pushing the swing, as all the children screamed, pointed at our child, and ran.”

There was silence in the car for a moment. Patrick was almost too frightened to ask what happened next, but he did.

“And what did you see, love?” he asked softly. “When you got to the swing, what did you see?”

Nora began to sob softly. “There was nothing there. The swing was empty. You were pushing an empty swing.”

Patrick hesitated. It didn’t make any sense. “But, you said earlier you’d seen Callum in the swing.”

Nora continued to cry as she reached into her handbag to grab a handful of tissues.

“I know,” she said, tears streaming down her face. “I’d seen the back of his head as you pushed. But, when I got closer, there was no one in the swing. It was empty.”

They rode in silence for a moment longer, until another labour pain grabbed hold of Nora, and she began to cry harder. Patrick was no longer sure if she was crying from the pain, or from the dream, or if the two were intermingled. To be perfectly honest, he suddenly felt like crying, too.

Get ahold of yourself, he thought. This is ridiculous. It was a dream.

Only a dream. The words echoed in his mind. Hadn’t he said that same exact thing to himself years earlier. Only a dream. It hadn’t turned out to be only a dream then. Would it now?

Patrick shook his head, to regain his composure. He could not allow himself to fall apart now. His son was about to be born, and hopefully not on this cold, wet road. They’d almost reached the hospital. Nora’s pain slowed, and she began to speak again. “What do you think it means, Patrick? What’s going to be wrong with our baby?”

Patrick was relieved to see, through the dense fog and rain, the sign for the hospital straight ahead.

“Look, Nora. We’re here. Just a minute more and you’ll be out of this car and headed up to deliver our son.”

Patrick carefully guided the car into the driveway and pulled in front of the main entrance.

“Nora, love,” he said softly, as he turned back toward her. “Listen to me.” With very deliberate, yet loving words, he said, “Our son is a blessing from God. A blessing, me love. I don’t know what we have in store for us tonight. I don’t know if he’s going to be perfectly healthy or have a bit of a problem. But what I do know is that he’s ours. Yours and mine. And he’s been given to us as a gift. I am going to love Callum from the moment he enters the world until the moment I exit it. And whatever God puts on our plate, I’m ready to face it, with you by my side, because there is a plan for our lives, for Callum’s life. I might not know what it is, but I know it is real and true and good.”

Nora’s eyes remained closed, but Patrick saw a new tear slip from the corner of one eye.

“I love you, Nora. No child has ever had a father who loved his mother more. Whatever lies in store for us, we’re going to face it together. Do you hear me?”

Nora nodded slowly, opened her dark eyes and looked deep into Patrick’s blue ones.

“Now, can we please go inside and have this baby?” Patrick asked.

A small giggle escaped Nora as she nodded and said, “Yes, and please, let’s hurry.”

•  •  •

Patrick rolled Nora into the front door of the hospital in the wheelchair he’d found outside. As he completed the necessary paperwork, Nora was whisked into a hospital room, and by the time he found her again, she’d changed into a gown and was being tended to by a nurse.

“It won’t be long now,” the woman said to Patrick. She was a large woman, with an even bigger smile. “Are you ready to become a dad?”

Patrick returned the smile. “I’ve been waiting for this moment all of my life.”

“Then let’s get the doctor in here,” she said, as she left the room.

Patrick walked over to Nora’s bedside and took her hand in his.

Nora smiled, then began to grimace as the pain grew.

The doctor entered the room, as the pain in Patrick’s hand, from Nora’s iron-tight grip, began to truly sting. Behind the doctor were two nurses.

“I hear we’re going to have a baby in a wee bit,” the doctor said, smiling.

“We’re looking forward to it,” Patrick said, as Nora’s grip lessened.

The doctor examined Nora.

“Well, it looks like you’re ready to begin pushing. What I want you to do, Nora, is do your best to relax, and when you feel the next pain, I want you to push as hard as you can.” Nora smiled weakly. “And, if you want to call ol’ Patrick, here, some terrible names, that’s fine by me, too. I won’t tell a soul.”

As soon as the doctor said his last word, Nora’s grip on his hand tightened again and she began to cry out.

“You’re doing great, Nora. That was a magnificent push,” the doctor said. “I can see his crown. He has hair as black as yours. You can do it. Push again.”

Nora arched her back and made a sound like none Patrick had ever heard.

“That’s it, Nora. One more push. I see his shoulder. One more push and he’ll be out.” The doctor’s supportive voice was reassuring to both Patrick and Nora. The baby would soon be here.

Nora squeezed Patrick’s hand one final time, cried out in agonizing pain and pushed. As Nora’s scream ceased, a new one began in the room. But this was a tiny cry. A gentle wail that made both Nora and Patrick smile. It was the first sound of their child, and it was beautiful.

Patrick kissed Nora on the forehead and whispered softly, “You did it, me love.” She smiled gently back at him.

Then Patrick stood up straight and looked toward the doctor, hoping to catch a glimpse of his newborn son.

The doctor and nurses were whispering softly. Patrick hadn’t noticed how quiet the room had become once the delivery was over. But now that he was paying attention, he realized it was silent. Even the baby had stopped crying.

“Is everything okay?” Nora asked. She, too, had noticed the change in the room. “Is my baby okay?”

The doctor and nurses appeared not to hear her. One nurse hurried out of the room. Nervous, Patrick started to walk toward them, eager for a glimpse of their child, and as the doctor, who had Callum in his arms, turned, Patrick caught sight of the baby and the room began to spin.

Patrick grabbed hold of the instrument table, and it began to roll away from him. The other nurse, the one who’d smiled at Patrick earlier, ran toward him and grabbed his arm, just as a number of doctors and nurses rushed into the room.

“Come with me, Mr. Fitzgerald,” she said gently. “Let’s go out and get you some fresh air.”

Patrick wanted to look at Nora, but he found he couldn’t. He couldn’t bear to see her face. And he couldn’t bear to have her see his. Would she see it in his eyes? Instead, he nodded at the nurse, and followed her out of the room. He could hear Nora crying behind him.

“What’s happening?” she begged. “Patrick! What’s wrong? What’s wrong with my baby?”

Patrick hated himself for doing it, but he let the door close behind him, and then he sank to the floor.

The nurse squatted down next to him, her hand on his back.

“Can I get you some water?” she asked.

“It’s a boy, isn’t it?” Patrick said dully.

The nurse nodded.

“He’s missing an arm,” Patrick said. He could barely get the words out. It couldn’t be true. Of course, his son had two arms. They’d seen them on the scan—hadn’t they? But Callum didn’t have an arm. Patrick was certain of it. He’d only caught a glimpse of the baby, but he was sure he’d seen nothing more than a stub where the limb should have been.

“He was born without an arm, wasn’t he?” Patrick asked the nurse, pleading with his eyes for her to correct him. Silently begging her to tell him he was mistaken.

The woman took a deep breath and sighed. It was never easy to tell a parent something was wrong with their baby and fortunately, over the span of her career, she’d only had to do it a few times. It was a heartbreaking part of her job, but it had never been like this before. Even she couldn’t believe it.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Fitzgerald, your son was born without an arm.” She lowered her eyes, as if she could no longer bear to see his pain. And he understood this. Sometimes, the pain of others was physically tangible in their eyes. He remembered the agony in his mother’s eyes after his brother had died. It had hurt his chest to look at his mum from that day on. He’d thought nothing could hurt more than that sadness, but he’d been mistaken. No trouble Patrick had experienced before prepared him for the torment that was about to come.

“And, I’m sorry to tell you this, Mr. Fitzgerald, but your son was also born without either of his legs.”

The sound was primal. Patrick had never heard such a low and guttural noise and for a moment, wondered how it could have risen out of him. He curled up into a ball, against the wall, and began to sob, convulsing in a burning pain more scalding than any fire. He wondered how he was going to tell Nora. And then, as he heard the agonizing scream pierce the hall, he knew he wouldn’t have to.



CHAPTER

ONE

Florida, 2010

“I’d better find three little munchkins in their beds,” Claire called out, as she headed up the stairs toward her kids’ rooms.

She reached the top and turned into Luke’s room, depositing, on top of his dresser, all the goodies she’d collected on her way up the stairs. He and his sisters could sort them by owner and put them away tomorrow.

She glanced at his bed, noticing it was empty, and bent down to straighten his Stars Wars sheets. The ten-year-old was a Star Wars fanatic. Claire blamed Jack for that. Their first date in college had been to the dollar theater to see The Empire Strikes Back. If that hadn’t been a clear sign of things to come, she wasn’t sure what was. And now that she had Luke, she even participated in it, up to a point, buying him not just Star Wars bedding, but Luke Skywalker, Chewbacca or Darth Vader costumes she found on clearance the day after Halloween. At last count, she’d purchased her thirteenth light saber. Who knew that something designed to be so powerful would have such difficulty withstanding the battles of a ten-year-old boy? Yes, Luke was his daddy through and through. And, with soft brown eyes, a row of freckles on his nose and legs that seemed to go on for miles, he also looked like a mini-version of Jack.

Claire paused to glance at a photo, tacked to the bulletin board, of the two men in her life. It’d been taken last summer. They were standing on a fishing dock, Luke proudly holding up his catch—the first fish he’d ever caught by himself. It was miniscule—not big enough to keep—but he had a grin from ear to ear which was almost as big as the one his daddy wore. Jack had been so proud of his boy.

“Did you see the way he reeled that baby in?” he’d asked her, for the twentieth time that night as she was dressing for bed. “He’s a natural fisherman. Just like his dad. Just like his granddad.”

Claire smiled, brushing her hair and inspecting her reflection in the mirror. At thirty-five, she had to admit she looked good for her age. With her thick, brown hair in a ponytail, which it often was, she was commonly mistaken for a teenager. She never tired of seeing the looks on people’s faces when she told them that, not only did she have three children, but the oldest of them was ten! If the expressions of shock didn’t make a woman feel good about her appearance, she didn’t know what would.

“All you have to do is look at him to know he’s got your DNA running through him,” she said, walking over to the bed and pulling her nightgown over her head. “Sometimes I wonder if any of mine got in there.”

Jack laughed and pulled her down next to him. “Oh, he’s got a part of you in him, too, babe,” he whispered into her neck.

“Yeah?” Claire asked. “Where is it? His feet?”

“No,” Jack said, hugging her closer to him. “His heart. He’s got the sweetest heart I’ve ever seen in a little boy. He practically cried when I took the hook out of the fish’s mouth, asking if I was hurting him. He’s got a heart as pure and gentle as his mama’s.”

Claire smiled now, remembering the comment. It’d been just the right thing to say. Jack always seemed to know the right thing to say to make her feel special.

“Hmmm,” Claire said loudly, remembering she was supposed to be playing an impromptu game of hide-and-seek with her kids. “I don’t see Luke in his bed. Where is he? Maybe he’s in the closet?”

Claire grabbed two of the clean shirts that were stacked on Luke’s desk chair, folded them and put them away in his drawer.

“I still can’t find Luke anywhere! Where on earth could he be?” She smiled at the giggling she heard coming from somewhere down the hall as she hung up three pairs of pants in his closet.

“Maybe he’s under the bed,” Claire said, with mock loudness, as she placed some underwear and socks in their appropriate drawers. The giggling was getting louder, and Claire wondered if the kids might just burst if she didn’t put a stop to it soon.

Sitting down on the vacant bed, she paused to catch her breath before walking into the chaos she was sure was ahead of her. She’d never realized having three children would be such an exhausting task. When she was a little girl, and even as a teenager, she used to tell her mom she wanted to have eight kids when she grew up.

“Eight?” her mom would ask, her face a mixture of shock and humor. “Are you sure about that? Eight is a lot.”

“Eight is enough,” Claire would say, chuckling as she remembered the Dick Van Patten television series she’d enjoyed so much growing up.

“Okay, well then,” her mom would say, “you have one child and get back to me on whether or not you still feel that way after a few months of sleepless nights and endless diapers.”

Claire had always rolled her eyes at her mom. After all, what did her mom know about having a big family? She’d only had Claire and oftentimes, seemed overwhelmed by just her. Her mom wasn’t cut out for a lot of kids, but somehow, Claire had always thought she, herself, was.

Of course, her mom had been right—up to a point. Eight kids had no longer seemed like such a brilliant idea after Claire had had three. Three children, in fact, had almost done her in. She remembered how, after the twins were born, Jack would come home from work, look at her, still in her pajamas from the night before, her hair a wild mess and food and booger stains on her clothes, and say to her, “Are we drowning?”

“Oh, we are so drowning,” she’d say to him. And mean it. There were days when she wondered what she’d been thinking getting pregnant again after Luke. One child had been so manageable. In retrospect, so easy. But three? Forget it. She was just doing her best to make it through each day.

When people would ask her, “Do you think you’ll have any more kids?” she’d always laugh and say, “Oh, no, the twins were our grand finale.”

She understood now the amusement of her mother when Claire had said she wanted to have eight children. Though she’d had only one child, her mom had realized that, along with the immense joy of being a parent, came incredible struggles, frustration, and exhaustion. Claire sighed as she once again felt a pang of regret that she’d never been able to tell her mom how she now understood what she’d meant.

Neither her mom nor her dad had had the chance to see Claire as a mom to even one child. Both of her parents had died while she was in college—her mom of cancer her freshman year and her dad of a heart attack three years later. Though Claire always tended to believe he died less from an attack of his heart than from a break in it. The happy-go-lucky father she remembered from her childhood couldn’t be reconciled with the man he became after they lost her mom. He hadn’t known what to do without the wife he’d loved faithfully and so completely for twenty-eight years. And, though Claire missed them both terribly, she also tended to believe it was best they were together. She’d been able to forge a life of her own after they were gone, but she never truly believed her dad, even if he’d lived until the age of eighty, would’ve been able to do that without her mom. Some people were meant to be together, whether it be in this life or the next.

Claire sighed and called out again, her voice thick with exaggerated sorrow. “I guess Luke must’ve run away. That’s too bad. I’ll miss him. He was such a nice boy. I think I’ll go kiss Ella and Lily goodnight now.”

She stood, gave the room a quick once-over and then turned out Luke’s light, making her way down the hall into her girls’ room.

A mound of covers, apparently hiding three little bodies, awaited her as she walked into her twins’ pink and yellow room. Claire might have thought the girls had piled all of their stuffed animals underneath if she couldn’t visually see the mound shaking and shuddering with each little giggle.

“Oh, no! The girls are gone, too!” Claire said, trying to muster as much agony as was possible in her voice, as she made her way to the bed. “Boy, am I tired, and this bed looks so comfy! I think I’ll just lie down for a little nap.”

Claire plopped her body right on top of the enormous pile, careful to not injure anyone underneath.

“Mommy! Get off!” a muffled voice cried from beneath her.

“Ow! That hurts!” a boy’s voice complained.

“Mom! We’re under here!” another little voice cried out.

Claire jumped up, her hand to her chest.

“Oh! There’s something under there!” Claire exclaimed. “Whatever could it be?”

With a single motion, Claire grabbed the comforter and yanked it to the floor. Three small faces peeked up at her.

“What are you doing under there?” Claire asked, with such surprise in her voice that she, herself, almost believed she was startled by their appearance. “I thought you’d run away!”

“We wouldn’t run away, Mommy,” little Ella said. “We like living here.”

“Well, that’s a good thing,” Claire replied, tweaking her daughter’s nose. “Because I like you living here, too.”

Claire picked the comforter up and straightened the covers over the three children. They each got comfortable, snuggling deep into the pillows as she sat down on the edge of the bed.

“Now, what are you all doing in here?” she asked her babies. Despite the fact that Luke was ten and the twins had just turned six, she still viewed them as just that—her babies—and had a feeling she always would. “If I remember correctly, Daddy and I bought each of you your own bed.”

Lily yawned. “We like to sleep together.”

“I’m not scared at night if Luke and Lily are with me,” Ella replied.

Claire glanced at Luke. “And what about you, mister? What are you doing in here?”

“I’m not scared like the girls,” he said defensively. “I just stay here to protect them.”

Claire tousled his hair. It was hard to not smile at this child, part little boy, part little man.

“Well,” she said gently. “That’s what big brothers are for. Do you know how lucky you all are to have each other? When I was a kid, I’d have done anything to have brothers and sisters.”

With a look of disgust directed at his sisters, Luke said, “You were lucky. You didn’t have little kids to drive you crazy!”

“No, I didn’t,” Claire replied softly. “But I also didn’t have anyone to play with or talk to when my parents were busy with grown-up stuff. You three will always have each other.”

The girls smiled at her words, but Luke rolled his eyes at Claire, in much the same way she used to roll her eyes at her own mom. Claire smiled at him. She knew he loved his sisters dearly, even if it was no longer cool in fifth grade to admit it.

“Now then,” she said. “It’s bedtime. No one in my room before seven a.m. You hear me?”

“Okay,” they all said in unison.

“And, if you go downstairs to watch TV, it had better not be loud enough to wake me and Daddy.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Whose turn is it to pray?” she prompted.

“Yours,” Luke said.

“Are you sure?” Claire questioned, as the kids all nodded.

“Okay, then. Dear God. We thank you for our blessings and that we had a great day as a family. Please take care of those we love. Amen.”

“Amen,” the children said in unison.

“Mommy,” Lily said sleepily. “Can you sing to us?”

“Sure,” Claire whispered, with a smile. This was one of her favorite parts of the bedtime ritual, though, as the kids had gotten older, she found she didn’t do it as often. It wasn’t that she didn’t still like to sing to them, or that they didn’t still love to hear her. It was that once all three kids started school, bedtime had become more hectic. There were teeth to be brushed, hands to be washed, homework that was left to the very last minute. Sometimes, bedtime consisted of nothing more than a quick goodnight peck on the cheek and an “I’ll see you in the morning.”

But on weekend nights, such as tonight, when there was no rush to make sure those little eyes closed quickly, Claire enjoyed taking a few extra moments with the kids as she put them down for the night. She paused for a moment as she thought of what to sing, and then decided on their favorite. It was an old, classic Irish lullaby she’d been singing to the children since they were each in her belly. The twins closed their eyes as she began, but Luke stared straight at her.

“Over in Killarney, many years ago, me mother sang a song to me, in tones so sweet and low. Just a simple little ditty, in her good old Irish way. And I’d give the world if she could sing, that song to me this day.”

Claire’s voice drifted softly through the room, beautiful and pure. There was a time when people had paid money to hear her sing, but these days, she sang solely for her children.

“Too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral, too-ra-loo-ra-li, too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral, hush now, don’t you cry!

Too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral, too-ra-loo-ra-li, too-ra-loo-ra-loo-ral, that’s an Irish lullaby.”

Claire was fairly certain the girls had fallen asleep by the second line, but Luke’s eyes had stayed open, til nearly the very end, when, despite his best efforts, his lids dropped, and he turned to get more comfortable next to his sisters.

Claire stared down at her children. Somehow, no matter how much love she felt for them during the day, it always seemed to intensify as she watched them sleep. She rose and walked to the door. Pausing, she glanced back at her sleeping babies, turning off the light to the girls’ room. She was blessed, and she knew it. Life with three kids wasn’t ever easy, but she also couldn’t help but wonder how a girl like her had gotten so lucky.

“I love you,” Claire said softly into the darkness, as she turned and walked away.



CHAPTER

TWO

“Hurry up, Luke!” Claire called up the stairs as she slapped peanut butter and jelly on two pieces of bread, shoving them into a small plastic baggie. “The girls are already in the car.”

Luke ran down the stairs, jumping over the last three as he reached the bottom.

Claire slit her eyes as she glared in his direction. “I’ve asked you to not do that. One of these days you’re going to break a leg.” Luke shrugged.

“Did you grab your jacket? It’s gonna be cold at Grandma and Grandpa’s.” Claire threw the pile of sandwiches she’d just made into a small cooler, alongside six juice boxes and a baggie full of sliced apples. If she’d learned anything about traveling with kids over the years, it was they were always hungry.

“I already put it in the car,” Luke said, as he opened the refrigerator and examined its contents.

“Hey, get out of there,” Claire said, softly slapping his hand away from the door and closing it. “You already had breakfast and I’m packing food for the car. You don’t need anything else to eat.”

She handed him the cooler and a bag of pretzels.

“Here, you can carry this to the car for me,” Claire said. “Don’t eat anything out of it! And make sure to bring some games and books. It’s a long drive.”

She laughed as she leaned in to kiss him on the cheek and he attempted to free himself of her embrace.

“Come on,” she said to him softly. “You can kiss your mama. No one’s looking.”

Luke sighed, but turned his cheek so she could peck it.

“See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Claire asked him.

Luke shrugged.

The two of them made their way out the front door, just as Jack was heading back in.

“Do you need anything else from inside?” he asked her. “I’m about to lock up.”

“I think I have it all,” Claire said, as Luke ran to the minivan, throwing the cooler onto the front seat before jumping into the back. “Anything we forget, we can buy once we get to your mom’s.”

She walked over to the car and peeked her head in the side door. Though they hadn’t even left the driveway, all three of her kids had their headsets on and were immersed in the music on their iPods. The MP3 players had been the kids’ big gifts for Christmas this year. Claire was fastening her seatbelt as the driver’s side door opened, and Jack slid into his seat.

“All locked up,” he said, calling into the backseat, “Everyone ready?”

“Yes!”

Smiling at Claire, Jack put the car into reverse and said, “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” she said, smiling back at him. It was hard not to smile when looking at Jack. He was just so…handsome. That’s the only word that came to mind whenever she thought of her husband. At six feet four inches, and built of nothing but lean muscle, Jack was better-looking than most of her friends’ husbands. Okay, he was better-looking than all of her friends’ husbands. And their gardeners. And their plumbers. And their local firemen. Jack was unbelievable looking. The first time Claire had laid eyes on him in college, she’d wondered if he was for real.

“Who looks like that?” she had whispered to her college roommate, Gia. “I mean, in real life—not in a movie. Who actually looks that incredible?”

The answer, of course, was Jack. And, in the fifteen years since college, he’d never become one bit less attractive.

But it wasn’t just his external features Claire found so appealing. No, it was who Claire discovered he was inside that had made her fall deeply in love with him.

It’d seemed to take forever for Jack to ask her out, but in reality, it was only a few weeks from the first time she and Gia had spotted him across the crowded college cafeteria. It didn’t take long for them to strike up a conversation in the library one night. (She just happened to be working in the study carrel next to Jack’s and just happened to need to borrow a pen, because hers just happened to run out of ink.) After an evening spent chatting over their respective molecular biology and educational psychology textbooks, he finally asked her out. And she was thrilled.

Of course, a Star Wars movie at the campus discount theater wasn’t exactly her idea of a romantic evening, but the dinner that followed had been nearly perfect. The two of them found they had so much to talk about—school, families, politics, music—even their faiths and future dreams seemed to be on similar tracks. The conversation flowed easily and Claire began to wonder if she’d actually known him her entire life. Before they were served dessert, she was smitten.

She was so completely engaged in conversation with Jack, she never even saw Gia enter the restaurant.

“What are you doing here?” she asked her roommate, slightly irritated, as Gia sat down next to her.

And that’s when she saw Gia’s face. There’d be no dessert. Claire’s hometown police department had called her dorm room and, in Claire’s absence, relayed the message to Gia.

Claire’s dad was dead. An apparent heart attack while driving his car. Fortunately, he’d been going so slowly. Hadn’t Claire always told him he drove like an old man? He hadn’t hurt anyone else, but himself. And, like her mom three years earlier, he was gone.

If Claire had given it any thought, she would’ve assumed Jack would have quietly excused himself. After all, despite a fun movie and tasty dinner, she barely knew the man. But it was in those initial moments that Claire caught her first glimpse of the man Jack truly was. As she collapsed into Gia’s arms, he began to take charge, booking not just her flight home, but flights for himself and Gia, too. He contacted the school, notifying them of Claire’s loss and informing the university that he and Claire and Gia would be missing classes for the next few days. As Gia and she went to pack, Jack contacted the police who’d handled the accident, finding out where her dad’s body had been taken and the next steps Claire needed to take.

For Claire, the next week was a blur, but the one thing she remembered clearly was how Jack had been by her side every moment of it, walking her through the terrible process of planning her father’s funeral. He handled nearly all of the arrangements, deferring to her for her opinion, but lifting the burden from her shoulders in such a way that all she had to do was grieve. And grieve she did. She could not believe that here she was, twenty years old, and an orphan. What was she going to do? How was she going to go on without either her mom or her dad to help guide her? It was unbearable.

But every time she felt she couldn’t take one more moment of the pain, she’d look up and see sweet Jack standing right by her side. This man she hadn’t even known eight days ago was her rock during that week and in the weeks and months to come. He’d never disappointed her. And, just as in the days following her dad’s death, in the past fifteen years, whenever she’d had a bad day or was irritated with her job or frustrated with their kids, all she had to do was look beside her, and she knew Jack would be right there, supporting her, loving her, and giving her the strength to keep moving.

“Now tell me again why you always seem to think it’s a good idea to drive into the night?” Jack asked her, shaking her out of her memories. “Wouldn’t it make more sense if we left early in the morning?”

“You know, as well as I do, if we leave now, in a few hours, the kids will be asleep and we won’t have to hear any more whining or fighting,” Claire said.

“Don’t forget the ‘Are we there yets?’ ” Jack joked.

“Ugh,” Claire groaned. “I hate those the most! This way, they’ll watch their movies until dinner and then, if we’re lucky, it’ll just be peace and quiet from that point on.”

“From your lips to God’s ears,” Jack said, taking her hand and squeezing it.

God must have been listening, because everything went exactly as Claire had planned. Truly, this must be a first, she thought, as they pulled into the strip mall parking lot of the Chinese restaurant where they ate every time they took a road trip to West Virginia. Never could she remember having such a peaceful drive to her in-laws’ home, or anywhere else for that matter.

It was one more sign that her babies were growing up. Claire remembered the first time she and Jack had taken a car trip with Luke. He couldn’t have been more than a month old and had screamed the entire drive.

The family piled out of the car and into the restaurant.

“Welcome,” a little Asian man called from a table at the back of the empty restaurant, as he rolled silverware into napkins. “Sit anywhere you’d like.”

The kids hurried over to a large table near the wall, and Claire and Jack followed them.

“Okay,” Jack said, taking off his coat and putting it on the back of his chair. “What does everyone want to eat?”

As the kids called out their orders, Jack and Claire exchanged glances over the menus and smiled at one another. She knew exactly what he was thinking. These were the moments they both loved the best. These crazy, chaotic, boisterous moments that screamed, “We’re together as a family.”

“Mommy,” Lily said meekly, once the orders were placed. “Can I sit on your lap?”

“Of course,” Claire said, gently smiling at her little girl and pushing her chair back from the table to make room for her daughter. “Come here.”

Lily climbed up onto Claire and snuggled into her mother’s chest. Even though already six, Lily was tiny for her age, barely the size of most four-year-olds. Claire had heard that was often common with twins. Ella wasn’t quite as small and, at about a half a head taller than Lily, appeared to tower over her sister. Rarely did people realize the girls were twins. With their identical blonde hair and blue eyes, it was easy to see they were sisters. But, twins? No. Ella easily looked two years older than Lily.

And, as different as their height were their personalities. Ella was a spitfire. Feisty and funny and always up for a new adventure. She was the child who loved to go snowboarding and waterskiing with Jack and was constantly in search of a new challenge. She was already the star of her soccer team and relished all of the attention playing so well brought her. Never without a smile, you just couldn’t help but marvel at her confidence. Claire rarely worried about Ella. Whether it was a new school or a birthday party where she didn’t know any of the other kids, Ella would jump in, feet first, and thrive.

But Lily? Lily was different. She was quiet and shy and prone to tears if she became too uncomfortable in a situation. Though on the soccer team with her sister, she tended to avoid the ball and, if it happened to come her way, was likely to duck. Never wanting to be too far away from Claire, Lily was the child who, while the others were off skiing with Jack, would stay back at the lodge with her mom, enjoying every moment of snuggling in front of the fire as much as Claire did. She still slept with her favorite blankie, and Claire had fears that someday she’d take that ratty old thing on her honeymoon with her. Yet, despite her timid nature, Claire’d been pleasantly surprised when Lily had started kindergarten last year and had done exceptionally well. She might not be as bold as her sister, but she was certainly every bit as smart. Both girls had been incredibly successful in kindergarten and now, halfway through first grade, were some of the brightest kids in the class.

“I love you,” Claire whispered in Lily’s ear as the girl snuggled closer. “Are you having a fun trip?”

“Yes,” Lily said softly. “But I want to sit with you in the car.”

“Oh, baby,” Claire said, resting her head on Lily’s crown and rocking her gently. “You know you have to sit in your booster seat in the back and I have to sit up front with Daddy so I can help him with the driving. But how about this? When we get to Grandma’s house, you can fall asleep in bed with me. Does that sound like a plan?”

Lily nodded. She loved to sleep with Claire. And, though her daughter was getting a bit too old to do it regularly, Claire tended to overlook the fact that, most mornings when she’d wake, Lily was pressed up against her in bed. Claire was never sure when the child snuck into the room, and always told her when she woke that, from that point on, she needed to sleep in her own bed all night. But, truth be told, Claire secretly enjoyed the few quiet moments, each morning, when she held onto her baby girl and listened to her breathe deeply in her sleep. She knew, someday, none of her kids would want to get in bed and cuddle with her and so she’d better cherish each one of these moments before they were gone.

When their food came, Claire told Lily to get back into her chair and eat dinner.

“I don’t want to hear anyone tell me they’re hungry from this point on!” she said firmly. “Eat!”

And eat they did. And laugh. And enjoy time as a family, something that, with all of the kids’ activities and sports and practices, was getting harder and harder to find time for these days. Before children, Claire hadn’t understood why people would say it was so hard to sit down for a family dinner. “Make time for it,” she’d think. But now she realized how judgmental she’d been. With Jack’s work schedule, Luke’s baseball practice and guitar lessons, and the girls’ soccer team and dance lessons, it was hard to find time when everyone was home together. More often than Claire liked to admit, dinner was spent in the car, before they piled out of the vehicle for their next activity, or else, she found herself standing at the kitchen counter, eating her own meal while she prepared everyone else’s food. No, having three kids with active schedules wasn’t easy and it was a constant juggling act. She just hoped she kept the balls in the air more often than she dropped them.

An hour later, with full bellies and a large box of leftovers Claire would need to put in her mother-in-law’s fridge when they arrived, they were all back in the car. As predicted, the kids immediately put the headsets back on their ears and were immersed in their music before they left the parking lot.

“Why do we always stop at this place?” Jack asked Claire, as he backed out the car. “We don’t even like the food, and it never fails to give me heartburn.”

Claire laughed at the truth in Jack’s statement.

“Tradition. Habit. We’ll try something new next time.”

“Hey,” Jack said, turning to Claire for a moment, “I heard you singing to the kids last night. It sounded nice.”

“Thanks.”

“I miss your singing. And, you used to play the piano all the time.”

“That was before we had three kids,” Claire said wistfully. Though she appreciated that Jack always said nice things about her music, she had to admit that when he brought it up, the topic made her uncomfortable. It’d been years since she’d felt she had the time and energy to devote to her singing. It wasn’t that she no longer enjoyed her music. It was just there were so many other, seemingly more important, areas of her life that took precedence these days. There were PTA meetings and carpool and Boy Scouts and dance classes. Yet, every time Jack brought up her music, she felt a pang of guilt. And perhaps regret. She’d put her life and career on hold to have a family, and she’d never been disappointed in her decision. Her husband and kids filled her life with such joy and purpose. But—and she hated to admit there was a “but”—wasn’t there a part of her that wondered where in her music career she’d be now if she hadn’t given it all up to stay home and raise a family?

She’d never expressed those feelings to Jack. She never wanted him to think she wasn’t happy on the path she’d chosen for her life, because truly, she was. She knew when Jack brought up her music, he wasn’t doing it to pressure her or try to imply she wasn’t doing enough with her life. He wasn’t that kind of husband. He just wanted her to be happy and he knew music had always given her pleasure in the years before they’d had children.

A year before she found herself pregnant with Luke, Claire had begun to experience quite a bit of success with her music, something she’d dreamed of since she was a child. But when she learned she was pregnant, she made the decision to put that part of her life on hold to stay home with her baby.

“I know life’s crazy,” Jack said, “but maybe you could start performing again.”

“Oh, yeah,” Claire said, sarcasm thick in her voice. “In my spare time.”

“The twins are in school now and you have a little bit more time than you did when they were small. Maybe you could go to an open mic night sometime at the café downtown.”

“I don’t know…” Claire hesitated.

“Come on,” Jack said, giving her a soft smile. “I’d be there in the front row, cheering you on. At least say you’ll think about it.”

Claire sighed. Even if she didn’t mean it, what harm would come of telling Jack she’d consider it?

“Okay. I’ll think about it.”

“Did I mention how sexy I find your eyes?” Jack interrupted her reverie.

Claire laughed and slugged his arm. They continued on with their fun-loving banter until Claire realized she was having a hard time keeping those sexy eyes open.

“Hey, how are you doing?” she asked Jack. “Do you need me to help keep you awake or can I fall asleep for a bit?”

“Weren’t you the one who said we’d be able to stay up all night driving?” Jack asked teasingly.

“It did sound better in theory, I must admit…” Claire’s voice trailed off as her eyes closed and she fought to reopen them.

“It’s fine, babe. I’m fine. I’ve had a lot of caffeine,” Jack said reassuringly. “Go to sleep and if I find I’m getting too tired to drive, I’ll pull over, okay?”

Claire nodded. At least, she thought she nodded. She was too tired to be sure, though. Already, her thoughts were beginning to make little sense, a sure sign she was quickly falling asleep. Within minutes, she was softly snoring.

Ever since Claire’s parents had died, she had, on occasion, dreamt about them. It wasn’t often. And, not nearly as frequently as Claire would’ve liked. The dreams always seemed so real, as if her parents were truly there with her again. In most of them, she usually found herself in her childhood home, with her mom cooking dinner in the kitchen. Claire would sit at the table, her dad coming in to sit across from her. Both her parents would ask about Jack and her children. She was always surprised they knew she was married and had kids. But, she’d happily tell them all about Luke’s latest science fair project and how adorable the girls had looked in their dance costumes at their recital.

This time, she was sleeping in her old bedroom—the one that had the pink-flowered wallpaper and the big canopy bed. It had been the perfect room for a little girl to grow up in and when she’d had the twins, she’d made sure to create one that was just as inviting and frilly for the two of them.

It felt so good to be back in her old bed, and she wanted to sleep there for days.

“Wake up, baby.” Someone shook her gently.

“Uh….” Claire moaned. “Go away. I’m tired.”

“Wake up, Claire.” The voice was more urgent now, and Claire opened one eye.

Standing next to her was her dad. She closed the eye again.

“I’m tired, Daddy. I’m not ready to wake up.”

“Baby, I’m not kidding. You need to wake up.” Her dad was full-out shaking her now. “Jack needs you to wake up.”

Jack? Did he say Jack? What was her dad talking about? She was in her bed at home. Jack wasn’t there.

“Claire Elizaebeth Matthews. You need to wake up this very moment.” Her dad was using his angry tone with her. She rarely ever heard that one. “Your husband needs you.”

This time, Claire’s eyes flew open. She was no longer in her childhood bedroom, surrounded by stuffed bunnies and panda bears. She was in the car with Jack and the kids. Jack was driving. He appeared to be wide awake. The kids were asleep in the back. What had her dad been talking about?

Rubbing her eyes, and realizing it had all been a dream, she began to close them again when she heard Jack’s voice.

“What the…?”

Claire’s eyes flew open again. In the distance, a bright light was in front of them.

A flashlight? No. Too bright. A motorcycle? Why did it seem like it was coming toward them?

And just as Jack gripped the steering wheel and began to swerve to the right, Claire realized what it was. A car. With one headlight. On the wrong side of the road.

Instinctively, as Jack jerked the wheel, Claire turned her head away and reached into the back of the car, trying to shield her babies.

The impact was massive and stunning. Claire had never felt anything like it before. Even with her seatbelt on, Claire was thrown forward with alarming force.

She tried to brace herself as the car began to roll, flipping from top to bottom as if it were one of Luke’s toy cars he’d kicked down the hill in their backyard.

Claire could hear the kids, who’d clearly been awakened by the crash, begin to cry out in fear. She wanted to tell them it was okay, that they’d all be okay, but somehow all she could do was scream, too.

And then, as suddenly as it began, the tumbling, and all the cries, ended with extreme force.

“Uh…uh…” Claire moaned.

Slowly, with deliberate effort, Claire opened her eyes. Where was she and why did she feel like she was upside down?

The car. Claire suddenly remembered and her body tensed. Looking around her, she could see very little in the dark. Reaching out, she felt for her window. There was nothing there.

“Jack,” Claire called out. “Are you okay?”

She heard nothing. No noise at all.

“Luke… Ella…Lily?!” Claire cried, louder. “Can you hear me? Are you all right?”

The silence pounded in her ears.

She quickly turned to her left, trying to catch a glimpse of Jack, but something was in between them? A piece of metal? She wasn’t really sure. She tried to push it away, but it wouldn’t move. Twisting her head as far as she could, she attempted to look behind her. Where were her kids? She couldn’t see anyone or anything. It was as if the car had caved in around her.

She struggled to undo her seatbelt with one hand, while using her other hand to stabilize herself on the roof the car. She was fairly certain she was hanging upside down and didn’t want to fall on her head when she undid the buckle. The belt caught on something as she clicked the button and it began to retract. She twisted her body, feeling a pressure in her abdomen as she worked the belt loose. When she was finally free, she pulled herself through a hole where the car window used to be and onto the ground. She sat there for a moment, gasping for breath. Every inhale took effort.

“Jack!” Claire called. “Where are you? Can you hear me?”

The car’s headlights shone on the trees in front of it, but other than that, it was pitch-black. Claire stepped back a few feet, trying to get a better view of the car and where everyone might be.

Her stomach flew into knots as vomit raced into her throat. The car. If that’s even what it was, and it must be, because she’d just crawled out of it. But it no longer looked like the minivan they’d all piled into for their journey. It was now a twisted piece of metal, turned upside down and bent around a large oak tree.

Where were her babies in that mess?

“Oh, God. Jack! Luke! Answer me! Are you okay?” Claire began to scream as she moved around the van, trying to find an entry inside. Why couldn’t she find them?

“Help! Somebody help!” Claire’s voice was becoming hysterical. “Ella! Lily! Are you okay? Answer Mommy!”

Claire was so focused on locating her family she didn’t hear the sirens or see the people as they rushed down the embankment toward her. As she clawed at the hot metal—why was it so hot?—she felt a hand on her arm. Thank God, she thought.

“Help me! Please, help! My family’s in that car. Please! Get them out!”

“Ma’am,” a deep voice said. “You need to get back. We’ll take over from here.”

Get back? What was he talking about? She couldn’t leave this spot until her family was out of the car.

“No!” Claire spat at him. “I need my family.”

“Ma’am, you need to back up. The car’s on fire. Let us do our job.”

On fire? What? How could it be on fire? Her kids were in that car.

“Come on, sweetheart,” a soft, soothing voice said to her, as two hands gently grasped her shoulders. “Why don’t we back up and let the firemen do their job? We don’t want to be in their way now, do we?”

Claire looked up and saw an older woman, with a kind face, smiling down at her. In a daze, Claire nodded. The woman was right. She needed to get out of the way.

Getting off her knees, Claire stood and allowed the woman to wrap her arms around her, slowly leading her away from the wreckage.

“My babies…” Claire moaned.

“Who’s in the car?” the woman said, softly and full of concern.

“My whole family…my husband…my three kids…” Claire’s voice drifted off as she watched the scene unfolding in front of her. Suddenly, it seemed there were dozens of police and firemen and passengers from other cars, all trying to break apart the minivan and find her family inside. For a moment, Claire felt a sense of relief. Surely, with all these people to help, Jack and the kids would be out of the car soon, wouldn’t they?

“They’ll get them out,” the woman said calmly, though if Claire had been looking at her, she would’ve seen the absolute fear in the stranger’s eyes. It didn’t look good. The car was demolished. And, it seemed like the fire department was having a hard time getting their equipment down the steep embankment. From where the woman stood, she didn’t know how anyone could have survived such an accident. But the fact that Claire was standing in front of her was evidence miracles do happen, though she could tell Claire hadn’t escaped injury free. The woman imagined adrenaline had kicked in and Claire wasn’t feeling any of the pain.

“Dear, I think you need to lie down and not move. We need to get you some help.” She rested her hand on Claire’s stomach, but was scared to push too hard for fear of making the injury worse. “Help!” the woman called out. “She needs help!”

Claire didn’t hear a word the woman said. “Jack!” Claire screamed again, struggling against the woman’s arms. “Get the kids out! Jack!”

“Get back! Everyone get back!”

Claire didn’t know who yelled those words, but in horror, she watched as all the rescuers turned and fled from the car.

“Where are you going?” she wanted to scream. “My babies are in there! Go back! Go back!”

She tried to break free of the woman’s grasp, and even in her desperate state, was surprised at how tight this old woman could hold onto her.

“I need to get my babies! I need my babies!” Claire screamed, writhing and pushing away from the woman.

She’d just broken free when something hit her so hard, she was knocked to the ground. For a moment, Claire couldn’t lift her head. And then, slowly, she forced herself to look up.

The car was completely immersed in flames from the explosion.

“No,” Claire whispered. “No.”

This couldn’t be happening. Not to her. Not to Jack. Not to their babies.

“No!” Claire screamed. “No! No! No! God, please! No! Please, God. Please! Please! Please!”

And, as the reality hit her that, in just a moment, she’d lost everything, Claire laid her head on the ground and began to sob.



CHAPTER

THREE

Claire walked through the front door of her home as Gia held it open for her. She hadn’t been back since the accident. Gia had been the one to select clothes for her family to wear to be buried. It seemed like a ridiculous task to Claire. No one had said it to her, but she knew their bodies had been severely burned. There would be no open caskets. What was the point of putting the girls in frilly pink dresses when their beautiful faces were no longer distinguishable? But, the funeral home had asked her for the clothes and she’d asked Gia, from her hospital bed, to go to her house and do it. Gia had asked if she had any idea of what she’d like everyone to wear, but Claire had told Gia she didn’t care.

Everything was empty now. The future. Her house. Her heart. There was nothing left. Nothing at all.

Without speaking or even looking around her, Claire headed toward the stairs and made her way up them—slowly. The funeral had been postponed for over a week so Claire could recover from surgery. Though she’d taken her pain medication that morning, Claire’s abdomen ached as she navigated each step. Upon finally reaching the top landing, she avoided the doors that led to her children’s rooms and, instead, headed straight for her own. The room was dark, though it wasn’t quite dusk yet. She and Jack had closed the blinds the night they left, because they’d be away for the next week. The bed was unkempt. She hadn’t made it. Making beds had never been her forté. As a child, her mom had insisted she make it every morning when she got up. She’d continued to make her bed regularly in college, not wanting her friends to see a messy dorm room when they visited. But, once she and Jack had their own home, the ritual seemed so silly to her. Jack certainly didn’t care if the bed was made each day. And neither did she. After all, they were both just going to get back in it that night. On occasion, she did feel like she was setting a bad example for her kids by not making her bed—and not insisting they make their own. But there were so many other things to worry about as a mom—like did they know their spelling words for Friday’s test, had they brushed their teeth, could they tie their shoes? And now, Claire realized, what did making beds matter? Or brushing teeth or memorizing spelling words for that matter. Nothing mattered. Her babies hadn’t needed any of her well-intentioned lessons. It’d all been for nothing.

Claire crawled onto the bed and under the comforter and then, curling her tired body into a fetal position, pulled the covers over her head.

“Do you want me to open the blinds?” Gia asked. Claire hadn’t even realized, until now, that her best friend had followed her up the stairs and into her room. She didn’t reply as Gia went over to the nightstand and turned on the light.

“You didn’t eat anything at the reception. I brought home a lot of leftovers. How about I heat up some soup and make you a cup of tea?”

Claire closed her eyes and squeezed them tightly.

Gia paused, seeming to wait for a reply from Claire.

“I’ll be right back, sweetie.”

Claire could hear the soft footsteps fade away as Gia left the room and headed back down the stairs. She pulled the pillow, from Jack’s side of the bed and buried her face in it. It still smelled like him—a mixture of his Kenneth Cole Vintage Black cologne and the outdoors. She wrapped her arm around the outside of the pillow and pulled it closer to her body. If she let her mind go, she could make herself believe she’d wrapped herself around her husband and that soon, she’d hear the soft whistle of his breathing as he fell into a deep slumber.

Jack had never been a snorer. But he did breathe loudly when he slept. Sometimes, she’d have to nudge him to turn over. How funny that the noise, which had kept her awake over the years, was the one sound she needed to fall asleep now.

“Here, sweetie,” Gia’s voice lilted through the room. “I brought you some food.” When Claire didn’t reply, Gia spoke again. “Claire, honey, you need to eat something.”

Why?

“I’ll tell you what,” Gia continued. “How about I leave the food and when you’re hungry, you can have a bite, okay?”

Claire pulled Jack’s pillow closer.

“I’m going to get ready for bed. If you need me, I’ll just be down the hall in the guest room. I’ll come back in a few hours to give you your pain medicine.” Claire could hear Gia sigh before walking out the door again.

“Gia,” Claire whispered, so softly, she wondered if Gia would even hear her.

“Yes?”

“Do you think you could sleep with me tonight?”

The thought of sleeping alone, in this house, was more than she could bear.

“Of course,” Gia replied. Claire heard Gia turn off the light on the nightstand next to Claire’s side of the bed and then walk around to the other. Claire felt the pressure shift in the mattress as Gia lowered her body onto the bed and adjusted the sheet and blanket, before grabbing Claire’s hand and gently squeezing it.

The pressure of that squeeze was all the force she needed to let go. As she held Jack’s pillow close to her face, breathing in what was left of her husband, she took a deep breath and began to weep.

•  •  •

“I think today would be a good day to take a shower,” Gia said.

Claire glanced at her friend and then back at the television screen. An all-day marathon of Project Runway was on. The designers had been tasked with creating an outfit out of a burlap potato sack. Seriously. Claire picked up the remote and turned the volume up.

“Oh, no you don’t,” Gia said firmly. “You can’t tune me out.” She snatched the remote from Claire’s hand and clicked the TV off as Claire sat up in protest.

“Hey!” Claire said, bolting up in bed. “I want to see what Pamela and Jesus come up with. They’re not doing very well.”

“Wow. She speaks,” Gia said sarcastically. “Come on. Get out of that bed. You’re going to hop into the shower and I’m going to change the sheets and do some laundry. Throw your clothes out of the bathroom door when you take them off.”

“I’m perfectly comfortable, thank you very much,” Claire said, falling back down into the mound of pillows.

“Well, I’m not comfortable. You stink. My nose will never be the same again. The doctor said you could take a real shower when we got you home over two weeks ago, so that’s what you’re finally going to do. And we’re going to open some windows in here,” she said, crossing the room and yanking the cord to raise the blinds. The clatter they made going up hurt Claire’s ears.

“No, don’t,” she said, shielding her eyes from the bright light. “Put them back down.”

“I will not put them back down,” Gia said, unlatching the locks and reaching to the bottom of the window to tug it up. Claire felt a breeze float across her nightgown. She pulled the covers up to her chin.

“I mean it, Gia. Close the window. Put the blinds back down and give me that damn remote!” She didn’t mean to sound so harsh with Gia, but seriously, the woman was getting on her nerves.

“No,” Gia said again. “I will not. Get up.”

“No.”

Gia and Claire glared at each other across the foot of the bed. Gia folded her arms in front of her, a look of dispassionate irritation on her face.

“I can stand here all day.”

“I can lie here all day,” Claire countered.

“Then I guess we’re at an impasse. I wonder who can outlast the other.”

Claire gave Gia one more glare and then flung her legs—with as much force as she could muster these days—out of the bed. If she knew one thing about Gia, it was that the woman would not give up. When they were in college, she’d won the MS dance-a-thon, wiggling her body for twenty-six straight hours until every other co-ed had dropped off and she was the only one left boogying. Claire would never win in a stand-off.

“Fine,” she said and gave an exaggerated huff so Gia knew she wasn’t happy.

“You can huff all you want. Just get in the shower. And grab some new clothes on the way in. I hope the ones you’re wearing haven’t molded themselves to your skin.”

Claire opened the top drawer of her dresser and pulled out a pair of old cotton panties. Not pretty, but functional. Reaching into the drawer below, she grabbed an equally old tee.

“Don’t forget shorts or pants of some sort. You’re not going to walk around in nothing but a T-shirt all day. You need to put on some semblance of an outfit.”

“I won’t be walking. As soon as I’m bathed and you’ve made yourself happy by changing the sheets, I’ll be getting right back in bed,” she said, though she did reach into another drawer to grab a pair of Jack’s boxer shorts. They said “Farticus” on the butt. Luke had begged Claire to let him use his allowance money to buy them for Jack one Father’s Day. Her son had thought they were the funniest thing he’d ever seen and nearly laughed himself off the kitchen stool as Jack opened the wrapping.
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