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Dedication

For Prince Liam,

who taught us more about how to live in

his six short years than most people

come to understand in a very long life


Epigraph

“Loss

is not

the end.

It’s simply an

invitation

to change.”
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1

It was only the front edge of summer and the yard already looked overgrown, as if the squalls of May and early June had held a kind of magical elixir, a formula that put all of the plants on steroids. Standing on the perimeter of the flagstone patio with her coffee, Margaret studied the impatiens with their fat, red heads, nodding downward, and the fecund look of the peonies as they passed their peak, rotting from fuchsia and ballet slipper pink to a brown mush.

She began to walk out past the shed where the yard narrowed between two bent willows, toward her beloved vegetable garden. When the kids were little, she had carved out slivers of her day to be here, sacrificing so she could embrace the peace this plot of land afforded her. Morning was her favorite time to be out among her plants, when her energy and joy for the day were at their peak. “Your mistress,” Roger had called her garden once, and she’d never forgotten it. The irony, she’d thought bitterly.

There was another one, she noticed, as her mouth curved downward with displeasure. Another chipmunk hole, or possibly a mole, next to the bright green shoots of her coreopsis. It had been burrowing down and feasting on the tender roots, and nothing enraged her more than having her flowers under attack. Rodents were where she drew the line, rodents and slugs. Summer was just beginning, and they were already declaring war.

Margaret could feel her agitation rising and fought to contain it. It was too early in the season to get worked up. In many ways, gardening was an exercise in patience, an endurance sport. She loved how it changed through the seasons. In July and August, she became an avid canner, preserving vegetables and then freezing sauces for winter. Autumn brought late-September raspberries, ropy vines with fat, lumpy pumpkins and squash. There was always enough zucchini to supply the neighbors, and she derived pleasure in baking bread and muffins. Her labors slowed in September until the first frost of October stopped the leggy fall dahlias, asters, and mums in their tracks. When it all hung brown and yellowed from the cold, she would cover the beds and perennials with dried leaves in a quiet funeral ritual, digging up the dahlia tubers to winter over in peat moss.

Weeding between the rows of beans, she thought she heard a distant sound from the house. Could that be the phone, or was the breeze playing tricks on her? There again, so faint from all the way out back. No matter. She’d be in soon enough. There was nothing that couldn’t wait. It was probably Roger, calling from the road. This trip was Denver first and then Florida, if she remembered. It was hard to keep all the deals at his commercial real estate firm straight sometimes, and frankly she’d given up trying.

The members of her family were like lines intersecting at random points. Her two grown daughters close to home, Maura and Erin, and her son, Stu, in Milwaukee, flitted in and out of her weeks, as did her grandchildren, with their multiple school and sports activities. Roger was mostly consumed with his work and weekend golf at the club. These days, there were times she simply felt like an afterthought.

Margaret sighed and hauled herself up off the weeding pad and toward the shed. She would find a new sticky trap and then dig out the pack of Merits stashed behind the slug pellets on the top shelf. Although her kids thought she’d quit long ago, Margaret indulged her secret vice once or twice a day, sometimes with her morning coffee and usually with a glass of pinot grigio before Roger came home.

Now there was the phone ringing again, just seconds after it had stopped. Someone must need to reach her, or maybe it was just coincidence. There were so many of those automated callers now, even on the off-hours, but it wasn’t even nine in the morning. She sighed and tucked the cigarettes back on the shelf in the shed. Maybe it was Maura calling. Her daughter knew she would be alone until late that night, perhaps she had an invitation for dinner. Margaret’s spirits rose. She’d bring the rest of the blueberry banana bread she had baked yesterday.

As she approached the house, Margaret heard the measured cadence of Roger’s recorded voice on the answering machine asking callers to repeat their phone number twice. There was the shrill beep of the machine and then a woman’s voice; it was impossible to tell who was leaving a message. The words were indistinct but the tone urgent, the voice muffled as it carried across the yard and out to where she was walking. Margaret quickened her pace as she headed in.

Roger rolled over onto one elbow and squinted at the strip of white light blazing through the slender gap in the curtains. The Florida sun was low but already warming the manicured grass, and it promised to be another hot, steamy day. A blanket of humidity lay over the city, permeating even the air-conditioned room and its muggy, damp smell. Outside, the low buzz of a leaf blower droned and some kind of tropical bird squawked. The staccato, unevenness of the noise was unsettling.

Julia’s tanned toffee-colored back pressed against him with its gentle curve. Her shoulders rose and fell softly with her breathing. Roger’s thoughts leapt ahead to the evening, when he would board a plane home to Chicago. It would be at least a month or more before he would see her again, and he felt a melancholy about that, mingled with the comfort of heading home. He knew, from previous experience, that today would feel both eternal and swift.

Last night they had looked like any other older couple, swaying on the hotel veranda to the band. They’d ordered fruity drinks, and Julia had laughed at his jokes, almost too loudly, as the waiter delivered them with tiny paper parasols. He’d enjoyed that, her amusement at simple things. The way Julia clasped her hands in front of her chest in delight made him feel as if he were an all-powerful magician who could conjure up her happiness.

On his last day with her he would inevitably think of Margaret, despite his best intentions. She and the kids would intrude as he began the mental transition home. Roger forced himself to push those thoughts away. His children were grown now, with families and homes of their own, no longer in his daily orbit, yet he marveled at how the habit of that responsibility persisted.

As he had raised his glass the night before to toast Julia, an image had flickered briefly in his head of his wife scraping the remains of her dinner into the disposal and methodically lowering the plate onto the bottom rack of the dishwasher.

Julia rolled toward him on the bed, eyes fluttering open as a half sigh escaped her lips. This last day was always harder on her. She lived alone in this small stucco house in Tampa near the freeway, where she’d raised two sons and outlived her husband. For the past five years this had been their arrangement, and he had been careful never to promise her anything more.

“How long have you been awake?” Julia asked groggily.

“Not much before you.” He shrugged.

“You have that look,” she mused, rolling up on one elbow. “It’s your leaving-day look.”

“Then it must be leaving day.” The words came out more harshly than he had intended, and he silently chided himself for beginning the distancing process this early in the morning. They had most of the day left, with plans to take a walk. Perhaps they’d grab some scrambled eggs at the beachfront diner first.

Julia looked down at the white blanket, picking at a snag in the weave. Roger closed his palm over her smaller, birdlike hands and tilted her chin up toward him, meeting her eyes with a reassuring smile. Her fine high “Puerto Rican cheekbones,” as she called them, were burnished with a few freckles and deep crow’s-feet around her eyes. Julia’s hair was jet-black, but a line of silver-gray roots growing in from her scalp jarred him. He appreciated the illusion of Julia’s seemingly effortless beauty.

“I’m sorry,” Roger offered quietly.

“No offense taken,” Julia said breezily, though he knew he’d stung her.

“We’ve got one great day left, let’s go down to that little coffee shop by the beach for some eggs.”

Julia smiled weakly and rolled into his arms. Roger liked the way it felt to hold her. He enjoyed the heft of this woman, the fleshy fullness so substantial and weighty. Her shoulders were broad and her arms heavily freckled from the sun. Dozens of tiny white buttons swooped up the front of her lavender nightgown, ending in the soft cleave of her bosom. It was an ample bosom, seductive, womanly, anything but matronly. Roger began stroking her back slowly, and her foot moved across his leg in response.

The shrill ring of his cell phone pierced their silence, and Roger rolled onto his side, picking the phone up off the bedside table. He pressed IGNORE when he saw his home number and rolled back toward Julia.

It rang again, immediately afterward. Odd that it was Margaret calling him twice this early in the day. Without remark, he half-turned from Julia and swung his feet onto the wooden floor, reaching for his reading glasses to scroll through his e-mails, his brow furrowed. Julia studied the flecks of moles down by his lower back and the patchy hairiness up near his shoulders. She reached to smooth his hair at the nape of his neck, still full and only flecked with gray, and then she traced her finger down the length of his spine.

“Everything all right?” she asked casually.

“Fine. Fine. Just a call I need to return. Why don’t you hop in the shower, and I’ll follow,” said Roger, with a more businesslike tone than he intended.

The sky was cobalt and cloudless as Maura headed out the door for the short walk to the elementary school. She was keenly aware of the scent of newly mown lawns and mulched flower beds, the summery lift of the breeze off Lake Michigan, as if all of her senses were heightened. A suburban serenity pervaded the neatly manicured yards of her neighborhood, and yet inside she felt unbound and provocative, the polar opposite of her surroundings.

Maura handed Sarah a lime green plastic sippy cup of juice, lifting her into the stroller as she called to James and Ryan to put on their backpacks. She bent to click the leash onto Rascal’s collar and stood up as James shot one leg over his bike and coasted out the garage and down the driveway, straight-legged on the pedals, helmet unbuckled and cocked to one side. Maura opened her mouth to admonish him and then closed it with a half smile. Today was not a day for nagging.

Inside she felt alive, glorious, and this bright mood and a sense of giddiness lent her a visual hyperawareness. She noted the cracks in the sidewalk where the tree root had split the cement, the bright red of a child’s ball left on the grass, the way the morning sun cut sideways through the fence slats. Everything was in bas-relief. She reminded Ryan about the snack in his backpack pocket and then called ahead to James to slow down as his legs pumped wildly, propelling the bike up the sidewalk toward the elementary school. There was no response from James, and in her complete absorption, her mind replaying the events of the previous day, she let him ride on; he was too far ahead now.

Maura paused with the stroller as Rascal lifted his leg to pee against one of the giant oaks lining the shaded street. They were only three blocks away from the school now, and down the road she could see the traffic thicken around the brick building, a column of kids and multicolored backpacks bulging by the crossing guard in his neon orange vest. One week of school left. The high school was already out, and the elementary classes were down to half days, almost a waste of time in her mind. She was ready for a break in the routine, eager to loosen the reins on schedules and deadlines and the morning craziness of making breakfast and packing lunches while dressing Sarah for the walk. Some mornings her husband, Pete, was a help, other times it was easier to do it herself, even as she careened around the kitchen on overdrive.

Maura felt the vibration of the text in the pocket of her jeans and involuntarily smiled as she fished out her phone to check the screen. She stopped and stood for a moment, focusing on the display, her pulse quickening as she brought the letters into focus, and she smiled, a warmth spreading through her. Maura paused, gathering her thoughts for a clever response and waved absentmindedly at James, who was calling her name from up ahead. She began to type.

She heard the brakes before she saw the car: a sickening squeal, like a high-pitched whine, as tires slid on the pavement up ahead and then the sound of metal colliding. In an instant a stab of panic and fear exploded in her chest as she began running, instinctively, pushing the stroller aside, dropping the dog’s leash and abandoning Ryan wordlessly.

Maura was sprinting now, screaming words that she would not remember later, primal and senseless. Every part of her was focused on getting to her eldest son. She hurtled forward on the sidewalk with a surge of adrenaline, and yet it all still felt like slow motion, as if her arms and legs were weighted. In the seconds before she got to James, she registered an eerie quiet, and then the scene was before her at once in a slash of vivid color and sounds.

In the tangle of bumper and bike, the bent front wheel and broken spokes protruded from the undercarriage of the car. And then she saw James, off to the left of the vehicle. She hesitated for a fraction of a second before she dove toward him on the road. She dropped to one knee next to his immobile body, afraid to touch, unsure of what to touch, as blood pooled onto the asphalt, soaking her jeans and then her hands. Why was there blood trickling out of his ear?

She was dimly aware of other figures around her now: a boy, older than James, moaning and muttering, perhaps the driver of the car, but Maura couldn’t think about that now. Someone had a cell phone out, a woman urged her not to move her son, to wait for the ambulance. There was an adult restraining Ryan and Sarah, both of them crying and calling for her, and she looked up blindly to reassure them and yelled something about it being OK. Rascal was barking in the arms of someone she didn’t recognize.

Don’t think about them now, she told herself. Don’t let the outside in. Everything on the periphery shrunk down to background noise. She had to focus on James. She was talking to him, cooing, reassuring him with her voice even though there was no reaction. He was so still, so quiet. And there was all that blood, thick and dark, darker than she would have expected, and her mind inexplicably conjured up the iron scent of beets or root vegetables. She had never seen so much blood.

And now there it was, finally, faint at first but growing in volume, the siren’s wail. That was good, fast, Maura thought numbly. And then everything else, the warm feeling of the day, the sequence and the clarity of its events, coalesced into one horrible, terrifying blur.
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When Roger first got to the hospital, directly from O’Hare airport, he took a moment in the lobby to compose himself before riding the elevator up to the ICU floor. Almost ten years earlier he had walked through those same sliding glass entry doors with a bouquet and a silver Mylar IT’S A BOY balloon to see his daughter Maura and meet his first grandchild.

Two years ago he had actually been the one to drive James here to have his arm x-rayed after he fell off the monkey bars. Maura had met them in the ER once she’d settled newborn Sarah with Margaret. She had been scared but purposeful. He remembered how impressed he’d been at his daughter’s competency and focus then. She’d calmed her son, joked about how many people would sign his cast and what color would look best with his baseball uniform.

Maura had asked the doctors pointed questions, getting them to explain their medical jargon and then repeating what they said to James in a mother’s words. But that had merely been a broken arm.

Now he was here under such unimaginable circumstances, and Roger blinked a moment in the fluorescent lights, taking in the institutional lobby with its forest green paint and maroon upholstery. A man in a corner chair was sedately holding a wad of gauze around his hand, and Roger could see rusty bloodstains on the front of his shirt. Two African American women were reading magazines, one older, with her purse clasped firmly on her lap. Behind the nurses’ station, farther down the hall, people in brightly patterned hospital tunics with stethoscope necklaces moved purposefully around the desk, holding charts and paperwork.

“Touch and go” were the words Margaret had used to describe James’s condition on the phone, her voice clipped and agonized. There was internal bleeding and a severe head injury. They had operated immediately, while Roger was still scrambling to get to the Tampa airport, Julia going well above the speed limit, dodging in and out of lanes to make the next flight.

James was sedated now; a “medically induced coma” they called it, and the surgeons had done all that they could for the moment. Brain injuries were so individual, they explained, the outcomes too unpredictable to offer any sort of accurate prognosis. So much depended on exactly where the person was injured and how severely. Age and level of intelligence could be factors in recovery too, they said. There were so many unknowns, Margaret had told him. But overall it was not good.

What happened next was up to James and whatever willpower was left in that little, broken body. The car, with the son of one of Maura’s neighbors driving, had apparently struck him at a relatively slow speed. But it was the way that James had been hit, the angle of the impact, that had ruptured and bruised organs and the fact that he’d flown through the air and landed on his head. Roger hadn’t thought until this moment about whether or not he’d been wearing his bike helmet, but the question flitted through his mind as he stood at the ground floor elevator bank. It wouldn’t change the outcome now, he thought glumly. He exhaled, stepped into the elevator, and pressed the button for the fourth floor.

Roger set down his bag and briefcase and removed his blazer, feeling like a traveling salesman as he watched the floors click by in red digits. God, how the hell did anyone mentally gird themselves for something like this? You imagined it, experienced it occasionally with people your own age, but was anyone ever prepared to visit a critically injured grandson’s hospital room?

He stepped out of the elevator and saw Margaret almost immediately, positioned by the ICU curtain down the hall. He met her eyes and saw something veiled and pleading in them, but then there was relief, a subtle unburdening played across her features relaxing her brows. He could tell instantly how upset she was from the tight coil of her body, but he knew that Margaret would refrain from showing Maura her raw fear. She would need to remain ramrod strong for her daughter, for all of them. That was her calling card. Signature Margaret. The artificial lighting in the ICU corridor gave a jaundiced hue to Roger’s partially tanned forearms. He was aware of the smells of the hallway, antiseptic and ammonia mingled with what he imagined was the sweaty smell of human fear.

“Hi.” Roger set his bag gratefully at his feet in the hallway and moved toward Margaret, arms outstretched. She placed both hands on his upper arms, rose on her toes, and offered her cheek, as she always did in public, something he’d grown accustomed to over the years. He felt a softening, a slump of her shoulders as one rogue sob escaped, and he drew her closer. Something about her vulnerability, her neediness of him, made Roger squeeze harder, and they stayed that way for a few moments until she pulled away to study him. She dabbed the wetness in her eyes, collected herself, and then assessed him, as if checking for damages.

“You OK?” Roger asked her softly, and Margaret nodded, looking inside the room toward the corner, where his daughter was leaning over the bed, obscuring the view.

“Hi, honey,” Roger boomed, more brightly than he felt and too loudly for the circumstances.

“Daddy!” Maura jumped up and rose from the bed, out through the curtain and into her father’s arms in one almost continuous motion. As they hugged, she began to cry, convulsively, her shoulders shaking, and he patted her back as if she were still a small girl.

“Oh, Dad.” She lifted her head off his chest, and swirling across her face like a tempest, he saw terror and guilt, grief and pain. Roger recalled suddenly how easy it had been to comfort her when she was young. The wrongs and injustices in her life had been trifles then, bloodied knees and bruised hearts. He had thought, when they’d sent her out into the world, that they had prepared her for life. How did anyone prepare his or her child for this? he wondered.

“It’ll be OK, honey, it’s OK.” In the absence of knowing what to say, Roger continued hugging and patting her in a reflexive response.

His eyes strayed through the wide opening in the curtain to study James on the bed behind Maura, and his first thought was how pale and small his grandson appeared, lying so immobile. There were tubes seemingly everywhere, and bruises and cuts on his arms and other parts of his body that were visible above the sheet. His scalp had been shaved on one side and a giant angry seam of scabbed skin ran across the one hemisphere, with what looked like oversize staples holding it all together. James’s head swelled oddly outward like a balloon on one side, giving his face a lopsided look, and both of his eyes were bruised and blackened. A machine behind him made a whooshing sound, and Roger realized with a jolt that it was breathing for James, keeping time in exact intervals as his small rib cage rose and fell in a rhythmic shudder. Roger released Maura and moved to the bed, drawn by the fragility of his grandson, the sight of a life suspended in the balance so graphically.

“I’m here, James,” he said thinly. “I’m here.” He didn’t know where to touch, what to touch; every inch of James seemed broken somehow or under siege.

“I’m sorry,” said Maura. “About your business meeting. That all of this … pulled you away, I mean.” She let out the last part in an almost inaudible voice. Now, standing apart from her, he took in her appearance. Her thick, dark hair was limp and unwashed, her blue eyes red rimmed. There was a smear of blood on her inner wrist, and Roger realized that the pressed jeans and clean cotton shirt she was wearing now had probably been brought to the hospital for her by Margaret or her husband, Pete. Whatever she’d had on at the time had most likely been covered with blood, he thought grimly. She looked defeated, determined, and terrified.

“Come, sit, Maura,” Roger said, taking her arm and guiding her back into the padded chair next to James. “Have you had anything to eat?”

Maura looked up at him numbly, as if she hadn’t understood the question. She nodded and reached for James’s hand in the bed.

“I’ve been trying,” said Margaret authoritatively. “She’s managed a few bites.” Roger nodded. He looked up as his son-in-law entered the small room with cups of coffee in a cardboard holder, and Pete’s eyes met Roger’s with a noticeable relief. He handed a Styrofoam cup to Margaret and then to Maura and turned to offer the third to Roger.

“Roger! Thank God, welcome. Coffee? I can get another one downstairs.”

Roger shook his head and held up his hand.

“Take it, Roger,” urged Pete. “You’ve been traveling.”

He reached up to clasp the cup and studied Pete’s sunken eyes, bluish around the sockets from shock and fatigue. His shoulders slumped slightly, his normal, more boisterous self diminished in the tiny space. Each of them in the room seemed older and sluggish, as if their life force had been extracted suddenly.

Roger watched Pete reach out to his daughter and stroke her back. Sipping his coffee in the austere hospital hallway, Roger let his thoughts drift toward a happier moment, Pete and Maura’s late-September wedding day more than a decade before. The glorious Indian summer that surprised them all with its staying power had abruptly retreated, and there had been a bite in the air. Roger recalled how through the fuzzy edges of too many scotches at the country club reception, he’d walked out to the dock to study the crescent of white lights twinkling up the North Shore of Lake Michigan. He had wondered then about the prospects of his daughter’s happiness. It occurred to him, with a sudden stab of sorrow, how you could know your child her whole life, and then she entered into marriage and a part of her was forever cloaked in shadow.

If Roger had harbored early misgivings about Pete Corrigan, he had come to view him as the antidote to balance out his daughter’s sometimes selfish and willful streaks. Roger had liked Pete since Maura had first brought him home in her sophomore year of college. Two years older than his daughter, he’d attended high school a few towns away, and Roger had casually known Pete’s parents, June and Stan. The Corrigans owned an insurance agency, which Pete had inherited, and coincidentally, maybe a decade before Maura had met Pete, Roger had purchased a homeowner’s policy from Maura’s father-in-law for the cottage in Door County.

On paper, he was great son-in-law material: dependable, a good provider with a built-in career in his family business, the solid ex-high-school-football type still in decent physical shape. Pete had an even temperament and no funny earrings or designer facial hair. Moreover, he was a practicing Catholic, something that had appealed to Roger after the string of Jewish and Protestant boys Maura had dated in high school and college. He was a straightforward, sturdy, uncomplicated person and by all appearances a decent father. Beyond that, it was hard to judge and certainly not his place.

Roger had to admit that he’d been somewhat surprised by the choices each of his three children had made in a spouse. Early on he had realized that the best course was to keep his own counsel. The qualities in particular mates that he’d thought suitable or unsuitable had no bearing on the way things ended up. And Roger certainly knew firsthand what a fickle and unpredictable institution marriage could be.

“The only people who know the real story are the people it involves,” Margaret would always say when the kids would gossip or criticize someone at school, baiting her and trying unsuccessfully to bring her into the ring. They would laugh at her righteousness. But what she said was true, Roger reasoned. And marriage, especially, was a private entity. You could look in from the outside, see the lights in the windows, the beds made and the table set, and assume that there was order and contentment. But the truth was, as Roger himself knew after more than four decades of marriage, it was ultimately a fluid thing, a shape-shifter, holding different, private characteristics at varying points in time.

Roger’s reverie was interrupted by the arrival of the young neurosurgeon, Dr. Oberg, who bustled into the room, his surgical mask hanging limply on the side of his chest by one tie. He couldn’t have been more than forty, but the fatigue in his face and his vague impatience lent him the appearance of someone much older. His eyes registered initial surprise at so many family members crammed into the small space in the ICU. Introductions were made all around, and the doctor, who seemed clearly pressed for time, began to give his pronouncement.

It hadn’t yet been twenty-four hours and James’s condition was unchanged, it hadn’t worsened, which was good, Dr. Oberg said. But it was impossible to predict exactly what his life would look like after recovery. If he recovered. There was no way to know what he would be left with, but based on where he’d been injured, on the right side of his brain, he would probably have physical and cognitive issues. And all the rest of it—his speech, memory, and the extent of his mobility—would be revealed in time. The doctor’s face was neutral, like a mask, and Roger wondered how many times a day he delivered speeches like this.

“First,” Dr. Oberg went on to explain, “we need James to wake up. We need him to fight. And then when we see signs of him waking up or responding to our commands, we can begin to lower the medication and help him come out of the coma. He is still on the knife’s edge.” The doctor spoke in a quiet tone, averting his eyes from the respectful, anxious family members who felt the jab of each word, hanging on his sentences like worshipers.

Dr. Oberg looked almost uncomfortable behind his glasses, like he wanted to bolt. Roger imagined he was the sort of physician who felt more comfortable in the operating room than at the bedside. The ability to take action must be so much more preferable than standing amid this raw and palpable sea of grief and fervent expectation, parsing people’s ability to hope.

“So what’s our next milestone, what are we looking for him to do, doc?” Pete asked, and Roger noticed for the first time that Pete was graying slightly at the temples, little flecks just beginning right at the hairline, fine as a fishing line.

“It means we need your son to fight hard for these next seventy-two hours,” the doctor replied. “They are going to be critical.”
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Four days had passed since the accident, and Maura felt as if she hadn’t showered in weeks. Her tongue was thick, breath sour, her eyes dry and devoid of tears. There was a dull ache in her lower back from leaning over the bed rail to stroke James’s hand, whisper to him and assure him, regardless of his lack of response, that she was there. All food tasted like cardboard, and she’d actually had to spit out the muffin her brother, Stu, had tried to force her to eat this morning. He and his wife, Jen, had traveled from Milwaukee the day after James’s surgery and had toggled back and forth between the hospital and her children at home.

“Keep talking to him,” the nurses had said. “He hears you somewhere in there, and that will help knit his brain back together.” And so she talked. She told him the story of the day he was born; she read him the news from the Chicago Tribune sports section that Pete had found in the cafeteria. She’d described his room at home, his siblings, and how much his dog Rascal missed him, sleeping on top of James’s pillow each night, waiting for him to return. And when Maura searched for new topics, just to keep the words coming, she began to name his friends at school and read their get-well cards aloud. The simplicity of their hand-scribbled messages comforted her. She’d even counted in Spanish, something she had been drilling her son on for an upcoming vocabulary test. When she had exhausted all of her energy and it was time to return to the house and pray for sleep, she would ask the nurses to make sure that his favorite CDs kept playing softly on the boom box her sister Erin had brought to his bedside.

The images of what Ryan and Sarah were doing now at home and exactly who was minding them at any given time intruded periodically, and she pushed those thoughts out of her head, as if shutting a door. Maura couldn’t possibly think about anyone beside James right now. It would only tear at her, and there were so many needs outside this ICU that could splinter her focus if she let them. Every molecule of her energy needed to be wholly focused on her son, as if she could heal him through sheer will and the forcefulness of her maternal love.

The thought of ministering to her other children’s simple needs, once the unremarkable but constant features of her day, now merely exhausted her. Contemplating the simplest actions, like reading a book to Sarah or organizing laundry, felt like summiting a mountain. But the hardest thing, the most difficult thing for Maura, was to cease replaying the accident over and over in her mind.

Anytime she stopped moving, when she collapsed in the hospital chair next to James with her legs tucked up under her, or when she paused at the porcelain drinking fountain in the long ICU corridor, she would see the images, as if a cinema were flickering through a private, internal screen. The bright flash of chrome, the abrupt swerve of the handlebars to the left, off the sidewalk, as if all of those admonishments, all of those warnings she had constantly made to all three of her children, all of the “be carefuls” and “look both ways,” had never been uttered. In the film loop of her mind, she was inside James, looking out of his eyes. It was as if Maura actually were her son.

In her head, she could correct it. Maura would rewind to the exact moment when his bike fenders clattered noisily toward the curb. In her new, revised version of the day, she would be positioned vigilantly on his left, able to put a steadying arm on his bike, instead of yards behind, pushing Sarah’s stroller. Maura would have waited until the car had passed, looked carefully in both directions with him, and then given him permission to cross as she eased the stroller’s wheels over the curb behind him.

“Stop, honey,” she imagined telling him as she instinctively caught him veering toward the road. She would have anticipated the pure childlike excitement that blurred caution and wiped thoughts of safety from his nine-year-old brain. The incident would have produced that surge of adrenaline and heart-thumping drama that pounded in your veins after a crisis had been averted and lingered momentarily as a physical reminder of the close call. Later that night at dinner, the example of James’s carelessness, his forgetting to look both ways, might have gotten a mention, a parental reinforcement. And after he was safely tucked in bed, after she had brushed his bangs back from his forehead, the memory of his near miss, those few seconds of terror, might have returned to remind her how lucky they all were before it faded and then disappeared.

But that was magical thinking. There were no do-overs. And every time she let her mind wander, every time she gave herself the luxury of contemplating the “what if,” of revising history, she was slapped in the face by the enormity of the fact that this was really happening.

Each day since the accident was a carbon of the one before. Doctors, nurses, and interns whisked in and out of the curtained area to study the machines, to take James’s vitals, or to change his IV drip. When a nurse accidentally dropped a tray, causing them all to jump, Maura fought the irrational urge to yell at her, to scream at all of them to leave James alone. She would care for him. She was responsible for all of this and he was her baby, her very first baby. She would fix him, fix this.

When Maura was with James, physically beside her son in the hospital, there was a vestigial well of adrenaline within her that she could exist on for weeks if needed. She could feel it rising and propelling her forward as she questioned the doctors and nurses, followed his medications, checked on continuity at shift changes, and watched the monitors for the most minuscule changes. Maura would draw from her own body to nourish him, as she had done when she was pregnant, using the essential parts of herself to sustain a life. In those moments when she was by James’s side, talking to him, stroking his skin, applying lotion to his feet, she didn’t experience fatigue the way she would have imagined. In those moments it was as if all of her senses and nerve endings were standing alert, like shavings on a magnet.

Maura felt the presence of someone behind her and turned to see that Pete had walked into the hospital room, interrupting her circling thoughts, and she was momentarily confused. It was too soon. Was he coming from home? She glanced out the window and realized that the day had evaporated; time in the ICU existed like a black hole. How was it dusk already?

“Hey, babe, why don’t you let me take over,” Pete said quietly, moving toward her and touching the top of her head as she rose from the bedside. He circled his arm around her waist, steering her by the elbow for a minute, but she shook him off.

“I … can’t,” she said with more forcefulness than she’d intended.

“Sarah and Ryan are asking for you. I’ll be here with James.” Maura shut her eyes and put her palms over her face, raking her hair back through her fingertips and letting out her stale breath in a rush. Her temples throbbed, and she could smell herself through the cotton T-shirt, the sour smell of both sweat and inactivity. Maura had no desire to leave, couldn’t leave. The thought of going home made her anxious. It felt terrifying.

“What if James wakes up while I’m gone? Who will comfort him?” she asked numbly.

“I’ll be here, Maura.”

“But I’m his mother, he’ll need to see me.” She blinked.

She imagined walking back into their house for the fourth night now since the accident. Her home and all of the objects in it were frozen like a diorama in the rituals of everyday life. Last night she had begun crying at the sight of her cardigan sweater thrown over her kitchen desk chair. The last time she had worn it James had been whole. The milk in the refrigerator had been purchased just the day before, when running errands was her most demanding task. How elusive that kind of simple contentment and routine normalcy seemed now. She was determined not to leave the hospital tonight. The house was now a frightening reminder of how quickly life had turned.

Pete remained silent, studying her, his arms folded and jaw set. Maura sensed something different in the way he looked at her since the accident. The quiet between them was weighty. She thought back to when he’d first arrived at the hospital the day of the accident, twenty minutes or so after she and James. “Where were you?” he’d blurted out in anguish, searching her face for an explanation. Between them lay their son, with tubes and IVs snaking from his tiny body. “How did this happen?” he had asked again, almost without thinking.

Maura felt stung by the naked, reflexive accusation of his blame. It wasn’t as if she had pushed James or told him it was safe to cross. But she had been there. She was present as the watchful parent, and she had not been watching. She had been doing something else, entirely unplugged from the present. And this was the part, the awful dark part that she must continue to push back down.

“It just happened, Pete. An accident. I looked away for a second to get juice for Sarah …” But the lie burned, caught like a chicken bone in her throat, and Pete gave her an odd, ambiguous look. During their years together they had come to intuit each other’s body language, to interpret the dead weight of unspoken subjects.

And since then, in the vortex of the eerie silence between them and the wide circumference Pete gave her, she felt something unnamed, steely and cold. A fissure. More than a fissure perhaps, a wide crack in their foundation that she was uncertain could be repaired, and that thought made her very tired. This whole thing—the accident, the circumstances—was a blow that would rock even the most solid marriage, which hers most definitely was not.

But for now, with her son suspended in this portal between life and death, she cared about nothing and no one else. The issues that had plagued her marriage, the stagnation and even the periods of apathy and distraction, were better left unexamined. Everything beyond the four walls of this hospital room was beside the point. All that mattered now was that James live. For this tender mercy, she would do or give anything.
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The shrillness of the phone woke Margaret instantly, and Roger was by her side in the bed, struggling up from sleep at first and then immediately awake.

“Hello?” Margaret realized just how coiled she was, how braced for the call in the middle of the night since they had all been blind-sided less than a week earlier.

“Margaret.” It was Pete’s voice, hushed and defeated.

“Pete, we’re here. What’s happened? Is he awake?”

“He’s … James …” His voice choked suddenly, crying, unable to speak.

“Pete?” Roger was listening now, his head up near hers by the receiver, temple to temple.

More silence. Pete struggled to form words.

“James is … gone. He … died,” he said simply and then the strangled sounds of a person in anguish. Margaret was stunned. Her mind scuttled to make sense of the individual words he’d uttered. Gone. Dead. How was that possible? They’d just been there that day.

Roger rolled back on the bed with a groan. He covered his face with his hands and let out one long breath, and then she felt the bed moving. He was crying hard, shaking the mattress.

“Oh, Pete. No. How is she? Where’s Maura?” she said softly. Silence on the line. “We’ll come over now.”

Pete made another sound, incomprehensible to her, and they both hung up. She should have told him she’d call Stu and Erin, save him from that, but she didn’t want to call him back now. Margaret moved to comfort Roger wordlessly and then rose to dress. They could tend to their own grief later. Right now her family needed her, needed them both.

Three days later it was the faces of the other boys at the funeral, the children from James’s elementary school, that pierced Margaret’s heart. They sat fidgeting in the dark mahogany pews, raising and lowering the kneelers, uncomfortable in small blazers and pressed collared shirts, as if they were perfect young replicas of their someday-older selves. Their lives would move forward, sports teams and report cards, orthodontists’ appointments and growth spurts, first girlfriends and broken hearts. James would be forever nine to all of them. It seemed impossible, incomprehensible, as she sat here, looking between the sea of children and the enlarged photographs of James arranged on the altar, that her grandson would never grow another day older.

Margaret sat quietly as the pews filled behind her and closed her eyes to absorb the calming atmosphere of the church. She marveled at how quickly all of this had happened, like those flash floods in California that cascaded down a dry creek bed and suddenly swept cars and houses and whole families up in the current.

She opened her eyes and gazed upward at the vaulted ceilings, vaguely reassured by the familiar wood beams and the giant gold filigreed cross, which hung from the ceiling at the front of the church, suspended by almost undetectable wires. They had been coming to St. Thomas the Apostle since before her children were born, although she could never have fathomed that they would one day be here for a grandchild’s funeral, such an inconceivably unnatural order of life, Margaret thought. She closed her eyes again, shutting out the noises of people settling themselves. The familiarity of this place, the rituals that had taken place here throughout the years—the baptisms, communions, and weddings—were a small comfort to her.

It was a hot, bright day outside, but the partial stone interior of the sanctuary was cool and removed from the world outside. Thick white candles flickered on long iron stands, and there was a profusion of flowers around the closed casket, the distinct waft of lilies, the flowers of death. Maura had been adamant about not having an open casket, and Margaret had been amazed by the clarity her daughter displayed during the funeral preparations and planning. She wanted to be involved in every single detail, choosing his clothes and the photographs, the songs, and even the catered dishes afterward. Her eyes had burned with the brightness that one sometimes associated with madness, but Margaret knew that such combustible energy, that superhuman overdrive, would not last. She was braced to catch her daughter when she crashed.

Margaret scanned the front pew containing the members of her family, all dressed in varying somber shades of clothing. She took in Roger’s patrician profile next to her, his slightly hooked nose and round lips. At sixty-five, the almost full head of hair he proudly possessed was gray largely at the temples, his secret vanity. Their daughter Erin and her husband, Brad, sat to Roger’s right, next to their two children, and beyond them was her son, Stu, and his wife, Jen, who had left their baby daughter at the house with a sitter. Next to them were Pete’s parents, June and Stan, staring grimly ahead. They were good people, Margaret thought. June had been at the house or hospital almost as much as she had since the accident. On Margaret’s opposite side, closest to the aisle, Maura sat stiffly as Ryan fidgeted uncomfortably between her and Pete on the faded red velvet seat cushion. Did her grandson even understand, at six, that his brother was gone forever? Little Sarah would only know of James through stories. That thought abruptly sucked the air out of her, and she blinked back tears. The truly difficult days were yet to come, Margaret realized. The hardest part was being home after the rituals were complete, sitting angrily with grief and learning to accept it.

The organ music began mournfully, and the altar boys finished their preparations, heads respectfully bowed. Illuminated by the perfect projection of the summer sun, the elaborate jewel-toned stained-glass window at the front of the church glowed, each tiny fragment uniting into an image of Mary and the baby Jesus. The priest adjusted his vestments on the side of the altar, shifting his Bible to the other hand as he strode toward the center of the chancel. Margaret looked down the row at her family again. Underneath the current of grief, she felt pride in the way they had all pulled together. Stu and Erin had their own responsibilities, their own full lives. They had all simply stopped in the tracks of their respective days after that first phone call and manned the house, gently navigating well-meaning neighbors who wanted to linger off the front porch and stonewalling those who seemed bent on gleaning tidbits of information. In the days after the accident, they stood steadfastly in the doorframe of the Corrigan household with their own aching hearts, accepting the chicken casseroles and pans of lasagna with one foot protectively propping the screen, bracing against well-intentioned intrusion.

People always came out of the woodwork at a time like this, for good and bad. There was some need in human nature to insert yourself immediately, to take action, even if you knew the person only tangentially. The proximity to tragedy and sorrow caused an immediate evaluation of your own relative good fortune. The people who really understood, though, would hang back until the right moment, knowing that the real work began when all of the cars had left the driveway.

She and Roger had had little time for serious conversation since the accident and his sudden return from Florida. He was in shock, they all were, and he felt frustrated at how helpless he was to assist their child. The tragedy had seemed to turn him inward, sinking him further into his own thoughts and private grief. Yet there was a part of her, as she sat stiffly in the pew, that was hopeful. Perhaps their shared mourning might bring them closer, open channels between them that seemed to have been narrowing slowly over the years, like arteries.

The patterns and paths of their life together, especially in the past decade, had become more and more divergent. She had her set schedule: gardening, bridge, exercise, and the occasional lunch with friends. Being a devoted grandmother, a role of which she was immensely proud, also took up large portions of her time. She was a regular babysitter for Maura and Erin, especially when Roger traveled for work. But Roger still spent far too much time in the office at his stage in life, in her opinion. Some of their friends had begun to announce retirement plans, and although Roger pretended to find that idea attractive, she wondered how he would occupy himself without work. He was not a man given to introspection, not a reader or a crossword puzzle devotee, but a self-professed people person who brightened visibly in the company of others. She worried, privately, that retirement might shrink him, drain him of some of his vitality.

The priest gestured for them all to rise for a hymn, and the organ music swelled. Roger guided her up, cupping her elbow and leaving his arm entwined in the crook of hers. When they sat back down he suddenly clutched her hand, enclosing it in his palms, and brought it to his lap. Margaret raised her eyebrows gently in surprise and smoothed her black linen skirt with her free hand. She smiled inwardly despite herself and the circumstances. It was such a small act, but his spontaneity and their uncharacteristic display of physical affection pleased her. They would get through this together.

Maura stared straight ahead as the priest finished speaking. The pills her sister had forced her to take before the funeral had produced a floating sensation, as if she were a helium balloon above the pews. She looked down at her clasped hands, marveling that her body could sit so still while on the inside she was poised to scream. Next to her, sweating in his suit and tie, Pete grasped her hand so tightly that the slim bones curled toward one another. This discomfort was the only thing tethering her to the hard-backed bench, she thought. She would need to summon the energy to greet people after the funeral and then make it through the catered meal afterward at her parents’ home. They would follow the hearse to the cemetery, but she couldn’t think about that part right now. That would be unbearable, the physical letting go. Her eyes flicked to the small casket down in front of the altar and then back to Father Durkee’s face.

Maura wondered suddenly if the neighbor boy, Alex Hulburd, the one who had hit James, had the nerve to come to the service. Her mother had told her that his parents would be there, but she could not look back behind her. They had stopped by the house the day after James had died, while Erin was manning the door, and enquired about their son visiting. Alex wanted to come meet with them, to apologize, they had explained. Her sister had told them firmly that it was not the right time.

There had been so much for Maura to focus on, first with the hospital routine and then with the funeral preparations, that the teenager who had killed her son had remained largely in the background. It was outrageous, though, to think that he imagined he could simply stop by and say, “Sorry.” What could possibly come of that? His recklessness had brought them all to this place, she thought bitterly, but she would not contemplate that bitterness now. This was James’s service, a tribute to his beautiful, too short life. Maura turned her head to the sides of the altar where vibrant enlarged photographs of her son in various poses were positioned—running on the beach as a toddler, grinning in his baseball uniform, his rounded baby face poking over the top of his crib. She recalled, suddenly, the way his baby fist had clutched and bunched the fabric of her shirt when he nursed, his eyes locked on hers in a way that fixed her at the center of his universe. A sob erupted in her throat, and her head lurched forward slightly. Maura brought her hand to her mouth. Her entire world had drained through a sieve and she could not imagine how it could be reconstituted.

“You OK?” Pete asked softly, leaning into her and then releasing her hand, smoothing it in her lap tenderly. She nodded slowly as he swiped his nose with his free hand, and Maura saw tears prick his eyes. There was a trace of alcohol on his breath, smothered by a breath mint and his heavy aftershave, but in Maura’s strange, floating condition she felt neither the familiar reaction of disgust nor dismay.

Ryan was fidgeting in his seat, but she looked away, incapable of producing the desire to admonish him, and she noticed with gratitude that her mother was intervening, reaching across her father to put a hand on her son’s arm. Sarah was in the back of the church with a babysitter. Thank God. She could not have dealt with that distraction during the service.

The disembodied, peaceful sensation created by the pills was pleasant, and when the priest signaled to their family that it was time to rise and walk up the aisle, she panicked for a moment. Her feet felt weighted like cinder blocks as she fought the overwhelming desire to stay exactly where she was, gazing at the images of her son’s magnified face on the easels until darkness fell.

As the final hymn swelled on the organ, Maura followed the cranberry-colored runner toward the back of the church in slow motion. Darting her eyes on both sides of pews, she spotted the Hulburds. Maura was relieved to see that their son, Alex, was not with them. She momentarily caught the mother’s gaze, and the woman abruptly looked down, flustered. Maura lifted her jaw, almost defiantly, directing her eyes back to her footfalls on the swirling textured carpet in front of her.

As she stood at the back of the church in the receiving line, Maura had to keep a hand on Pete’s arm to steady herself. She felt as if her legs were about to buckle, and she couldn’t remember when she’d last eaten. The almost pleasant detached feeling was dissipating, giving way to a gnawing anxiety. The combination of an empty stomach and the pills hit her suddenly, and she swayed for a moment, righting herself. Her feet hurt in the black heels. A few more minutes, though, and then she’d be outside the church in the fresh air, away from the pervasive and overpowering scent of white lilies.
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“Can you hold Sarah?” Margaret asked, placing their granddaughter in Roger’s lap. He nodded and began tickling her. “I’m going to heat up some soup and try to get Maura to eat something.” Roger sighed. So much of the past week since the funeral had been spent indoors, staring at the four walls of Maura and Pete’s home or trying to distract the grandchildren in their own house.

“Hello, beautiful.” Roger bounced Sarah on his knee, and she let out a scream of delight.

“I’m glad Pete went back to the office,” said Margaret. “Both of them moping around here was so hard to watch.”

“I can’t imagine he’ll be able to concentrate.”

“Everyone just needs a place to go,” said Margaret. “People need to try to get back to a routine after something awful happens.”

“I think I’m going to head back into the office this week as well.”

Margaret nodded, as if she’d been waiting for this announcement. Roger avoided her eyes and began bouncing Sarah again, to her delight. “There’s not much for me to do here, and the Crown deal has become a real mess. Too many cooks.”

“Oh?” said Margaret, feigning interest. She lifted a spoonful of soup to her lips and began blowing on it before slurping loudly. “Hot, hot, oh, Lord, I just burned my tongue.” She abruptly turned off the flame under the pan and breathed in deeply.

Roger quickly poured a glass of water and offered it to her, but Margaret waved him away as if he were an annoyance. His inability to take any discernable or effective action left him feeling helpless in the Corrigan home. Roger could only bear witness as Maura’s stoic resolve gradually began to crumple with each successive visit, like time-lapse photography. The bonfire of hope that had kept her spine straight and her adrenal glands pumping for that week in the hospital had been cruelly extinguished. In the lengthy stretches he sat, ate, or watched TV with his grandchildren, Maura looked more and more like a wax version of herself, her body limp, her eyes hollow and empty.

Roger took in his daughter’s kitchen, the warm cherry cabinets and gleaming polished stone counters on the eating island, now under his wife’s command. Soft lights below the cabinets gave the illusion of coziness, and he could see that Margaret had organized and cleaned every surface. Even the chrome appliances sparkled.

Out past the flagstone patio with the boxwood hedges, weeds sprouted in beds and in the potted geraniums. Roger thought momentarily about helping with the gardening and then dismissed the thought. Margaret always jokingly accused him of not knowing a weed from a flowering perennial; he’d better not disturb the wrong things out there. For the time being, he would have to grow accustomed to his ineffectiveness in his daughter’s household.

Suddenly Roger remembered a colleague, a man he hadn’t thought of in ages. Ed Schultz. He’d worked with Roger some fifteen years ago. They’d been on a prospective sales call with a burgeoning developer in Denver and had ended up at the bar together after dinner. Ed had been steadily downing one bourbon after the other, and as he’d moved from tipsy to drunk, he’d weepily confided in Roger that his high school–aged daughter had been raped at a rock concert in downtown Chicago. There was alcohol involved and some rowdy boys, strangers who she had ended up with in the parking lot when she’d gotten separated from her friends.

As the father of two daughters, he found it impossible not to picture every parent’s worst nightmare. The images of the drunken boys holding her down in the back of the car and taking turns had played out in his head. They had been laughing as they raped her, Ed had told him, laughing, slapping one another and making noises like rodeo cowboys. And at that point in the story Ed had begun to sob, erupting over the highly varnished wood bar in the hotel with a strangled, choking sound, almost inhuman, as he struggled to regain control.

He’d felt helpless, Ed told Roger. He’d been filled with a black fury, and yet he was impotent. He raged, but his rage had no outlet. He wanted to hurt someone, to punch something, to inflict physical damage. The boys had never been identified, but he told Roger that if he ever found them, he dreamed of what he would do to them. Each night, he told Roger, he imagined something different, some new, slow way to torture them, to make them physically pay.

“The hardest part,” Ed told Roger, “was that I didn’t protect my little girl. I failed her. And I’m her father.” Ed had drained his glass and wiped the snot running from his nose with his sleeve as he moved unsteadily off the stool, his eyes tight and glassy. Roger helped him to his room that night, opening the door with the key and making sure he made it inside. The next morning, in the taxi to the airport, neither one of them acknowledged the previous evening’s raw confession. Ed sat woodenly in the cab, regretting, Roger was sure, that he had spilled such intimate details to a coworker. Within a year, the Schultz family had moved away from Chicago.

Roger remembered that comingled with the feelings of sadness and outrage on Ed’s behalf that night, he’d had a feeling of relief, of feeling slightly sanctimonious and even superior regarding his own good fortune. Wasn’t that something, Roger thought, practically snorting in disgust. He’d felt superior all those years ago that he had been able to protect his girls. And now look at them. Life was a numbers game, a craps table. Apparently, it was his family’s turn to slam head-on into tragedy.

As Roger continued to watch his wife flit around the kitchen with purpose, he realized his feelings of helplessness were exacerbated in direct proportion to her extreme competency with their children in the face of crisis. She was a cyclone of ceaseless activity, the centrifugal force that spoked out to sustain and nurture them all.

Roger was appreciative, even envious of the rote activities women engaged in that moved the family forward: washing dishes, folding clothes, stocking the fridge, and supervising all of the many containers of food that had been dropped off. The organization and sense of purpose required for these mundane activities eluded him. Yet those strengths, Margaret’s capability and industriousness, were the very characteristics that had drawn him to her, he mused, sitting in the Corrigans’ kitchen, holding Sarah and watching his wife ladle the steaming soup into a bowl.

His daughter’s home was now a place of both stagnation and industry; of meals, laundry, and cleaning amid the reflective tide pools of pure grief. This was the kind of stage on which Margaret shone. She could turn her elbow grease on any problem and buff it up. Margaret’s ability to “do” was a manifestation of grieving, a way of putting what had happened aside, of moving only ahead. Inertia, Roger knew firsthand, created a portal for the horrible thoughts and feelings to seep in.

“Can you take Sarah up for me so I can change her?” Margaret asked as she placed the soup bowl on a plastic floral tray.

Roger put Sarah up on his shoulders, which caused more giggling, and then he ducked slightly at the bottom of the stairs, following his wife to the second floor as Sarah reached out to touch the striped wallpaper on the landing. Margaret delivered soup to Maura, lying listlessly in bed in her darkened room, while he veered into Sarah’s room. The cramped spaced smelled vaguely of baby powder, and a cache of stuffed animals was piled next to a wooden dollhouse in the corner. Margaret entered a few minutes later and lifted Sarah from his lap onto the changing table, then efficiently applied the cream and powder from the shelves while steadying his granddaughter with her other hand. Have I ever done that? Roger thought. Had he diapered his own children? He couldn’t recall.

“You’ve still got it, Mother,” Roger said, forcing a smile, and Margaret swiveled to meet his eyes, modestly pleased. She turned her attention back to Sarah.

“Oh, I did plenty of this in my day, didn’t I, sweet princess?” Margaret was cooing at Sarah now, who was delighted with the attention from her grandmother and clapped her hands together with a squeal. “You’re almost too big for these now, aren’t you? Almost ready to give up your diapers at night and nap, hmmm?” Margaret lifted her granddaughter off the table and lowered her in the crib. “Do you want bunny with you?” Sarah nodded, her baby-fine sandy curls bobbing, and reached up to grab her favorite stuffed animal, flopping down on the mattress and popping her thumb into her mouth. She poked one chubby hand through the slats to sleepily wave good-bye.

“I just love babies’ wrists,” said Margaret. “I love the way there is a little fold right here where the arm meets the hand, and dimples by the knuckles and then … all that fat just goes away at some point.” Her cadence slowed as they moved to exit Sarah’s room.

They looked at each other for a second, each individually thinking about James, how he had been on the cusp of leaving boyhood at nine. “Double digits” he’d called his upcoming birthday. He had already been planning how he would celebrate.

Being in his granddaughter’s small room, a large closet really, reminded Roger of the time right before Sarah was born. He had arrived unannounced at the Corrigan house one night on the way home from work and come across his very pregnant daughter stripping wallpaper and humming in a pair of ripped sweatpants. This third baby had been unexpected, a “what-a-surprise” baby, as Maura had called her. And yet, after they’d made the initial mental adjustment to becoming a family of five, Maura had embraced the idea of one more, especially when the sonogram revealed it was a girl.

“So, are you going to paint the walls a hot pink?” he had chided her.

“Maybe, Dad.” She laughed, and then grew pensive. “It’s funny, I always thought I’d just have boys.”

“Aren’t you glad James and Ryan will have a sister, like you do?” Roger had asked her.

“Of course. I can’t wait to have a daughter. But I think boys are less complex. It’s all right there on the surface. What you see is pretty much what you get. Then again, I get to paint a room pink.” And she had smiled at him and patted her swollen belly with all the bright confidence of someone who was in the prime of giving life.

Roger reached out now and laid his palm against the blush-colored walls. He closed his eyes and ran his hand against the smooth plaster, ambushed for the moment by the past as tears welled up. Life back then, when the room was covered in wallpaper, had scrolled out before all of them with promise. James had been alive, and his eldest daughter, the one most like him, had been whole.

His cell phone rang in his shirt pocket. As Roger reached to pull it out, a slightly sour expression roiled over Margaret’s face, and Sarah’s head bolted up from the crib. They stepped into the hallway, and Margaret clicked the door shut. Roger studied the number. Julia. He’d spoken to her briefly a few times since the accident, assuring her he was OK. He had described how they were all consumed with the loss, the funeral arrangements, and taking care of his daughter’s family. She had been understanding. But her contact had ratcheted up lately. She wanted more from him, wanted to see him, and to know when he would be in Florida next. He let out his breath slowly and let the call go into voice mail.

“Work again,” he explained lamely and chided himself for using such a booming tone. “I’m going to have to get back to Tampa for the refinancing of that mall soon. The deal is dragging out forever.”

“You’d think there would be other partners at a firm your size to help pick up the slack,” said Margaret disapprovingly. “Younger partners who could fill in on some of these meetings and report back.” They were padding down the hall toward the stairs, speaking in hushed tones. It was so still and quiet now, with Ryan at summer day camp, as if the entire house had been unplugged from its energy source, enervated.

“You know how clients are,” whispered Roger. “People like to see the principals show their faces. This whole real estate deal should close in a few months, and then we can begin to draw up plans for the expansion and get some bids. Everyone just wants to feel important. Human nature.” His phone beeped to let him know a message had been delivered to his voice mail. He blushed for a moment, surprising himself, and shot Margaret a veiled look. She was adjusting her permed hair with her fingers in the hall mirror, slightly sucking in her cheeks and gazing into the backyard from the second-floor landing. Out beyond the shade of the branches the grass looked slightly parched by the sun’s glare, and Roger made a mental note to locate a sprinkler in the garage.

“I think I’ll go back to the house and tackle some paperwork,” he muttered to Margaret downstairs. “Should I look in on Maura?”

“Let’s let her rest now. When I brought the soup in she was trying to sleep.” She set a laundry basket on the mudroom floor and began straightening the family’s shoes, tossing each pair into the assigned milk crates in a system Maura had installed after Ryan began walking.

“Roger?” Margaret suddenly cried out in a wounded pitch. She had stopped moving, poised in a bent position, and he noticed she was holding a small black Merrell shoe.

“Roger …” Margaret’s voice cracked, as she stooped over the crate, holding the shoe. James’s shoe. “What … what will we do with his milk crate?”

“I don’t know …,” said Roger. He hadn’t yet thought about the “things,” all of the physical reminders of James, his possessions. On some level, he imagined that James would simply appear back in the house one day, as if some kind of magic was at work, or as if he had merely been at sleepaway camp.

“We can deal with that later, I imagine,” Margaret said softly, but her voice was strong, and her face wore an expression of resigned determination. “We can’t do this now.” She tossed the shoe and its mate into the crate with James’s flip-flops and baseball cleats and a good-as-new pair of winter boots.

“So, I’ll go, then,” Roger said again, leaning in the doorjamb of the mudroom now, suddenly desperate to get outside.

“OK,” called Margaret, her back to him, bent at her task.

Roger hesitated for just a second and then turned toward the back screen door. He thought again of Maura. Hopefully she was napping, but more likely she was awake, sitting in the rocking chair, the same one in which she had nursed and comforted all three of her children. He had come upon her rocking yesterday, her body erect and perfectly still, only her feet gliding the rocker back and forth. Sarah was asleep on her chest, legs splayed out. She seemed to have Sarah in her arms all the time now, touching her, singing with her, drawing comfort from her physical nearness. “I want to freeze you, right here at this age,” he had heard his daughter mumble to the child, and he had backed away, the plush hall carpeting absorbing his footfalls.

Outside Maura’s house Roger let out a huge breath and climbed into the convertible. At the first stop sign, he steered the car off Maura’s street, canopied by elms, and onto the wider avenue that eventually snaked along Lake Michigan. As he accelerated, the suburban Chicago houses in their North Shore town flicked by, growing larger as he headed east toward the water; white wooden columned structures, curving turn-of-the-century shingled edifices, and brick Georgian homes represented an earlier time of industrial affluence in the history of the North Shore. Here and there a flagpole accented a scallion green lawn, and planters bursting with boldly hued annuals graced porches and entryways. The residences became more expansive as he got closer to the water, the landscaping and flowers more magnificent. He loved summertime in Chicago, the large, evenly spaced oaks lining so many streets in their town, the way the merchants on the main street of Greenhaven all sported lush hanging baskets overflowing with orange-red geraniums, ferns, and purple petunias. The bright promise of the season and the cloudless indigo sky were in such stark contrast to everything his family was experiencing now.

The theme from Mission: Impossible began to play on his phone, something James had rigged on a lark only three weekends ago. He didn’t have the expertise to deal with the technical functions of cell phones, but James had been a whiz at anything electronic. When his secretary had called, Roger realized that somehow James had programmed his phone with this silly personal ringtone, so incongruous with the seriousness of his office. James had gotten such glee out of the fact that Roger could never fix it. And so it had rung like that since, each call from his office now a painful reminder of his eldest grandson. His secretary had been holding calls and canceling meetings since the accident. The team at his commercial real estate firm had been working on pitching a big deal out of the San Francisco office, and things were now simmering in Dallas. Work would give him a purpose, something to focus on, maybe even a sense of measureable accomplishment.

“Roger Munson.”

“Roger, it’s Cristina.”

“How are you? How is everyone at the office?”

“We’re well, and all wondering how you are, and the family of course. I hope that Maura got the food basket we sent? The one with the ham?”

“Yes, thank you, that was very thoughtful,” he said, although he had no recollection of such a basket. There had been so much food brought to the house, it was impossible to keep track of it all, though he had no doubt Margaret had already devised an efficient system for sending out thank-yous on her very best stationery. They’d actually had to throw a number of things out. Margaret had gone on about that, with a frustrated resolve. It always bothered her to waste food.

“We made a nice meal out of it,” he added unnecessarily. “Very thoughtful.”

“Well, I was just checking,” Cristina said. “Checking to see if you needed anything. I saw your e-mail about Tampa and wanting to go down there in two weeks. Do you have a date in mind?”

“Let me check the calendar and get back to you. And, Cristina, I’m coming into the office tomorrow,” Roger said, almost too abruptly.

“Oh. OK.”

“There isn’t much I can do here,” Roger offered. “Maura … we … well, I guess time will just have to work its magic.”

“I’m sure—” his secretary’s voice began, and then a call-waiting interruption clicked, cutting off the end of her sentence. Roger removed the phone from his ear and glanced at the number. It was Julia, calling again from Florida.

“Do you need to get that?” asked Cristina.

“I’ll call them back,” he said abruptly.

Before James’s accident, a call from Julia would have hastened him off the other line. He would have felt that slight lift, something hopeful at the sight of her number, and he would have ended his conversation hurriedly in order not to miss her. Now, as he drove past the corner diner in the heart of his town, the sight of her number filled him with competing emotions. It was hard to tease out the strands. It wasn’t a dread, but her call carried a new weight of responsibility and complicity, as if she were somehow tied to what had happened to James.

Roger sighed and apologized to Cristina, asking her to repeat her question, the interruption of the call-waiting mercifully allowing him to change the topic back to some trivial issue, phone messages and an upcoming client meeting. For the second time that day, feeling vaguely guilty and unsettled, he let Julia’s call go into voice mail.
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