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Part I: Marking Time
Marching in place.
Chapter 1
Clare checked her watch again. One thirty. It must be done by now. My husband—or I should say ex-husband—is remarried.
“Ex-husband,” she said with a shudder. Unimaginable. Divorced… Such an ugly word.
She wheeled her chair across her room in the rehabilitation center and gazed out at the steamy August day. Somewhere along the Ten Mile Ocean Drive in historic Newport, Jack had exchanged vows with Andi. He has a new family now. Clare had known this day was coming and had set the whole thing in motion by letting him go, but that didn’t make it any easier to imagine her Jack married to someone else. “Not my Jack anymore,” she said to herself.
The door opened. “Mrs. Harrington?”
Clare didn’t correct the nurse. She wasn’t “Mrs.” any longer. “Yes?”
“They’re ready for you in PT.”
Taking another long look at the City by the Sea, Clare wondered what Jack was doing right at that moment. Was he kissing his bride? Making a toast? Dancing with one of their daughters? She shook her head, angry to have allowed herself even a brief trip down that road. What did it matter now?
“Let’s go.” She wheeled herself to the door to let the nurse push her through the long hallways to physical therapy.
After dinner, Clare worked her way into lightweight pajamas. She was proud of her ability to do things for herself, even small things like changing her clothes. Each little victory added up. Rolling the wheelchair across the room she’d called home for the last four months, she eased herself from her chair to the sofa on her own—another recent accomplishment. Her recovery was coming along slowly but surely.
That she had recovered at all was a miracle, or so they all said. No one had expected her to ever emerge from the coma she’d been in for three years after being hit by a car. But four months ago, she’d defied the odds and awakened after a fever doctors had feared would finally end her life. Yep, a real miracle. Everything that happened since then had been somewhat less than miraculous: her twenty-year marriage had disintegrated, and her days were now marked by the struggle to regain her health.
Clare knew she was lucky, but she’d grown tired of hearing that word. Doctors had told her she would most likely be confronted with physical challenges for the rest of her life, including chronic urinary tract infections, a propensity toward pneumonia, fatigue, muscle spasms, and other fallout from three years of inactivity. Oh yeah, what a miracle.
A tearjerker movie on TV caught her attention, and it was a relief to be absorbed into someone else’s drama for a change. When someone knocked at her door, Clare muted the television. “Come in,” she called and was surprised to see Jack’s sister, Frannie Booth.
“May I come in?”
“Of course,” Clare said to her former sister-in-law. “Come sit.”
Frannie crossed the room to sit next to Clare on the sofa. She wore her auburn hair in an elegant twist left over from her brother’s wedding.
“I didn’t expect to see you, especially tonight,” Clare said, admiring the yellow floral silk dress Frannie had worn to the wedding. “You look fabulous.”
“Thanks. I was thinking of you and thought I’d stop by to see how you’re doing.”
“I’m fine, but you didn’t have to come.”
“I wanted to.”
“How was it?” Clare tried to sound casual as she twirled a lock of her unruly blonde hair around a finger.
“It was lovely but a little more exciting than we’d planned. Andi’s water broke during the reception. They had twin boys right there at the hotel. The doctor said they appear to be identical.”
“Oh.” Clare struggled to hide the surge of emotion. Jack had sons.
“It all happened so fast.” Frannie shook her head and smiled. “Apparently, she’d been in labor all night and didn’t realize it because she’d had back pain.”
Clare worked at keeping her expression neutral as she absorbed the news that the babies had arrived a month early. “They’re all fine?”
“Yes.”
“The girls must’ve been excited,” Clare said, referring to her daughters.
“They were.”
“What’re their names?”
“They named them for Jack and the grandfathers, John Joseph Harrington the fourth, and Robert Franklin Harrington. Johnny and Robby.”
Despite her best efforts, Clare’s eyes flooded with tears. “Johnny and Robby,” she whispered.
“I’m sorry to upset you.”
Clare wiped her eyes. “It’s okay.”
“I’ve wanted to come for weeks to say…what you did…letting him go…” Frannie had a look of awe on her face. “It was so selfless.”
“It was the only thing I could do. It was selfish more than anything.”
“No, it wasn’t. It was amazing. I don’t know that I could’ve done it.”
A stab of pain hit Clare just below her broken heart. “I don’t want to talk about that anymore. It’s over and done with. But I’m glad you’re here for another reason.”
“What’s that?”
“I’ve had lots of time to think,” Clare said with a small grin. “I don’t know if I ever adequately thanked you for what you did while I was sick. I mean for you to give up a year and a half of your life to take care of my kids—”
“Taking care of your girls was a pleasure. You don’t have to thank me. You’d have done the same for me. So you’re really doing okay?”
Clare raised a suspicious eyebrow. “Did Jack send you to check on me?”
“Not this time. I think he’s so stunned by the babies arriving in the middle of his wedding, he doesn’t even know his own name right now.”
They shared a laugh.
“I’m sure,” Clare said. “I’m doing fine. Don’t worry about me.”
“I also came because I have something for you.” Frannie reached into her bag for a leather-bound book. She held it against her chest for a moment as she collected her thoughts. “Shortly after I moved in with Jack and the girls, I started keeping a journal. It was odd because I’d never had one before, but I suddenly had a need to write things down. Anyway, I debated for a long time about whether I should share it with you. And then I realized that most of the time I was keeping it, I was doing it for you. I was writing it for you.”
“Did you think I’d recover? No one seemed to think I would.”
“No, I didn’t think so. But for some reason I started writing things down, and when I read it over recently, I understood I’d done it for you, like I was talking to you. I didn’t consciously set out to do that. Oh, I’m not explaining it well.”
“No, you are. Can I see it?”
She handed the book to Clare. “I know you’ll be so happy to get back some of the time you lost with the girls by reading about their lives, but there’re other things in there that’ll cause you pain. I wish I could spare you that. I didn’t give it to you before now because of that.”
“You wrote about them, too, didn’t you? About Jack and Andi?” Clare asked as she brushed a hand over the leather cover.
“Yes, and I don’t know if you should read those parts.”
“Maybe I’ll skip them. You have no idea how much this means to me.”
“I think maybe I do. I’m a mom now, too, remember? If you want to talk about it—any of it—you only have to ask.”
“Thank you.” Feeling as if she’d been given a priceless gift, Clare reached out to squeeze Frannie’s hand. “Thank you so much.”
“I hope you’ll still be thanking me after you’ve read it,” Frannie said with a grin. “Have you made any plans?”
Clare shrugged. “Not really. They’re saying I have maybe another month of rehab, and then I can go home. I’m not sure what’s next for me.” She twisted her face into an ironic smile. “I find myself at loose ends for the first time in more than twenty years.”
“I’m sure you’ll figure it out. I know the girls are looking forward to having you at home. Do you need anything?”
“Your brother made sure I’d never want for anything. I got my bank statement the other day, and my eyes almost popped out of my head.”
“He doesn’t want you to worry about supporting yourself.”
“With that kind of money, I’ll never have to worry again, that’s for sure. He didn’t have to do that.”
“Yes, he did.”
Clare smiled. “I’m glad you came, Frannie. Will you come again and bring your babies? I’d love to see them.”
“You bet.”
“Come on, Clare, give me one more step. Just one more.”
Sweat rolled down her face as she struggled against the crutches. “You’re a sadist, Jeffrey.”
“You love me. You know you do.”
Clare put her last bit of energy into that final step and then rested against his outstretched arms.
“Right,” she panted. “Just keep reminding me.”
Behind them, someone applauded.
Clare turned to find her doctor watching. “Great, an audience,” she grumbled and swiped at the sweat on her face.
Dr. Paul Langston came across the room. “That was outstanding. I counted at least fifty steps.”
“I counted fifty-five,” Jeffrey said.
“I don’t remember sending you an invite, Dr. Paul. What’re you doing here?” Clare thanked Jeffrey when he eased her into her wheelchair.
“I came to check on my star patient. Do I need an invitation?”
She took a long drink from her water bottle. “Not if you’re going to charm me.”
Dr. Langston tapped a toe against the chair. “I’m thinking we’re just about ready to kiss this baby good-bye and talk about sending you home.”
Her stomach clenched with anxiety. “Already? I thought you said another month?”
“You’ve gotten used to us, huh? Can’t live without me?”
“Yeah, something like that,” she said with a grin. He was a dreamboat with close-cropped blond hair and mischievous blue eyes. Too bad he was also ten years younger than her. “You’re easy enough on the eyes, I guess.”
He hooted. “Such flattery! It’s going straight to my head. I’ll take Miss Congeniality back to her room,” he told Jeffrey.
“See you tomorrow, Clare,” Jeffrey said.
“Can’t wait.”
“You’ve been doing so well,” Dr. Langston said as they rolled along the corridor. “The nurses tell me you’re showering and dressing on your own and relying on them less every day.” He stopped next to a bench in the hallway and sat to bring himself to her eye level. “I thought you were busting to get out of here. What gives?”
She shrugged.
“Is it what’s waiting for you at home?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you mean what’s not waiting for me?”
“Have you talked to Dr. Baker about it?” he asked, referring to Clare’s psychiatrist.
“Here and there, but we’ve been more focused on the attack and all that. I haven’t wanted to talk about the untimely demise of my marriage. I’m just a bundle of unresolved issues,” she said with the good-natured grin that had made her a favorite among the medical team that had cared for her over the last four months.
“I think we should set a date.” Dr. Langston folded his arms over his white coat. “Two weeks from today?”
“Are you sure? That’s awfully soon.”
“Your daughters are waiting for you. Don’t you want to get home to them?”
“They’re happy living with their father right now.”
“They’ll be thrilled to have you home again. They’ve waited a long time.”
“I’m sure they’re more than used to being without me. How do I get back three years with them?” She bit back the urge to weep.
“You can’t. All you can do is go forward from here. I’m going to be honest with you, Clare. None of us imagined you’d get this far. You’ve defied the odds. Don’t let yourself down by giving up now.”
She smiled. “You’re tossing me out, huh?”
“I’m afraid so.”
“You’ve all been so great. I’ll miss you.”
He got up from the bench. “Nah, you’ll be too busy enjoying your fabulous new life to give us a thought.”
“Somehow I doubt that.” She twisted her hands in her lap. The idea of going home filled her with apprehension.
He squatted down so she could see him. “Talk to Dr. Baker. Tell him how you feel about going home. Let him help you.”
“I will. Thanks, Paul.”
An item in the Newport Daily News caught Clare’s eye the next day:
Prominent City Architect Welcomes Double Delivery
NEWPORT—(August 27) It’s not every day that twins interrupt their parents’ wedding, but that’s what happened Tuesday.
Jack Harrington, co-owner of the Newport architectural firm Harrington Booth Associates, and his wife Andi welcomed twin sons, John Joseph Harrington IV and Robert Franklin Harrington. The twins arrived in the midst of their parents’ wedding at the Infinity Newport Hotel where their mother is the general manager. The hotel, which opened in December, was designed and built by Harrington Booth Associates.
“We thought we were just having a wedding, but I guess the babies didn’t want to miss it,” said Jamie Booth, Mr. Harrington’s business partner and brother-in-law. Mr. Booth is married to Mr. Harrington’s sister, Frannie. The Booths are also the parents of twins, one-year-old Owen and Olivia. “Andi and the babies are doing great,” Mr. Booth reported.
The new twins are the grandsons of John and Madeline Harrington of Greenwich, Conn., Betty Franklin of Chicago, Ill., and the late Robert Franklin. They join sisters Jill, Kate, and Maggie, and a brother, Eric.
Clare read it a second time. It was still so hard to believe that Jack was now married to someone else and had twin babies with her—twin sons, no less. And it was splashed all over the news. Anyone who didn’t already know she and Jack had recently gotten divorced did now.
Knowing how much her daughters loved babies, she could imagine their delight with their new brothers. No doubt she would hear all about it when they came to visit. Thinking back to the girls being born brought a smile to Clare’s face. Jill had just turned nineteen and was beginning her sophomore year at Brown University in Providence. Kate would be eighteen in November, and they had agreed to let her go to Nashville for a year after her birthday to pursue a career in country music. And Clare’s “baby,” Maggie, would be thirteen in December.
Clare reached over to the table next to the sofa to pick up the book Frannie had left. She had spent a few days working up the courage to look at it, and now the curiosity was overwhelming. Opening the book, she flipped to the first page, taking comfort in the familiarity of Frannie’s precise penmanship. The first item was dated June 20.
It’s late and the girls are finally in bed. They were wound up today—the last day of school. We now have an 11th grader, a 10th grader, and a 4th grader. I’m thrilled to see them excited and happy for a change. It’s been a while.
July 26
Jack sits by Clare’s bedside hour after hour, day after day. He talks to her until he’s hoarse and weak with fatigue. I look at him and wonder how he’ll ever live without her. But he’s not ready to think about that. I don’t know if he’ll ever be.
Clare brushed a tear from her cheek and read several entries about the girls’ activities that summer. Jill had babysat for a neighborhood family, and Kate had gone to sleepaway camp for the first time. They went to the beach a lot, and Jamie took them out on the sailboat he owned with Jack.
August 19
Jill is sweet sixteen today, and it’s her first birthday without her mom. She was weepy during the day but enjoyed the party we had for her after dinner. The nurses who care for Clare have become part of the family, and Jill invited them to have cake with us.
Enough, Clare thought as she closed the book and wiped her tears. That’s enough for today.
Chapter 2
Jack brought Maggie in for a visit, and she burst into the room, chatting a mile a minute while her father hung back.
Clare hugged Maggie and waved him in as her heart hammered. How long will it take for that to stop? Tall with thick dark hair and gray eyes, he looked exhausted but happy. In fact he looked terrific, but then he always did. “Congratulations.”
“Thanks,” he said. “How are you?”
Before Clare could answer, Maggie picked up the stream of chatter again in an obvious attempt to offset the awkwardness between her parents. She had gotten tall over the summer, and her sleek dark hair—so much like her father’s—hung down her back. “You’re not going to believe who showed her face at the beach today.” Maggie rolled her blue eyes as her parents looked on in amusement.
“Who?” Clare asked.
“Hailey Harper. Ugh, we’re all so over her. After what she pulled in school last year…” Maggie shook her head with disgust.
“Maggie, be nice,” Jack said.
“Whatever. She’s the one with the problem. Hey, can I get ice cream?” Her eyes lit up, and Hailey was forgotten.
“Sure.” Jack took a ten-dollar bill from his wallet. “Get Mom some, too.”
“Rocky road?” Maggie asked Clare.
“But of course,” Clare said with a smile. “Thanks.”
“Whew,” Jack said as Maggie flew from the room, headed for the hospital cafeteria. He came in to sit with Clare. “She’s a whirling dervish these days.”
“She always was.” Clare noticed his new platinum wedding ring and wondered what he’d done with the gold one she’d given him. “Some kind of excitement for you this week. Everyone’s doing well?”
“Yes, but I haven’t slept in four days,” he said with the wry grin that was all Jack. It had never failed to stop her heart. “The one-two punch is something else. It’s nonstop.”
“I can only imagine.” Clare forced herself to be cheerful. “And Andi? She’s well?”
“She’s tired and sore, but she’s doing fine, considering she’s had no sleep and seems to be feeding one baby or the other around the clock.”
“Hell of a honeymoon, huh?” Clare joked.
He smiled and shrugged.
“Please pass along my congratulations to her, too.”
“I will. So how are you doing?”
“Apparently, well enough to go home.”
His eyes lit up with delight. “Really? When?”
“They’re saying early September.”
“Wow. That’s great, Clare.”
“I suppose so.”
“You don’t sound happy about it.”
“I am.” She brushed some imaginary lint off her jeans as she stole a glimpse of him. God, he’s gorgeous. He always had been, from the day they met on Block Island twenty-two summers ago.
“We need to get the house ready,” he said. “I’ll send some guys over to adapt the downstairs bathroom and set you up with a bedroom on the first floor until you can manage the stairs.”
“You don’t have to do that. I can take care of it. You’ve got enough going on.”
“Let me handle it. It’s no trouble at all.”
Knowing he had easy access to what she needed done to the house, she nodded. “Okay. Thanks.”
“Remember what I told you—whatever you need. You only have to ask.”
“This is so weird,” she said softly, giving voice to the tension between them. They’d been divorced for only two weeks, and he was already remarried with new twin babies. It boggled the mind.
“It probably will be for a while, but it’s bound to get easier. For both of us.”
“I hope so. We have to stay focused on the girls, especially Maggie.”
“Always.” He reached over to squeeze her hand.
Maggie came in juggling two dripping cones. “Hurry, Mom, it’s running.” She thrust the cone at Clare and handed Jack his change.
He stood up. “I need to get back. When we left, the babies were sleeping, but that never lasts long. Kate will be by to get you in a little while, Maggie.” Hesitantly, he bent to kiss Clare’s cheek. “I’ll be in touch about the house.”
“Thanks, Jack.”
“It’s no problem. See you later, Mags.”
After he had gone, Clare turned to Maggie as they licked their cones. “So tell me about the babies. It’s so exciting, huh?”
Her face lit up. “Oh, God, Mom, they’re unbelievable. They have shiny black hair and these tiny scrunched-up faces…” She trailed off and went back to her cone.
“It’s okay to be excited about your new brothers, honey.”
Maggie’s cheeks colored. “I don’t mean to be insensitive.”
Clare was amazed by her youngest daughter’s sudden maturity. She’d left behind a little girl three years ago and had returned to find a young woman. At times like this, the metamorphosis was startling. “You’re not being insensitive. You have two new baby brothers. Of course you’re thrilled.”
Maggie brightened. “They’re awesome.” She bit into her cone. “Actually, I have three little brothers now.”
“I know.” Clare had heard all about Maggie’s close bond with Eric, Andi’s son from her first marriage. Maggie had learned sign language to communicate with the hearing-impaired boy and was now almost fluent.
“Dad’s adopting Eric.”
“That’s a nice thing for him to do.”
“He doesn’t know his own father, so Dad’s like his dad already.”
“He’s just making it official,” Clare said with a smile. Oh, how this hurt. Jack’s life was all set, and hers was in shambles. She reminded herself that it had been her decision to let him go. Now she just had to find a way to live with it. “So the doctors are sending me home in about two weeks.”
Maggie’s eyes lit up. “Really?”
Clare nodded. “I’m hoping you’ll want to spend some time with me.” I sound so pathetic. How will I ever compete with three new brothers?
“I’ll come to your house to catch up on my sleep,” Maggie teased.
Clare laughed and finished her cone. “Oh, I see. You’ll be using me?”
“Definitely.” Maggie giggled. “So Dad bought a house on Ocean Drive.”
Kate and Maggie had been staying with Jack and Andi at the hotel since the babies were born. He had moved out of what was now Clare’s house just before their divorce became final. “Did he?”
“Yeah, some gray place, gray house or something,” Maggie said with a shrug.
“Oh, Gray Hall.” Clare had been a Realtor before her accident and was well aware of the estate. “That’s a great old house, right on the water.”
Maggie rolled her eyes. “Of course it is. You know how weird he is about that.”
“Yes, I do,” Clare said, smiling at Jack’s need to live on the water.
“Anyway, I guess we’re moving in at the end of next week. Living at the hotel is getting kind of old, and they want to get settled with the babies and all.”
“I can imagine they do. When I get home, we’ll work something out so you can spend time with both of us, okay?”
“Sure. I’m glad you’re getting to come home.”
“Me, too. We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”
The door opened, and Kate came in. Clare was always amazed at how much her middle daughter resembled her, with the same unruly blonde hair and bright blue eyes. It was like seeing herself at eighteen except Kate had Jack’s height, which gave her a coltish stride as she crossed the room to plant a kiss on her mother’s forehead.
“What’ve you been eating, brat?” Kate asked her sister. “It’s all over your face.”
“Don’t call her that, Kate,” Clare admonished, sending an empathetic smile to Maggie.
“That’s okay, Mom. I’d fall over and die of shock if she called me Maggie.”
Kate’s eyes twinkled. “Really? Maggie, Maggie, Maggie. Damn, it didn’t work.”
“Ha-ha,” Maggie said, using a wet paper towel to wipe the ice cream off her face.
“I see some things never change,” Clare said, delighted by her girls.
“Mom’s coming home the week after next,” Maggie told her sister.
“That’s great! I’m glad you’ll be home for a while before I leave.”
Clare nodded. “Me, too.” She didn’t like to think about Kate’s impending departure for Nashville. Jack had made that decision before her recovery, and he had convinced Clare to give it a try for a year. He had promised her he would see to all the details, including making sure Kate had a safe place to live. Clare was glad she had a couple of months yet before she had to deal with that.
“Sorry, Mom, but we’ve got to go,” Kate said with a kiss to her mother’s cheek. “I’m working tomorrow, so I need to hit the sack.” She had been playing the guitar and singing at the Infinity Newport Hotel’s outdoor bars all summer.
“That’s okay. I’m glad to see you, even just for a minute.”
“I’ll call you tomorrow,” Maggie promised, kissing her mother good night.
“I’ll look forward to it.” Clare waved as the door closed behind them. Watching them go, she was hit by a sense of panic, wondering if they felt closer now to their stepmother than they did to her, wondering if she’d ever get back the close bond she’d shared with each of her daughters.
Chapter 3
November 22
Today is Thanksgiving, and my goal is to help the girls remember all the many blessings of their lives, despite their loss. Mother, Dad, Jamie, and his parents are coming for dinner, and I hope having them here will help Jack. I feel Clare’s absence so acutely today. The holidays were her favorite time of the year, and she always made them special for the rest of us. Just getting out of bed to face this day took effort for me. I can’t imagine how Jack and the girls must feel.
January 1
I don’t know when I’ve ever been so glad to say good-bye to a year! Jill and Kate were invited to a slumber party for New Year’s Eve, and I encouraged them to go. It’s good for them to spend time with their friends. After Maggie went to bed, Jack and I tied one on and watched the ball drop at Times Square. When I looked over at him at midnight, there were tears running down his face. His pain is so intense. Christmas was a horror show around here. They didn’t want a tree or decorations. I tried to cajole them, but Jack told me to let it go. No one was in the mood.
The phone rang, startling her. Clare set aside the journal and took a deep breath to calm her emotions before she answered.
“Hello?”
“Hi, Clare. It’s Janice Hayes.”
“Hi, Janice. It’s so nice to hear from you.”
“How are you?”
“I’m actually getting ready to go home. One more week.”
“Oh, that’s wonderful news! Cooper and I have been keeping tabs on you.”
Cooper Hayes had been Jack’s attorney for years. The four of them had socialized on many occasions, and he’d handled their divorce. It was nice to know she hadn’t been forgotten by her old friend. “Thank you, it’s good to hear your voice.”
“I’ve wanted to come by to see you, but Jack said you weren’t taking visitors at the hospital.”
“Yes, well, I kind of wanted to get back to my old self before I greeted the world. Why don’t you come by the house when I get home? I’d love to see you.”
“I’d like that. Coop told me what happened, that you were—”
“I was raped, and he threatened to kill one of my kids if I told anyone.” Clare saved her friend from having to say the words. “I didn’t tell anyone, and the stress was horrible.” She paused before she continued, knowing she might as well tell her friend the rest. “That day, in the parking lot, when the car was coming at me… I’m ashamed to say I saw it as a way out. I let that car hit me, Janice.” Clare had only recently been able to speak of it after months of intense therapy. “I did a terrible thing to my girls by letting that happen right in front of them.”
“I’m so sorry, Clare,” Janice said in a whisper, and Clare could tell she was crying. “The man who hurt you—”
“He’s doing a life sentence in California. Apparently, he was a career felon.”
“Thank God they got him. I saw the piece in the paper about Jack getting married. I just can’t imagine how you must be feeling. You two were always so in love. We envied you.”
“Yes,” Clare said with a sigh. “On top of everything else, while I was in a coma, my husband fell in love with someone else and was expecting twins with her by the time I recovered. Needless to say, it was quite a shock.”
“I’m sure it was terrible for you. Are you all right?”
“I’m doing better. It worked out the way it was meant to.”
“What you’ve been through, all of you… If there’s anything I can do for you, I hope you won’t hesitate to call.”
“I’ll need all the friends I can muster over the next few months. I do hope you’ll come by.”
“I will. I promise.”
They ended the call, and Clare set the phone down on the table next to her bed. I guess that’s the first of many times I’ll have that conversation.
She went home on a Saturday so the girls could be with her when she left the hospital. Jill came from college in Providence, and Clare’s mother, Anna, was there from Hartford for the big day.
The halls of the rehabilitation center were lined with staffers applauding their star patient as she was taken on one last wheelchair ride to the front door. Embarrassed by the attention, Clare emerged into the late summer humidity, handed her crutches to Kate, and eased herself into the passenger seat of her own beloved burgundy Volvo. She had paid cash for it with the proceeds of the first house she ever sold and had hung on to it despite Jack’s many attempts to get her to upgrade. When she closed her door and looked over, she was startled to see Jill behind the wheel.
Jill laughed. “Yes, Mother, I drive now.”
“I do, too,” Kate said from the backseat where she sat with Maggie and their grandmother.
“Me, too,” Maggie said, and everyone laughed.
“Of course, I knew you guys were driving, but having you drive me is another story,” Clare said. “This’ll take some getting used to, ladies.”
“That’s okay,” Jill said.
“Go slow, Jill, you don’t want me to have a heart attack on my first day out of the hospital.”
Anna reached out to pat her daughter’s shoulder. “Relax, honey, they’re both excellent drivers.”
“Thanks, Gram, I think she needed to hear that,” Jill said with amusement as she pulled away from the hospital. “What do you think, Mom? Shall we take the scenic route?”
“Absolutely.” Clare rolled down the window to let in the breeze. She’d been out of the hospital only once since her recovery in April, to attend Kate’s high school graduation in June.
Jill drove through downtown, along Newport Harbor. Clare was quiet during the ride as she drank in the familiar and noticed all the changes wrought by the passage of time—a new lane added to a roadway, the landscaping in front of a favorite restaurant, once-loved shops long gone and replaced by new ones.
“Can we take a ride?” Clare asked as Jill approached the traffic light at the end of America’s Cup Avenue, where they would have gone up the hill at Memorial Boulevard to go home.
“Sure, where do you want to go?” Jill asked.
“I’d like to see the hotel.” Jack had met Andi while building the hotel, and Clare had been curious about it for months.
“No problem,” Jill said, taking a right onto Lower Thames, which would lead them to Ocean Drive.
“Look at all the people.” Anna marveled at the tourists crowding the quaint city’s sidewalks and cobblestone streets.
“Newport is as popular as ever,” Clare said.
They navigated Ocean Drive’s winding curves in silence until an elaborate gold-leaf sign announcing “Infinity Newport” appeared in front of them. Sitting at the end of a quarter-mile driveway, the hotel kissed the shore of Rhode Island’s Narragansett Bay.
“Oh my.” Clare took in the sprawling two-story shingled building with dark green shutters and trim. “Why, it already looks like it’s been there for years!”
“I know,” Kate said. “I’ve thought that, too.”
“It’s magnificent,” Clare said.
“Wait ’til you see the inside,” Maggie said. “It’s awesome.”
“We’ll save that for another time,” Clare said as Jill drove slowly past the hotel. “Dad and Uncle Jamie did a wonderful job. Thanks for showing me.”
They fell quiet again as they wound along the ten-mile Ocean Drive on Newport’s southern coast.
“Oh, look, that’s the house Dad and Andi are buying.” Maggie pointed to an ornate wrought-iron gate in front of a two-story gray colonial.
“Is that it? I haven’t seen it yet.” Jill slowed the car to get a better look. “Wow, it’s huge.”
“It is,” Kate agreed. “There’s a little beach out in front, too.”
“Very nice.” Clare felt suddenly disconnected as her daughters checked out their father’s new house. “I think I’m ready to get home, guys.”
“Sure, Mom,” Jill said, taking the curve to Bellevue Avenue where they passed the city’s famous mansions. They drove by the merry-go-round at First Beach, and a few turns later, Jill pulled into the gravel driveway at home.
Kate retrieved Clare’s crutches and helped her mother from the car.
Clare took a long look at the house she hadn’t seen in more than three years. The only noticeable difference was the landscaping, which had grown and matured in her absence—just like her daughters. She shook off their offers of help and navigated the three small stairs to the front porch. When a flood of memories assailed her, she gestured for the others to go on in.
“I’ll be right there.” She rested against the porch railing. “Go ahead, honey,” she said when Jill hesitated.
Jill went in, and Clare stood riveted, staring at the bright red front door, remembering.
“Three small steps,” he had said, taking both her hands to lead her. “One, two, okay, stand there a minute.”
Listening to a door opening, she’d been tempted to nudge aside the blindfold he insisted she wear. “Jack, where are we? What’s going on?” She felt him come back to her, and before she knew it, he swept her up into his arms. “Jack! What are you doing?”
“Carrying my bride over the threshold.”
“Bride? Have you lost your mind?” she asked as he set her down and untied the blindfold. When her eyes had adjusted to the light, she saw high ceilings, shining wood floors, and glass—lots and lots of glass through which there was a dazzling view of the ocean. “What is this place? Where are we?”
He put his arms around her and kissed her. “We’re home. Merry Christmas.”
“Home?” She looked around again. “I don’t understand…”
He took her hand to lead her into the kitchen.
Through French doors, she saw a stone patio around an elaborately tiled in-ground pool. “Did you buy this house, Jack?”
“Not exactly. I built this house.”
She whirled around to look again, realizing parts of what she saw were familiar. “Oh, God, you built it. You built my house, didn’t you?” she asked in a whisper, her eyes flooding with tears. “The house you drew for me after our wedding?”
He nodded.
She wiped tears from her face. “But how? When? When did you do this?”
“Many late nights with ‘clients,’ and many, many lies,” he said with the devilish grin that still melted her bones after thirteen and a half years together.
“The top, with the circle and the glass, did you do that, too?” she asked, filled with excitement as the details of the plans he’d drawn for “someday” came rushing back to her.
“Of course I did. Want to see?”
She nodded and put her arms around him. Whatever had she done to deserve this man—this amazing, thoughtful, generous man? “I want to see, but first I just want you.” She hugged him close to her. “I can’t believe you did this.”
He pulled back to look down at her. “Did you think I’d forgotten?”
“You’ve been so busy with the firm. I haven’t thought about this in years.”
“I’ve never stopped thinking about it, and when this property came on the market, I snapped it up.”
“It’s so beautiful, but it must’ve cost a fortune. Can we afford this?” She tipped her eyes up to his. The firm he and Jamie had founded almost six years ago had been wildly successful, but she didn’t think they had this kind of money.
“We can afford it. I did a lot of it myself to keep the cost down, but I don’t want to talk about that. Can I show you the rest?”
“Yes.” She reached up to caress his face. “In case I forget to say this later, thank you, Jack. This is the best surprise I’ve ever gotten.” She drew him down and kissed him with a thoroughness that left them both breathless.
“Wow,” he said when she finally released him. “I need to build you a house more often. Come see.” He took her through the kitchen to show her the study, the dining room, and family room, which boasted a huge stone fireplace. Stairs from both the kitchen and the family room led to the second-floor wing he had built for the girls. “They’ll each have their own bathroom, which will be critical as we face the teenage years. You’ll also be glad to know I gave them each their own water heater, so there won’t be any more screaming about hot water.”
“You thought of everything.” She didn’t see one thing she would have changed. Across from the girls’ rooms were three more bedrooms.
“One is a guest room with another bathroom, and the other two rooms can be used for a home gym or anything else you want.”
“Okay, I’m trying to count bathrooms—”
“Six including ours: one downstairs, four up here, and one more upstairs. Seven bedrooms all together.”
Her hand covered her mouth as she peeked into the guest bedroom. “It’s so overwhelming.” The house had been built to keep the ocean view prominent in almost every room. He’d left all the walls white so she could choose the paint colors.
“You’ve got to see the best part.” He took her hand to guide her to a spiral staircase in the middle of the second floor. “After you.”
She walked up the winding stairs, opened the door at the top, and let out a shriek. The top floor was circular with walls made entirely of glass, offering a view of the beach and fresh-water reservoir. A fireplace in the middle divided the bedroom and sitting areas. It was the only room that was furnished with a new king-size cherry sleigh bed and rich leather furniture in the sitting room.
She turned to him with fresh tears in her eyes. “Oh, Jack, it’s exactly as you described it.”
“You remember?”
“Of course I do. We used to lie in bed in the apartment on Beacon Hill, and you’d describe this to me down to the smallest detail. It’s so much better than I ever imagined.”
He nudged her toward the spacious master bathroom where he’d put a huge Jacuzzi tub. Everything was marble and shiny new.
“There’s one more thing. Come on out here.” He opened the sliding door to a small deck that hung over the pool area and rocky shoreline below.
“Oh, look at this!” She marveled at the view. The winter ocean foamed with frigid rage as the gulls dove for lunch in the surf. Off in the distance, a stretch of sandy beach was deserted and barren except for a few hardy runners and their dogs. “It’s just so amazing. The most beautiful house I’ve ever seen.”
“I’m glad you like it.” The relief showed on his face. “I was kind of worried.”
“Like it? I love it! Why were you worried?”
He shrugged and grinned. “I’ve been married long enough to know how particular women are about their houses.”
“You shouldn’t have worried. I love every inch of it. I’m so lucky to have such a talented husband.” She kissed him again the way she had downstairs and threw her arms around him in sheer delight. “I love it, I love you, and I want to see it again.”
He leaned down for another of those kisses she was handing out. “All in good time,” he said, leading her back inside and closing the door against the December cold.
She put her hands on his chest to steer him backward to the new bed.
He fell on the bed, pulling her down on top of him. “You know, when they christen a new ship, they break a bottle of champagne over the bow,” he said with a glint in his eye.
She kissed him. “Yes, I’ve heard that.”
He wrapped his arms around her. “Do you know how new houses are christened?”
“I think I’m about to find out.”
Kate walked out the front door. “Mom?”
Clare shook her head and snapped out of her remembrance. “I’m coming.”
“Everything okay?”
“Yes, honey, everything’s fine. Let’s go in, shall we?”
Chapter 4
The house was more or less as she remembered it. Furniture had been moved, carpeting replaced, new photos hung, and plants had either died or grown beyond recognition. True to his word, Jack had made her a bedroom in the study, and the downstairs bathroom had been outfitted with handrails. The girls had brought her clothes down from the attic and hung them in the study closet.
Clare’s mother planned to spend a month with her, and Sally Coleman, the nurse who’d overseen her care during the coma, would be coming in every day to continue Clare’s physical therapy.
The girls had a welcome-home party and made her favorite dinner of steak on the grill with baked potatoes and salad. They were so delighted to have her home that Clare got caught up in their excitement. But as the evening wore on, it became clear to her that nothing was right.
She began to have trouble swallowing her panic. Where was Jack? Would he really never again come bounding in from work full of passion and excitement, bursting to tell her about a design he’d finished, a client he’d landed, or a laugh he’d shared with Jamie?
How was it possible he didn’t live here anymore? Or that he’d shared this home, even temporarily, with another woman? How could he have married her? How did this happen? All the emotions she’d managed to keep at bay during the long months in the hospital surged to the surface. Her chest tightened, and she knew she was going to cry in front of the girls if she didn’t escape immediately.
Clare stood, and Maggie jumped up to get her crutches. “Thank you for the lovely dinner. Would you please excuse me?” She hobbled into the study and closed the door.
Maggie turned to her grandmother. “What’s wrong with her?”
“I think she’s just overwhelmed, honey.” Anna reached out to pat her granddaughter’s hand. “She’s got to get used to a lot of changes in her life.”
The phone rang, and Kate got up to answer it.
“Hi, Dad.” Kate glanced over at the others. “Yes, she’s home. It all went fine.” She held the phone to the side with her hand over the mouthpiece. “He wants to talk to Mom. Should I get her?”
“Let me.” Anna took the cordless phone from Kate. “Why don’t you girls start cleaning up?” She walked into the family room. “Hi, Jack. It’s Anna.”
“Hi, Anna. Is everything all right?”
“Everything’s fine, but I don’t think Clare’s up to chatting right now. Can I have her give you a call in a day or two?”
“Sure. I just wanted to make sure she has everything she needs. I could come by—”
Through the phone, Anna could hear a baby crying. “I don’t think that would be a good idea. She needs some time to get used to the way things are now, and having you here…”
“That’s fine, I understand.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. You’re right. I’ll stay away for a while. I’m glad she has you and the girls to lean on right now.”
“We’ll take good care of her. Don’t worry. It was good of you to call.”
“It’s good of you to still be so nice to me.”
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
“It’s just this whole thing, it’s so…well…I guess messy is the best word I can think of.”
“It’s bound to be for a while, but it’ll get better when you’ve all had some time to adjust. In the meantime, let her call the shots for now, okay?”
“Of course. Please let her know I called.”
“I will. By the way, congratulations to you and Andi. I hear you have two beautiful baby boys.”
“Thank you. I’m sure you can hear them raising a ruckus.”
“You’d better go. Take care of yourself, Jack.”
“Bye, Anna.”
Anna clicked off the phone and thought about the lovely young man her daughter had been married to. Clare still loved him so much. This whole situation would be easier if she could hate him or blame him for the end of what had been a beautiful marriage. But it wasn’t that simple. If it had been, Clare wouldn’t hurt like she did.
Clare didn’t leave her room again that evening.
At around ten, her mother knocked on the study door to check on her. “Are you all right?”
Clare looked up from the rocking chair where she sat with Frannie’s journal. “I’m fine. I’m sorry about earlier. I’ll talk to the girls in the morning.”
“There’s no need. They understand. Jack called to make sure you got home. I told him you’d call him in a day or two.”
“Thanks. I couldn’t deal with that tonight.”
“That’s what I figured. What’ve you got there?” Anna asked with a nod at the book.
Clare explained about the journal Frannie had kept. “It’s helping me to put some pieces together.”
“Do you think you should be looking at that tonight? You’ve had a difficult day.”
“It’s okay. I’ll see you in the morning, Mom. Thanks for everything. I’m glad you’re here.”
“Just holler if you need anything.”
“I will.”
Anna closed the door, and Clare went back to the journal, unable to resist feasting on Frannie’s words.
February 14
Jamie came over, bringing gifts as he always does. He’s forever dropping by to check on us, and he always has something for the girls. Today he brought them everything to make ice cream sundaes. He had roses for me, and the card said, “Thank you for all you’re doing to take care of my favorite girls. Love, Jamie.” I know I must have blushed fifty shades of red, but it was so sweet of him.
March 22
Maggie told me she’s made a new friend. She wasn’t sure how to tell her friend about what’s wrong with her mother. We had a long talk, but I could tell she’s still worried. When I began to notice the girls never bring their friends home anymore, I decided to talk to Jack about making some changes around here. It’s time to think about moving Clare somewhere else so the girls can have their home back. Broaching that subject makes me nervous, but he needs to hear it.
May 12
A year since Clare’s accident…
May 31
Today was moving day. Jack bought a condo on the beach for Clare about a mile from home. It was awful to watch them take her from the house she loved so much and to wonder if she’ll ever return. I thought Jack was sad before, but this is worse. He’s locked himself in his room, and I can’t think of anything I can do for him.
June 3
Jack has finally given up his daily vigil at Clare’s bedside and is refocused on the girls. Poor Maggie had so many questions for him. He did his best to help her understand that her mother isn’t going to get better, but it was agonizing for him—and for her. He’s making a real effort to reconnect with the girls, but it’s going to take some time. This weekend he’s taking them out to the island. They don’t really want to go, but he desperately needs to spend some time with them. I’ll be hoping it goes well for all of them.
June 17
Jack and the girls seem better since their weekend in Block Island. I’m not sure what happened when they were there, but they’ve been nicer to him and more accepting of his new role as their only parent. I’m glad for him—for all of them.
July 9
Jack finally went back to work today. Thank God.
Clare closed the book and held it to her chest. There’d been so much pain and heartache. It was like the man who attacked her had set off a tsunami in the lives of everyone she loved. Now that the water had finally receded, she felt as if she’d landed alone on an island with absolutely no idea what she was supposed to do next.
Chapter 5
Two weeks after she got home, Anna drove Clare to an appointment with her psychiatrist, Dr. Richard Baker. He’d been working with her since she remembered being raped and had been instrumental in helping her to cope with all the changes in her life since her recovery.
He arrived five minutes late, seeming frazzled.
“Sorry to keep you waiting, Clare.” He tossed his briefcase on the desk and shrugged out of his tweed sports coat. “I got called into a consult at the hospital.”
“That’s more important.”
He sat across from her with a pad of paper balanced on his knee. “I’m sorry we were unable to meet before you went home.”
She smiled. “I heard you were in Greece.”
“My wife surprised me with the trip for our thirtieth anniversary. I didn’t realize it would coincide with your release from the hospital. How’s everything going?”
She shrugged. “Okay, I guess.”
“Just okay?”
“It’s very strange being home. Everything’s the same—but so different, too.”
He made a note on his pad. “Let’s talk about what’s different.”
“Well, Jill doesn’t live there anymore. She’s in college. Kate’s a high school graduate with a job and a car, so I hardly see her.”
“What about Maggie?”
“She’s been spending a lot of time at Jack’s house. There’s a lot of excitement there with the babies and all.”
He looked up with surprise. “They had the babies already?”
“They arrived a month early, in the midst of their parents’ wedding.”
Dr. Baker tapped his lip with his pen. “Wow. How do you feel about that?”
Clare shrugged. “I’m happy for them that everything went well.”
“That’s awfully generous of you. Hold that thought for a minute. Let’s go back to Maggie. What kind of custody arrangement have you worked out for her?”
“Nothing formal. We’ve been doing two nights on, two nights off, with a few deviations.”
“How does she get back and forth?”
“Jack usually drives her, but sometimes she comes with Kate.”
“So you see him often?”
“Most of the time just to wave to when he drops Maggie off. He’s giving me some space at the advice of my mother,” Clare said with a wry grin.
“Do you need the space?”
She looked down at her hands, which twisted back and forth in her lap, and nodded.
“You don’t want to see him?”
She shook her head and was stunned to realize she was going to cry.
“Clare?”
“I can’t stand being in that house,” she whispered as a fat tear rolled down her cheek. “I can’t stand it.”
“Because Jack’s not there?”
“Mostly that, but no one’s there. Well, my mother’s staying with me, but that’s not what I mean. Before all this, my life was about taking care of them. I had my job, but my priority was my family. I don’t seem to have a family anymore. My girls went and grew up in my absence, and they don’t need me anymore.”
“Do you really believe that?”
“They’re very self-sufficient. They make their own meals. They even do their own laundry.”
“I’m sure you know they’d be doing that by now, even if you hadn’t been ill.”
“Of course, but I missed the transition, so it just feels like another loss.”
“I’m sure it does, but you shouldn’t take that to mean they don’t need you. Do we ever fully outgrow our mothers?”
“I know I haven’t. I don’t know what I would’ve done without mine in the last few months.”
“Well, see? There you go. Give them some time to adapt to having you back in their daily lives. They’ll start to lean on you again.”
“I hope so.”
“What about Jack? What’re you feeling toward him now that you’re home?”
She felt new tears coming and fought a losing battle to contain them. “Being home has put a different spin on our divorce and everything that happened.”
“How so?”
“When I was in the hospital, I knew what was going on with him and Andi, but being back in the house we shared—the house he built for me—and realizing he’s never coming home again…” She shook her head. “It’s just been…very hard.”
He handed her a tissue. “Are you regretting your decision to let him go?”
“No.” She wiped her tears. “It was the right thing to do. I still believe that being with him when he wanted to be with someone else would’ve been worse than this. It’s just being in our place without him that’s so unbearable.”
“Have you considered moving? You could sell the house and relocate.”
She shook her head. “I can’t sell that house. I’ll never sell it.”
“Perhaps you could rent something for a couple of months. Like a transition place.”
“Maybe, but not until Kate leaves for Nashville.”
“It’s something to think about. I can’t see putting your recovery in jeopardy because of your environment. You can change that. Maybe you could even get something out of town for a while.”
“I can’t leave town. I can’t do that to Maggie.”
“Why not? What’s another couple of months if your recovery’s at stake? After all the time she had to be without you, I would think she’d want you to do whatever you had to so you can feel better. Her father could provide her with a stable home while you complete your recovery, right?”
“Of course.”
“Then maybe you ought to think about it. Just because the doctors were satisfied enough with your physical recovery to send you home doesn’t mean you were entirely ready up here.” He tapped his head. “Let me ask you this: have you gotten mad with him yet?”
“Mad?”
“With Jack.”
“Why would I be mad with him?”
Dr. Baker sat back in his chair and studied her. “Are you serious, Clare? Remember how angry you were when you first recovered and found out about Andi and the babies? Well, now he’s married to her and has two new sons with her.”
“Yes, but I’ve gotten past that.”
“Have you really? Most women whose husbands of twenty years divorce them for another woman are usually pretty ticked off about it. Add a couple of babies and, well, you get the picture.”
“It’s not like everything was normal, and he went off and had an affair. I was sick for a long time, and he met someone else. What good will it do me to be mad? What’ll that do for my kids?”
“How’s it going being stoic? Being the one who lost the most important person in her life and is quietly taking it while everyone else goes about their business? I think you’re good and filthy mad, and you have no idea what to do with it.”
She shook her head. “I don’t feel mad. I feel sad.”
“Which is also perfectly normal. Don’t get me wrong. I admire what you did. I think you probably did the right thing in the long run by letting him go. But don’t cheat yourself out of legitimate feelings. If you feel mad, be mad. If you feel sad, be sad. There’s only one way to the other side of this, and that’s straight through it. Denying any of your feelings will only make the journey longer.”
She nodded and twisted the tissue in her hands.
“I want you to think about a change of scenery. I’m worried about a setback if you remain in the house.”
“I’ll give it some thought.”
“Talk to Maggie. She might surprise you.”
She smiled. “I doubt she’d mind staying with her dad for a while. That’s where the action is these days.”
“Think about what’s best for you right now, Clare. It’s time to take care of you.”
“I’ll think about it,” she promised.
If being home had caused a mental setback, it did wonders for Clare’s physical health. Within a month, she was off crutches and using a cane. She still had a pronounced limp and trouble with stairs, but one day when she was home alone, she forced her unwilling legs up two flights to the top-floor suite she’d once shared with Jack. A rush of emotion hit her the moment she stepped into the room.
The big round room was empty, and she realized she’d never seen it that way before. She opened the door to what used to be Jack’s closet and wanted to weep at its gaping barrenness. Walking over to the wide span of windows that overlooked the ocean, she eased herself down to the plush carpet and remembered back to when she and Jack would hustle the girls through their bedtime routine so they could escape up here to relax together.
She gazed out at the water, wanting more than anything to go back to when her girls were small and relied on her for everything, to when Jack was hers and she still believed nothing could ever come between them.
Memories rolled through her mind like home movies, scenes from the past flashing one by one. Wallowing for a moment in the warmth of the recollections, she thought about parties they’d had on the pool deck, waking with Jack to the sound of squealing girls downstairs, holidays with their extended family. The movie ran on, and for a while, she let it.
Finally, she stood up to go back downstairs. “Dr. Baker’s right. I’ve got to get out of here.”
Chapter 6
Anna decided to spend a second month with Clare and kept the two of them so busy that Clare had little time to brood. Clare knew her mother had stayed more to keep her company than to help her. While she still had the limp, Clare soon found she could leave her cane at home. As her strength returned, they took long walks on the beach and went out for dinner with friends who were delighted to see Clare after her long illness. One weekend, her brother Tony and sister Sue came from Connecticut with their families. The girls were home, too. Having a full house was almost like old times.
Almost.
Ten days before Kate was due to leave for Nashville, Dr. Langston cleared Clare to drive. Anna took her to renew her driver’s license, and Clare drove them home in her Volvo with the utmost caution, never exceeding thirty miles per hour on the short ride.
The next day, Jack called. She hadn’t spoken to him in a couple of weeks. When she heard his voice on the line, her stomach took a nervous dip that made her want to swear with frustration. Nope, still not over him. His voice was so familiar and comforting, like a well-worn pair of slippers or a favorite pillow. Knock it off, Clare. He’s not your source of comfort anymore.
“How are you?” he asked.
“Fine, and you?” They were so sickeningly polite. She wanted to scream.
“Still sleep-deprived. I’ve had no luck convincing Andi to hire some help. She wants to do it all herself until she goes back to work.”
Did his new wife have to be so freaking perfect? Where was the justice? “I don’t blame her. You never got anywhere with me on that one either.”
He chuckled. “No, I didn’t. The reason I’m calling is I was hoping we could sit down with Kate to talk about her move.”
“I thought you had that all figured out.” She couldn’t help her snippy tone. This whole thing had, after all, been his deal with Kate.
“Hell no, I don’t have it figured out. That’s why I want to talk to her. I want us to talk to her.”
“Why do you need me? This was always between you and her.”
Jack sighed. “This was between her and I before you recovered. Now it’s between all of us. I thought you’d want to be part of it.” He paused. “I need your help, Clare.”
Damn him! Why did he have to say that? He’d gone straight to her Achilles’ heel: her need to be needed. “Fine. When do you want to do it?”
“The sooner, the better. We’re running out of days. She usually has Thursdays off at the hotel. Would this Thursday work for you, say around four? I’ll come over, and I’ll ask her to be there.”
“That’s fine.”
“Thanks. Hey, did I hear you’re driving again?”
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