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For my dear friends Julie Cupp, Chris Camara
and Lisa Ridder, who loved this book from the beginning and never
let me give up on it. And for Jack Harrington and the house we’ve
built together—you were the first and the best.


 


Author’s Note

A mother isn’t supposed to
have favorites among her children, right? Neither should an author,
but I bet we all have one. This is mine—my first book, the ultimate
book of my heart and the first character to live inside my mind as
a real, live person. It is also the only book of mine that my late
mother was able to read, albeit a much earlier and rougher version.
This book has taken me on a nearly eight-year journey from
inception to publication. I’m delighted to now bring
Treading Water, and its
two sequels—Marking Time
and Starting
Over—to my readers.

A special thank you to the
many friends who read this book, loved this book, believed in this
book—and asked for the story that became Marking Time, which then led
to Starting Over.
Thank you also to my agent, Kevan Lyon, and her partner, Jill
Marsal, who helped to make it a much better book. Read more about
“The House That Jack Built” on my website at
www.mariesullivanforce.com/writing.php.

As always, I love to hear from readers, so
please let me know what you think of Jack’s story. You can reach me
at marie@marieforce.com.

 


 



Part I

Treading Water: Using the feet and hands to
keep the head above water.


Chapter 1

Jack gauged the impossible
twelve-foot putt.

Jamie Booth, his best
friend and business partner, sighed with exasperation.
“There’s no way,
Jack, so just putt, will you?”

“Stop rushing me.” Jack
took a deep calming breath and aligned his putter as a warm spring
breeze blew in off Rhode Island’s Narragansett Bay. He tapped the
ball, watched in amazement as it dropped into the hole, and pumped
his arm like a professional golfer.

While their clients
congratulated Jack, Jamie moaned and groaned. “I’ll be hearing
about this for weeks.”

“Watch
and learn, my friend,” Jack said with a grin.
“Watch. And. Learn.”

His cell phone vibrated in his pocket as the
foursome moved to the fifteenth tee. Jack checked the caller ID and
saw it was his wife, Clare. After the terrible fight they’d had
that morning, he was relieved to hear from her.

“Dad?”

The frantic tone of his oldest daughter’s
voice stopped his heart. “What’s the matter?”

“It’s Mom.”

“What? What, Jill?”

“She was hit by a car.”
Jill was crying so hard, he had trouble understanding her. “They’re
taking her to Newport Hospital.”

Her words sent a jolt of icy fear straight
through him. “I’m coming, honey,” he managed to say. “I’ll be right
there.”

Abandoning his clubs and his clients, he
took off running across the golf course.

In the parking lot, Jamie pried Jack’s keys
out of his hand. “What’s wrong, Jack?”

“It’s Clare.” Jack told him
the news in a flat, shocked tone as they peeled out of the parking
lot.

“Oh my God,” Jamie
muttered.

During the brief ride, a
series of images flashed through Jack’s mind, spanning the nearly
twenty years he’d spent with Clare. His stomach ached when he
remembered their angry words that morning. She has to be all right. She has to be.

“Talk to me,” Jamie
said.

“We fought.” Jack felt
detached from the moment, as if he was watching a movie of someone
else’s life.

“When?”

“This morning.”

“I didn’t think you guys
ever fought.”

“We never used to, but
lately…Seems to be all we do.” Jack hadn’t even realized it until
that moment, until it was possible he could lose her.

“What happened this
morning?”

“She…pushed me away. In
bed. Again. I can’t remember the last time she didn’t push me away. It’s been
months.”

“You never said anything
was wrong.”

“I was afraid to say it out
loud until I heard she might be hurt.” He
ached with worry and fear over what he’d find at the hospital. “Or
worse.” Forcing himself to breathe, he said, “God, what if she’s
dead? What if the last thing I said to her was ‘if you want out of
this marriage, just let me know?’”

“You’ll work it out. You
two are solid, man. Whatever’s wrong, you’ll get through
it.”

Provided she isn’t
dead, Jack thought. Please don’t let her be dead.

 


They pulled up to the emergency entrance,
and Jack leaped from the car. Inside he found his daughters in the
care of a nurse and a police officer. Jill, Kate, and Maggie were
crying as they flew into Jack’s arms.

Jack held them for a long time, his heart
racing as their gut-wrenching sobs ramped up his already
out-of-control anxiety. “Can you tell me what happened?”

Jamie put an arm around Maggie and led her
away so her older sisters could talk to their father.

“We were leaving the mall,”
Jill said, swiping at tears. “And this car came right at us. We
jumped out of the way, but she just stood there, and the car hit
her.” A sob hiccupped through her. “She went right over the top and
landed on the pavement.”

“Okay, honey,” he said,
comforting his daughter while he tried to process what she’d said.
As he imagined the scene, his chest tightened. “Maybe she just
couldn’t get out of the way in time.”

Kate shook her head. “She didn’t move. It
was like she wanted the car to hit her or something.”

“I’m sure it was so scary,
but you must’ve seen it wrong,” Jack insisted. “Mom would never do
that.”

A young doctor came through swinging doors
to the waiting room. “Mr. Harrington? I’m Dr. Rooney.” He led Jack
away from the girls.

Jamie left Maggie in the care of her sisters
and walked over to hear what the doctor had to say.

“Your wife is in extremely
critical condition with a significant head injury,” Dr. Rooney
said. “She also has multiple fractures and a lacerated liver. When
we get her stabilized, we’ll be taking her up to surgery to remove
her spleen and repair her liver.”

Shocked, Jack said, “But she’ll be all
right, won’t she?”

“The head injury is a big
concern. We’re inducing a coma to allow the swelling in her brain
to subside. The next twenty-four to forty-eight hours will be
critical.”

Jack’s hands were trembling, so he jammed
them into his pockets. “How long will you keep her in the
coma?”

“Hopefully, only a few
days,” Dr. Rooney said. “We’ll have to wait and see what happens
when we take her off the sedation.”

“What could happen?” Jack
had never experienced such raw fear. “She’ll wake up then,
right?”

“I can’t say for certain.
The head injury is severe. I wish I could tell you more, but it’s a
wait-and-see thing at this point. I’m sorry.”

“I want to be with
her.”

“I’ll come and find you
when we get her settled after surgery,” the doctor said as he
walked away.

“A coma,” Jack said,
incredulous.

Jamie squeezed Jack’s shoulder. “Why don’t
you call your mother and ask her to come help with the girls?”

“I just can’t believe this.
She’s never been sick a day in her life. Remember how she was after
having the girls?”

“I remember. She’s
superwoman, so there’s nothing to worry about. I’m sure she’ll be
asking for you in no time.”

“Yeah,” Jack said.
“Definitely.”

 


The surgeons removed Clare’s spleen, mended
her liver, and set her badly broken arm and leg. After a week, her
doctors were relieved that she was able to breathe on her own when
they took her off the respirator. Encouraged, they also weaned her
from the sedation. Jack, the girls, his sister, Clare’s mother,
brother, and sister kept up a round-the-clock vigil by her bedside.
They sang to her, played her favorite music, cried, begged, and
pleaded until they were hoarse, but she didn’t regain
consciousness.

At the end of the third week, Dr. Blake, the
neurologist, asked to speak with Jack. Worried about what he might
hear, Jack asked his sister, Frannie, to come, too.

“I’m afraid there’s nothing
more we can do for your wife. The blow to her head was tremendous,
and we believe her coma is irreversible.”

Jack and Frannie gasped as the doctor
snatched away their last shred of hope.

“So what does that mean?”
Jack asked. “What’re you saying?”

“You have choices.
Difficult choices.”

“Such as?”

“Since she has no advanced
directive, you can make decisions for her as her next of
kin.”

“Are you suggesting I end
her life?”

“It’s an option you may
need to consider at some point down the road.”

“I want to hear the others,
because that’s not on the table.”

“Mr. Harrington, she’s
forty-three years old. She could live in this condition for
decades.”

Jack held up his hand to stop the doctor.
“Is she brain dead?”

“Not
technically—”

“Then I don’t want to hear
another word about ending her life. As long as there’s activity in
her brain I want her treated as if she’s going to
recover.”

“We don’t believe she
will.”

“As long as there’s any
chance at all—”

“There’s less than a one
percent chance.”

“That’s not zero,” Jack
said with a look that all but dared the doctor to argue with
him.

The doctor seemed to realize the
conversation was pointless. “We’ll discharge her in a few days. I
suggest you investigate long-term care for her. I can get you the
names of some places, if that would help.”

Left alone with his sister, Jack tried to
absorb what the doctor had told him.

“I’ll move here, Jack,”
Frannie said decisively. She lived in New York, where she worked as
an artist, and had recently ended a brief second marriage. “I’ll
help with the girls and whatever else you need.”

“I can’t ask you to do
that.”

“You didn’t ask. I want
to.” She gripped his hand as her hazel eyes heated with emotion.
“What’s more important than making sure the girls are well cared
for right now?”

“Nothing,” Jack said,
resigned to the fact that he needed what his sister was offering.
Besides, he was too drained to argue with her. “Thanks,
Fran.”

When Frannie left to pick up Maggie at a
friend’s house, Jack went back to Clare’s room, where he’d spent
most of the last three weeks. Despite the feeding tube, yellowing
bruises, and casts on her arm and leg, she looked so much like
herself that he ached with yearning to have her back, to have her
turn those brilliant blue eyes his way and flash that special smile
she used to save just for him, back when things were right between
them.

Taking her hand, he held it against his
face, and smoothed the blonde hair off her forehead with his other
hand. “I know you can hear me,” he said softly. “The things I said
that day…I didn’t mean them. You know I didn’t. Whatever’s
bothering you, we can fix it. I need you to come back to me.
Please, Clare. Don’t give up.”

How could this have happened to her? To
them? If the girls were to be believed, she’d let the car hit her.
But why? The questions tortured him through sleepless nights and
agonizing days. Since her accident, he’d run through every minute
he could remember from the last few months. Something had
definitely been off between them. In place of her usually sunny,
upbeat disposition, she’d been prone to long silences and bad
dreams she thought he didn’t know about. But every time he’d tried
to broach the subject with her, he’d been rebuffed.

Their usually passionate and satisfying sex
life had all but disappeared. Was it possible she’d met someone
else? Had she decided to end a marriage that ranked as one of the
proudest accomplishments in his life? Had she been waiting for the
right time to tell him?

No. Not Clare. She loved him. They’d loved
each other from the start and had a marriage and family others
envied. She’d never leave him. But looking down at the battered
woman in the hospital bed and remembering how she’d gotten there,
suddenly he wasn’t so sure.

Jill stepped into the room, and Jack forced
a smile for his oldest daughter.

“Hi, honey.”

“Hey.” She stared at her
mother with gray-blue eyes that were just like his. “No
change?”

Since he couldn’t bear to tell her what the
neurologist had said, he shook his head. “Could I ask you
something?”

Jill moved to the other side of the bed and
rested a hand on her mother’s arm. At fifteen, she moved with the
poise of a woman twice her age. “Sure.”

“Before this happened, did
you notice anything…you know…different about Mom?”

“Well, yeah.” Her sarcastic reply surprised
him.

“Like what?”

“That she was totally
distracted, disorganized, scattered? And she was always forgetting
stuff—like getting Maggie from school. That happened a bunch of
times. They’d call the house, and I’d have to go get her because we
couldn’t reach Mom.”

Astounded, Jack stared at her. “Why didn’t
you tell me?”

Her shrug was full of teenage insolence. “We
didn’t think you’d care.”

“Why in the world would you
think that?”

“Because! All you care
about is work! And making money! You don’t care about
us.”

Jack stared at her, his heart aching.
“Everything I do is for you and your sisters.” He glanced down at
Clare. “And your mother.”

“When was the last time you
came to one of my lacrosse games or watched Maggie play soccer? Do
you even know that
Maggie plays soccer now?”

Where was this coming from? How long had she
wanted to say this to him? “I’m sorry you think I don’t care about
you. I love you more than anything. I’ve always tried to show you
that.”

The cold, hard look she sent his way let him
know he’d failed miserably.

“I tried to talk to her
about what was bothering her, but she refused to tell me,” he
said.

“I wonder if we’ll ever
know.”

Jack couldn’t bring himself to tell her that
the doctor had said her mother would probably never recover.

 


Frannie held back the tears until she
reached the parking lot and couldn’t contain them any longer.

“Fran,” Jamie called from
the next row. As he jogged over to her, tall, blond, and so
handsome, she brushed frantically at the dampness on her
face.

He stopped short in front of her. “Hey,” he
said, cupping her face and forcing her to meet his gaze. “What’s
wrong?”

Telling him what the doctor had said brought
new tears to her eyes.

“Shit,” he muttered as he
gathered her into his arms.

Frannie relaxed against his muscular chest,
wishing she could stay there forever. “Why’d this have to happen to
her? To them?”

“I wish I knew.” His ragged
sigh told her he was upset, too. As Jack’s best friend and business
partner as well as the girls’ godfather, he’d always been close
with Clare. Telling herself this embrace was all about comfort,
Frannie put her arms around his waist.

“Are you going to be okay?”
he asked after they’d held each other for a long time.

“What choice do I have?”
Reluctantly, she released him and took a step back. “My brother
needs me.”

He reached for her hand. “I’m here if you
need me. You know that, don’t you?”

She wished she had the nerve to tell him all
the ways she needed him, but she never had before, and now was
certainly not the time. “Thanks. I may take you up on that. I’m
moving in with Jack and the girls.”

“Really?” He seemed to
brighten at that news.

“I can’t keep running back
and forth between here and New York, and the girls need someone
they can count on.”

“They’re lucky to have
you.” Tucking a lock of her hair behind her ear, he surprised her
when he pressed a lingering kiss to her forehead. “Whatever you
need, whenever you need it. I’m here.”

His softly spoken words nearly reduced her
once again to tears. “I’d better go. Maggie’s waiting for me.”

“Take care, Fran.” He
opened the car door and held it for her as she got in.

She waved to him as she drove past him.
Glancing in the mirror, she saw that he was still watching her. Now
what did that mean?

 


Frannie moved in lock, stock, and easel to
care for the girls while Jack made phone calls, searched the
Internet, and consulted with doctors around the country. They all
said the same thing—the longer the coma lasted, the less likely it
became that Clare would recover.

Since he refused to put Clare in a nursing
home, Jack brought her home to the large contemporary house he’d
designed and built as a surprise for her five years earlier. He had
the first-floor dining room converted to accommodate a hospital bed
and the equipment needed by the team of round-the-clock nurses.
Most nights he slept on a sofa he’d dragged into the room so she’d
never be alone.

A week after Clare came home from the
hospital, Jack received a call from Sergeant Curtis, the Newport
police officer who’d investigated the accident. The driver had
suffered a fatal heart attack, which explained why the car had been
so out of control in the mall parking lot. Jack had thought the
case was closed as far as the police were concerned.

“I was wondering if I could
come by for a few minutes,” Curtis said.

“Is there something new
with the case?”

“I have something you need
to see.”

Fifteen minutes later, Jack opened the door
to the tall, blond cop, and they shook hands.

“What’ve you got there?” He
nodded at the disk in Curtis’s hand.

“I was finally able to get
a copy of the security video from the mall parking lot. I think you
need to see it, but I have to warn you, it’s tough to
watch.”

Jack swallowed hard and gestured for Curtis
to follow him into the family room. He fed the disk into the DVD
player, turned on the television, and watched in stunned silence as
his daughters jumped out of the way of the speeding car and then
turned to scream at their mother to do the same. They’d had time to
turn and scream. Clare had time to move, but she didn’t. She stood
there and let the car hit her as her horrified daughters looked
on.

“I just don’t understand,”
Jack whispered as he watched it a second time. “Why in the world
would she do that?”

“Can you, um, think of any
reason why she’d want to end her life?”

“Of course not,” he said,
but after his conversation with Jill he wasn’t so sure anymore.
“She’d never do that, especially in front of her children. They
were her whole world.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to
imply—”

“That my wife was
suicidal?”

“It’s just, well… Why
didn’t she move?”

Crushed by yet another wave of helpless
despair, Jack shook his head. “I don’t know.”

 



Chapter
2

The video of Clare’s accident haunted Jack
for months. He’d wake up in the middle of the night, drenched in
sweat and breathing hard because he had once again relived the
horror of it in a dream. It was the same thing every time—he saw
the car coming toward her but couldn’t get to her in time to push
her out of the way. He was equally plagued by the questions of why
she hadn’t moved and what she’d been thinking in that final
life-changing instant before the car hit her.

After more than a year of waiting and hoping
for some change in Clare’s condition, Frannie clued him in that the
girls never brought their friends home anymore because their house
had become a hospital staffed by round-the-clock nurses. In light
of this revelation, he’d made the unbearable decision to move Clare
into a nearby place of her own, her care overseen by the same team
of nurses.

Jack had taken the day after the move to
wallow in his grief, but now he had no choice but to pull himself
together. Jamie had been running the architectural firm they owned
for more than a year on his own, the girls needed their father, and
he had to figure out what to do with the rest of his life. While
he’d much prefer to ignore all these pressing issues, he couldn’t
do that any longer.

Standing in front of the mirror, he dragged
a razor over his face for the first time in several days. He went
through the rote motions the way he did everything lately—out of
necessity. His face seemed a little thinner than it had been the
last time he’d looked closely. On the inside, he was totally numb.
Would it always be this way? From now on, would he go through life
without feeling anything? Without experiencing joy? Was that his
fate?

As he started the water in the shower, his
thoughts turned once again to Clare. Since memories were all he had
left of her, he allowed himself to revisit them often. He vividly
remembered the first time he ever saw her. She’d been tending bar
at the National Hotel on Block Island. In constant motion, she’d
been a whirling dervish of activity and banter and wit as she made
drinks, washed glasses, talked to customers, rang up sales, and
carried on a good-natured sparring match with the other two
bartenders.

She’d looked then much as she did twenty
years later: petite with unruly blonde hair and the most amazing
blue eyes he’d ever seen.

From across the bar, she’d glared at him.
“You got a problem, buddy?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
to stare. I’ve just never seen anyone get so much done in as little
time as you do.”

Collecting abandoned glasses, she worked her
way to his end of the bar. “I don’t let any grass grow. That’s why
they ask me back every year.”

“You’ve worked here before?
I don’t remember you.”

“This is my fifth summer. I
bussed tables until I was old enough to bartend. Ready for a
refill?”

He pushed his mug forward. “Heineken,
please. Funny, I’m sure I’d remember you.”

“I’ll bet you say that to
all the girls.” She winked and moved on to other
customers.

Jack continued to watch her—without
staring—while he ate dinner and drank another beer. The bar got
busier, and though he’d planned to hit some of the island’s other
hot spots, he was still there at last call.

“One more for the road?”
she asked as she cleaned up discarded glasses and
dishes.

Since he wasn’t driving, he said, “Sure,
thanks.”

When she brought him the beer, he asked what
she did the rest of the year.

“I teach third grade in
Mystic.”

“I had you pegged as a
college kid.”

She laughed. “Everyone always thinks I’m too
young to be the teacher, but I’m going into my third year. What
about you?” While they talked, she cleared off the bar, washed
dishes, and ran credit cards.

“I’m an architect. Just
finished graduate school last week. I’m taking a break before I go
back to work.”

“I love architecture. I’ve
always been interested in how buildings are designed and put
together. It sounds like it would be a lot of fun.”

“It is.” He sipped the
beer, trying to make it last so she would keep talking to him.
“I’ve had the opportunity to work on some great projects, and I’ve
got a couple of others waiting for me when I get back.”

She crooked a skeptical
eyebrow. “If you just graduated, how is it you’ve already worked on
such great stuff? Doesn’t that usually come after school?”

“I worked for a Boston firm
while I was in grad school.”

“Where’d you
go?”

“Berkeley and
Harvard.”

She let out a low whistle. “Oh, well, don’t
mind me, Harvard boy. La-di-da.”

“It’s just a
school.”

“Yeah, right. Just a school
we mere mortals couldn’t begin to aspire to. So what’ve you worked
on? Anything I might’ve heard about?” Her pace slowed as the crowd
filtered out to find after-hours fun elsewhere.

“The new symphony hall in
Boston, for one.”

“Didn’t Neil Booth design
that?”

Impressed, he looked at her with new
appreciation. “You do pay attention. I work for Neil. My friend
Jamie is his son.” He wasn’t sure why he told her that. He usually
didn’t mention it since Jamie was sensitive about the advantages
that came from being Neil’s son in their profession.

“Well, well. This just gets
more and more interesting, doesn’t it?”

“Neil is a terrific guy.
Very normal despite the fame.”

“I took an architecture
class in college. I read a lot about his work.” She scooped up
Jack’s empty glass.

As he got up to leave, he tried to recall
the last time he’d enjoyed a conversation with a woman this much.
Most of the women he met were either not interested in his work or
totally self-absorbed. The tiny dynamo with the blonde hair and
startling blue eyes was different.

“Could I walk you home, or
do you have other plans?”

She studied him for a long time before she
answered. “I don’t have any plans, but how do I know you aren’t a
freak? We get a lot of freaks around here in the summer,” she said
with a teasing grin. “Besides, I don’t even know your name.”

“It’s Jack
Harrington.”

She made him suffer through a seemingly
endless minute before she said, “I’ll go with you, Jack Harrington,
but I still have another half hour or so here.”

“I’ll wait.” His heart
skipped a beat, and somehow he knew everything was about to
change.

The sting of shampoo in his eyes interrupted
Jack’s remembrances. Rinsing off the soap, he realized he’d been in
there a long time and shut off the shower.

He got dressed and straightened the messy
room. Stripping the sheets from the bed, he tossed them into the
washer along with the clothes that had piled up the last few days.
After he remade the bed, he wandered outside to the deck. With only
the relentless pounding of the ocean below for company, Jack sat
there until the sun began to dip toward the horizon, thinking about
his daughters, the huge job his company had been awarded to build
the Infinity Group’s Newport hotel, and the staggering list of
things he needed to do to get his life in order. First on the list
was reconnecting with his kids.

He eventually wandered downstairs, where
Frannie and the girls were about to sit down for dinner.

Frannie offered him a warm smile. “It’s good
to see you.”

“I’m sorry I punched out
yesterday. I just needed a little time.”

“I understand. We’re glad
to see you, aren’t we, girls?”

Their replies were mostly mumbles: uh-huh,
sure, I guess.

“Are you hungry?” Frannie
asked.

“I could eat.”

“Great. Maggie, set another
place, please.”

Jack felt like a visitor in
the home he’d built largely with his own hands. Since the girls
seemed to have nothing to say to him, he took the opportunity to
study them, to really look
at them for the first time in longer than he could
remember.

Each of them had healthy tans from long days
at the beach. While he hadn’t been paying attention, Jill and Kate
had become young women, and Maggie had lost the baby fat in her
cheeks.

Jill was sixteen and the image of him—tall
and dark-haired with gray-blue eyes. Kate, at fifteen, had Clare’s
blonde hair and her shocking blue eyes, but was tall like him.
Ten-year-old Maggie was a combination of the two of them: Jack’s
dark hair and Clare’s eyes. He and Clare had always joked that they
each had a “mini-me” and then, as a surprise, along came a
“mini-we.”

He hadn’t thought about that in a long time,
and the memory made him yearn for her.

His attempts to make conversation with the
girls were greeted with one-word answers. Only Frannie seemed glad
to have him there. Clearly, he had his work cut out for him.

“I’d like to go out to the
island this weekend,” he said as they were finishing up.

“Have fun,” Jill
said.

“I want you girls to come
with me.”

They all spoke at once.

“I have plans.”

“Meghan’s sleepover is this
weekend.”

“I’m
babysitting.”

“I want you to come with
me.” Making eye contact with each of them, he added, “It’s
important.” He had no idea what he’d do if they refused.

His mother owned Haven Hill, a house on the
island, and some of their happiest times together as a family had
been spent there. Jack was counting on the house to work its magic
and help him reconnect with his daughters.

“I think that’s a great
idea, Jack,” Frannie said with a meaningful look at each girl.
“Some time away together will be great for all of you.”

They never came right out and said they’d
go, but they stopped protesting when Frannie weighed in.

Jack sent her a grateful smile.

After dinner, the girls scattered. Jack
helped Frannie clean up the kitchen and then set out for a walk on
the beach. Usually, he ran at this time of day, but today he didn’t
feel like it. Taking in the soft late spring air and relieved to be
out of the house, he walked for miles and visited with Clare for a
short time. He returned home well after dark and took a moment to
stare into the dining room, which once again boasted a table and
chairs where a hospital bed had been for more than a year. Even
though he knew he’d done the right thing for his kids, it would
take some time to get used to not having Clare close by.

He trudged upstairs, halting when he heard
sniffling in Maggie’s room.

He peeked in to find her tucked into bed
with her favorite sleeping buddy, Froggie. She looked so cute in
her yellow pajamas with her cheeks pink from the day at the beach
and her dark hair shining.

“Maggie? Are you are all
right?” When she scrambled to wipe her face on the sheet, his heart
began to ache.

“Uh-huh.”

Stepping into the room, he moved hesitantly
toward the bed, not sure if he’d be welcome. “Can I get you
anything? Some water, maybe?”

“No, thanks. I’m
fine.”

“Okay.” As he turned to
leave, something stopped him. He wasn’t sure if it was Clare
looking down on him from wherever she was just then or what, but he
couldn’t bring himself to leave his child crying in her bed.
Summoning courage, he sat on the edge of the bed. “You want to talk
about it?”

She bit her lip, and his heart broke all
over again when her eyes filled with new tears. “Is Mommy ever
coming back?” The small voice was so unlike her. Apparently, he
wasn’t the only one adjusting to yet another change in their
lives.

“Oh, honey, I don’t think
so.”

She sat up and reached for him. “Why did
Mommy let that car hit her?” she asked with a sob as she clung to
him.

How long had she waited to ask him these
questions? “Baby, she didn’t do it on purpose. She froze because
she was scared. The accident hurt something in her brain, so she
can’t be with us. But inside, where her heart is, she still loves
you and Kate and Jill and me very, very much. You have to believe
that.” He settled her back onto the pillow and tucked her in
again.

“I do,” she said, wiping
her face.

“Good, because as long as
you believe it, then you’ll feel Mommy’s love, no matter where she
is.” He wished he could believe it.

“Will you be here when I
wake up?”

The question tugged at his already raw
emotions. “You bet. I’ll even make my famous chocolate chip
pancakes.” It was the only thing they allowed him to cook.

“Awesome!” she said,
sounding more like herself again.

“See you in the
morning.”

He walked out to find Frannie waiting for
him in the hallway. She had gathered her long auburn hair into a
ponytail and was dressed for bed in a T-shirt and sweats.

Spent, he rubbed the back of his neck. “How
much did you hear?”

“Enough. You said all the
right things.”

“I’m so tired,” he said,
anxious to get upstairs where he could be alone.

“Go to bed. I’ll wait up
for Jill.”

“Where is she?”

“On a date.”

“With who?”

“A boy in her class named
Kyle. I’ve met him. Seems nice.”

Jack realized that
he should’ve met the boy
his daughter was out with. Next time, he’d make sure he did. “Well,
if you don’t mind waiting up…”

“I’ve got a movie to watch.
Go to bed.”

“Thanks, Frannie. For
everything.”

“My pleasure.” She kissed
his cheek and headed downstairs.

Jack went up the spiral stairs to his room
and wandered again to the deck overlooking the pool and ocean
farther below. He waited to crawl into bed until he was certain he
was tired enough to drift off to sleep without being tortured by
unpleasant thoughts. Just as sleep overtook him, the phone rang,
jarring him awake.

He waited, hoping Frannie would answer it.
On the third ring, he grabbed it.

“Dad?” Jill sounded a bit
frantic. “Can you get Frannie?”

“She must’ve fallen asleep
downstairs. She didn’t pick up.”

“I need to talk to
her.”

Something about Jill’s tone and the slight
slur to her speech caught his attention. “What’s wrong?”

“I need a ride
home.”

“What happened to your
date?”

“Can you just get Frannie?
Please?”

“I’ll come get you. Where
are you?”

“That’s all right. I’ll
find a ride.”

“Jill. Tell me where you
are. Right now.”

Reluctantly, or so it seemed to him, she
gave him the address.

“I’ll be right there. Don’t
move.”

He threw on clothes, grabbed his keys and
cell phone, and went downstairs, where Frannie was curled up on the
sofa sound asleep. Not at all sure of what he would find when he
got there, he drove into downtown Newport. At the address Jill had
given him, several police officers were attempting to break up a
raging party. His heart in his throat, he called Jill’s cell.
“Hurry up and get out here. The place is crawling with cops.”

Jack watched the police drag one teenager
away in handcuffs while another puked in the empty lot across the
street before Jill materialized out of the darkness.

She slid into the car and slammed the
door.

“What’re you doing here?
Have you been drinking?”

“Spare me the fatherly
concern, will you?”

“Fine, then let me get one
of the cops to take you for a sleepover at the city jail.” He
reached for the door handle.

“Yes! I had a couple of
beers. Who cares?”

Punching the gas to get out
of there, he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I care!
You’re sixteen,
Jill!”

“I know how old I
am.”

Under the glow of the
streetlights he could see her eyes were glassy and deduced that
she’d had more than a couple of beers. Jack’s mind raced with
things he wanted to say, but he kept his mouth shut until he
figured out what he should
say.

Jill stayed quiet on the way home.

“What happened to the guy
you were with?” Jack finally asked.

“I don’t know. We got
separated.”

“What were you even doing
there?”

“They’re friends of his. We
were just going for a little while.”

“How much did you have to
drink?”

She shrugged. “I told you. A couple.”

“Really, Jill. I just can’t
believe you’d—”

“Relax, Dad! It’s no big
deal. Everyone does it.”

Jack bit back the urge to snap at her.
“You’re not everyone, and don’t tell me to relax.”

“Whatever.” Her cell phone
rang as they pulled into the driveway. “Where’d you go?” She
glanced at her father. “I got a ride. All right. Yeah, I’ll talk to
you tomorrow.”

Jack waited for her and watched her teeter
on the way into the house.

Frannie sat up as they came in. “Hey, what’s
going on?”

“Someone had a few too many
at a party and got separated from her date.”

Frannie frowned at her niece. “Jill…”

“Can we save this Hallmark
moment until tomorrow? I’m tired.”

“Sit down,” Jack
said.

Releasing a dramatic sigh, she dropped into
a chair.

“Is this what you do with
your friend Kyle?” Jack asked. “Go to out-of-control parties and
get drunk?”

“I’ve never been to an
out-of-control party or
gotten drunk with Kyle before.”

“You might want to lose the
sarcasm, Jill,” Frannie warned.

“You’re not my mother! You
can’t tell me what to do.”

“That’s enough, Jill!
You’ll not talk to your aunt—or me—like that, do you hear
me?”

Just as Jill started to reply, she turned
green. Clasping her hand over her mouth, she bolted for the
bathroom.

Jack glanced at Frannie before he got up to
follow his daughter. Standing at the open door to the bathroom, he
watched helplessly as she wretched.

Frannie came up behind him. “Go,” she
whispered. “Go to her.”

Hesitating for another second, he ventured
into the bathroom and gathered Jill’s long dark hair into a
ponytail.

“Go away,” she moaned.
“Leave me alone.”

“You’re stuck with me.” He
stayed with her through another vicious bout of vomiting as well as
the dry heaves that followed. When it was over, he wiped her face
with a cool washcloth and sat down next to her on the bathroom
floor.

“I’m never drinking
again.”

Laughing softly, Jack remembered once making
the same vow after a similar incident. “Good.” He put his arm
around her, brought her to rest against him, and was relieved when
she didn’t resist. “Think it’s over?”

“For now, but there could
be more.”

“Then we’ll
wait.”

“Why are you being so nice
to me?”

“Because you’re
sick.”

“So I’m not
grounded?”

“I never said
that.”

She mulled that over for a few minutes. “How
long?”

He hadn’t the foggiest idea. “What would Mom
say?”

“Um, forever?”

“That sounds about
right.”

Jill moaned. “Seriously. How long?”

“How does a month
sound?”

“Like forever.”

“But fair in light of the
crime?”

“I guess.”

He held out his hand. “I’ll take your phone
and keep it safe for the next month.”

“Oh come on!”

“As I recall, cell phone
surrender was a key part of Mom’s grounding program.”

“Why does it have to be
part of yours?”

“Cough it up.”

She dug it out of her back pocket and
slapped it into his hand.

They sat on the bathroom floor until she
sagged against him, asleep. Somehow, he managed to lift her off the
floor and carry her to the sofa in the family room. Covering her
with a blanket, he kissed her forehead. Then he got comfortable on
the other sofa.

Just in case she needed him again during the
night.

 


Leaving the port of Point Judith on the
Friday night ferry, Jack stood on the bow and watched the ship
sluice through the foamy water. He took a drink from his cup of
coffee, wishing for a shot of whiskey instead. “Here goes nothing,”
he whispered as he turned away from the rail to join the girls
inside.

As usual, Kate sat by herself, strumming the
guitar she never left home without these days. Maggie was attached
to her iPod, and Jill had curled up with a book on one of the
benches. An obnoxiously large pile of duffel bags sat on the floor
next to them. Jack had been so glad they were coming with him that
he’d chosen not to make an issue of how much stuff they’d brought
for one weekend.

He had no plan, per se, for
when they got to the island. All he knew was that he had to
do something to
get their attention, to reconnect with daughters he’d somehow
managed to grow estranged from while living under the same
roof.

The ferry backed into Block Island’s Old
Harbor just after six. Disembarking with their two tons of luggage,
Jack and the girls piled into the old station wagon he kept on the
island. Their silence during the short ride to the south end grated
on his already frayed nerves.

“Another busy weekend on
the Block,” he said, feeling stupid and desperate as the words came
out of his mouth.

More silence.

“What do you guys want for
dinner?”

“Pizza from Aldo’s,” Maggie
said.

“Aldo’s it is,” Jack said,
smiling at her in the mirror.

It was just pizza, but it was a start.

 


By Saturday afternoon, Jack was ready to
shoot himself. With each of them immersed in some form of
technology—iPods, computers, cell phones, televisions—they were
doing an excellent job of ignoring him. The cowardly part of him
wanted to go up to his room and kill time until they could go home
the next day. However, the coward was overruled by the inner voice
telling him he’d already squandered too much time with them.

Bracing himself for outrage, he stepped into
the huge living room that overlooked the ocean. “Hey, guys.” He
waved a hand at Kate to get her attention, since she had her
earbuds in. “Let’s go for a ride.”

“I’m watching something,”
Maggie said.

“I was just about to take a
shower,” Jill added. She’d been only slightly friendlier to him
since their interlude on the bathroom floor. He took the progress
where he could get it.

“We’re going for a ride,”
he said more forcefully this time. “And Kate, bring your guitar,
will you?”

Sending him a quizzical look, Kate did as he
asked. Though they grumbled all the way, they found shoes and coats
and trooped out to the car.

As Jack drove toward the bluffs on the
island’s north end, he so hoped he was doing the right thing. He
got them as close as he could in the car. They’d have to walk the
rest of the way.

“Am I bringing the guitar?”
Kate asked with a wary glance at the rugged trail.

“Yes, please.”

As Jack watched them exchange puzzled looks,
his gut clenched with nerves. “Listen, guys, I know I haven’t given
you much reason to trust me or to believe in me, but I’m asking for
thirty minutes.”

Silence.

“I need half an hour with
no attitudes, no anger, no dispositions. Can you give me
that?”

“What’re we going to do?”
Maggie asked, her expression open and accepting.

Jack smiled and tugged on her ponytail.
“Come with me, and I’ll show you.”

He led them up the rocky trail to the place
where he and Clare first made love, where they’d first talked of
marriage, and where they’d come to make the biggest decisions of
their married life. Here he’d convinced her the time was right for
him and Jamie to leave Neil Booth’s firm and start their own
company, to move their growing family from Boston to Newport and
begin a whole new life. Later, she’d brought him here to tell him
about their unplanned third child who turned out to be one of the
best surprises of his life.

At the top of the path, the Atlantic
stretched out before them. Jack could think of no better place for
Clare’s daughters to say good-bye to their mother.

“This was your place with
Mom,” Jill said quietly, taking in the view of the
ocean.

“Yes.”

“I remember coming here
once with you, when I was really young,” Jill said. “Mom told me it
was your special place.”

Jack gestured to a grassy patch. “Sit with
me?” He waited until they were settled and dropped down next to
Kate. “Whenever we were out here on the island, Mom and I would try
to get up here to have a chat. Sometimes we talked about serious
stuff; other times we just chilled and watched the water for a
while. Often we talked about you guys.” He looked up to find them
hanging on his every word and could see the hunger on their faces.
They were desperate for any part of their mother they could still
hang on to.

Forcing himself to press on, Jack took a
deep breath and tried to get it together. He’d been unprepared for
the wallop of emotion that came with returning to this place.
“Before the accident, when I knew something was wrong, I should’ve
brought her here. She wouldn’t talk to me about it at home, but
perhaps…if we’d come here…”

“Maybe it was something she
needed to work out on her own,” Kate said.

“That’s possible,” Jack
conceded, wanting so badly to believe it. “But I need you to know
that I wish I’d tried harder to figure out what was bothering
her.”

“We wish we’d tried harder,
too,” Jill said.

Her sisters nodded in agreement.

Touched by their confession, he turned to
Kate. “Will you play something for us? Something that reminds you
of Mom?”

“I know just the thing.”
She launched into a familiar tune that made her father and sisters
smile. “Remember her singing so
loud?”

“And so
bad!” the others chimed in, laughing at the
memory.

Kate played
Landslide, and Jack
couldn’t believe how very good she’d gotten since the last time he
heard her play. Clare had loved the Stevie Nicks song, and he
wished she could’ve heard their daughter sing it. Kate had chosen
the perfect song. The last year had been just like standing at the
bottom of a landslide.

She played the last note and glanced at him,
a shy smile gracing her pretty face. “That was beautiful, honey.
Your voice is so lovely.”

“Thank you.”

“Can I say something?” Jill
asked.

“Of course,” he said,
pleased that they had picked up on the reason he’d brought them
here.

“I had to memorize a poem
for school recently. We could pick anything we wanted, so I chose
Mom’s favorite.”

“Tennyson,” Jack
said.

She nodded. “It reminded me of her and of
what our family has been through in the last year:

Though much is taken, much abides; and
though

We are not now that strength which in old
days

Moved heaven and earth, that which we are,
we are—

One equal temper of heroic hearts,

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in
will

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to
yield.”

Watching his beautiful, brave daughter so
eloquently speak the words her mother had loved moved Jack to
tears. He cleared his throat and hoped he could say what they
needed to hear. “That’s exactly what we have to do, you know? We
have to continue to be a family.”

“Everything’s different
now,” Maggie said sadly.

“Yes, it is. And as much as
we wish it wasn’t, we have to find a way to go on without
Mom.”

“I really wish we didn’t
have to,” Maggie said.

“So do I, honey. But here’s
the thing… Mom always took care of you guys, and I let her. It was
easier for me to hang back and let her do the heavy lifting than it
was for me to get in there and get my hands dirty with you
guys.”

They giggled at the words he used, but he
had their attention. “That’s not the kind of father I want to be
anymore. I know this is another big change on top of so many
others, but from now on, I’m in charge at home. Frannie’s there to
help us out, but she’s not responsible for you guys. I am. If you
want to go somewhere or do something, you ask me. When I’m at work
or out of town, of course you can check in with her, but I always
want to know where you are and who you’re with. Agreed?”

Their mumbled replies indicated their
agreement.

“I know I haven’t been the
world’s best father, but I really want to fix that. I hope you’ll
let me try.”

Maggie moved closer to him and rested her
head on his shoulder.

He slipped an arm around her.

“Can I sing a song that
reminds me of Mom?” she asked.

“Absolutely.”

In a small voice, she sang
the theme song from Barney.

The others smiled, remembering Clare singing
the happy-family song to mend hurt feelings after dustups between
sisters.

“We were a happy family,”
Maggie said, her voice catching.

“We will be again.” Jack
brushed a kiss over her silky dark hair. “I promise. We will be
again.”

For the first time in a long time, he had
reason to hope. They’d taken the first, most important step on what
would no doubt be a long journey. But they’d taken the step, and he
was filled with relief.


Chapter 3

When Jack walked into the well-appointed
offices of Harrington Booth Associates for the first time in
fourteen months, he was hit with a familiar surge of pride.

He and Jamie started HBA after learning
everything they could from Neil Booth during their seven years with
him. Neil had been disappointed when they declined his offer to
take over his firm as he contemplated retirement. They’d longed for
something simpler than the fast-paced, high-profile positions they
held in Neil’s firm. Over time, though, HBA had grown a reputation
to rival even Neil’s.

Spotting the framed silver dollar under the
company’s name on the inside wall, Jack smiled at the memory of
flipping it with Jamie to determine which one of them would come
first in the company name. Only when Jack won for the third time
did Jamie concede defeat.

Before Clare’s accident,
Jack wouldn’t have dreamed of taking more than a week of vacation
at a time. Proves no one is
indispensable, he thought with a small
smile as several of his employees welcomed him back.

His longtime assistant, Quinn Jeffries,
greeted him with a fierce hug. Hired as his secretary more than
twelve years earlier, she’d long since become his right hand and
close friend.

“So good to see you here,”
she said as she released him from her warm embrace.

“It’s good to be back.” His
corner office boasted two full glass walls with an exquisite view
of the beach and rocky shore. Jamie’s office occupied the other
corner on the same side with a shared bathroom in the
middle.

“Come in,” Jack said to
Quinn.

He dropped his leather bag on his desktop
where the lack of clutter was a stark reminder of how long he’d
been gone. “So bring me up to speed,” he said when he’d recovered
his bearings. “What’s going on?”

“Jamie said you’ll be
heading up the next phase of the Infinity project.”

“That’s right.”

“You’ve got a conference
call with their team at eleven to get acquainted and set the
schedule for the next few months.” She rattled off the list of HBA
staff members Jamie had assigned to work with Jack on the
hotel.

“What’s everyone else got
going?”

“Four houses, a shopping
center, a new auto dealership, and the sailing museum
renovations.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah, everyone’s pretty
stretched. You and Jamie may need to talk about hiring a few more
people.”

Jack loved that Quinn didn’t hold back
opinions that were usually astute and right on the mark.

“Did Jamie tell you he’s
been asked to consult on a job in Tokyo?” she asked.

“No, but I’m sure he’ll
tell me about it when he gets a chance.”

“Here are the preliminary
files on the hotel. You can look them over before the call. Oh, and
Jamie called a staff meeting at ten.”

“Sounds good. I have a
standing dinner date at six with the girls every night from now on.
I’ll probably need your help getting out of here on time.
”

“You got it.”

“Thanks for everything,
Quinn. I know you managed a lot more than your own job over the
last year. I appreciate everything you did to help
Jamie.”

“We’re just glad to have
you back.” She left him with a smile and closed the
door.

He turned in his chair to inspect the shore
as it emerged from morning fog to the kind of glorious early summer
day Clare had loved. The beach was alive with joggers, dogs on
leashes, and lifeguards meandering out to their posts. It was all
so normal, a scene he’d witnessed many times before, and yet
nothing was normal anymore because Clare wouldn’t be waiting for
him at the end of the day.

Since the day on the bluffs with the girls,
emotions that had lain dormant for so many months of numbness were
once again raw. Thinking of Clare and all they’d lost brought tears
to his eyes. He’d been a regular waterworks lately, as if all the
feelings he’d fought so hard to suppress during the long year since
the accident were suddenly trying to get out. But then he
remembered promising the girls he would get their lives back on
track. He wiped his eyes on the sleeve of his shirt and turned to
the files Quinn had left.

“I can do this,” he
whispered. “I will do this.”

By ten o’clock, he’d caught up on the
project that would take over his life for the next year and a half.
Stopping to grab a fresh cup of coffee, he headed into the
conference room for the meeting.

“Surprise!” The entire
staff greeted him, and a huge banner hung on the back wall that
said Welcome Home, Jack. They offered hugs as he absorbed the emotional outpouring
from his coworkers.

“Wow,” he said once the
uproar had died down. “You really surprised me. Thanks for the warm
welcome. It’s great to be back.”

“Speech!” someone
called.

Cornered, Jack had no idea what to say.
“I…ah… Thank you for the overwhelming support this past year and
for all you did to help Jamie.” He paused to collect himself. “It
was comforting to know you were taking care of HBA so I could take
care of my family. I guess today is the first day of the rest of my
life. I’m glad to be spending it here.”

His coworkers’ applause embarrassed him.

“Welcome back, bud.” Jamie
grinned and clapped Jack on the back.

“Thanks.” The animated
group dug into the coffee and bagels on the conference room table.
“I’d forgotten how much fun it is to be here.”

“I need to remind you
of all the fun you
used to have.”

Jack raised an eyebrow. “Speaking of fun,
what’s this I hear about you and Tokyo?”

“Word travels fast. It’s an
office being modeled after one of my dad’s buildings in New York.
They asked him to consult, but since he’d rather be playing golf,
he sent them to me.”

“Are you
interested?”

“Sort of. I’ve never been
to Japan, so that part intrigues me. But I wasn’t sure the time was
right to take on something overseas.”

“Quinn thinks we need to
hire some more hands. Then maybe you could do it.”

“Even with the
hotel?”

“I don’t see why not. What
if we made Quinn our very first vice president and gave her
responsibility for managing the office? She’s more or less doing it
now. We could make it official and get it off my plate.”

“That would allow me to be
gone for a week or two every now and then if I need to be in
Tokyo.” Jamie rubbed his chin and mulled it over. “How much more
should we pay her?”

“Twenty-five
thousand?”

“Done.”

“Great, I’ll tell her
today. Let’s hit up the Crimson for a couple of new grads,” Jack
said, referring to their alma mater.

“I’ll take care of that,”
Jamie said as they wandered over to join the party. “I’ll let you
know what unfolds with Tokyo. I was waiting until you came back to
decide.”

The rest of the day flew by as Jack
consulted on a variety of ongoing projects, participated in the
conference call with the Infinity Group’s Chicago headquarters
team, and began preliminary planning for the next phase of the
hotel project.

Infinity had chosen HBA’s design over seven
other New England firms. In designing the
one-hundred-and-fifty-room resort, the challenge had been to create
an old-fashioned New England beach “cottage” with all the modern
amenities. As part of the first phase of building the hotel, Jack
would work with the interior design team to ensure their décor
choices brought HBA’s design to life.

He stood, stretched, and checked the beach,
which was almost deserted. Fog hung off the coast, waiting for the
sun to give up for the day and reminding him of the dinner date
with the girls. He buzzed Quinn and asked her to come in.

She came through the door a minute later and
laughed at the scene on his desk. “I love what you’ve done with the
place.” His messiness and her obsessive neatness was a running joke
between them. “How’s it going?”

“I got more done today than
I thought I would. I made a list of ideas for the interior
designers’ research trip for the last week in August. Do you mind
taking it from here and setting up accommodations?”

“No problem.”

“None of them have ever
been here before, so we’ll send them to Cape Cod, Martha’s
Vineyard, Nantucket, and Boston the first week, plus they’ll do a
second full week in Newport. Let’s go the bed-and-breakfast route,
since we’re aiming for an inn feel with the Newport hotel. Get
tickets for a Red Sox game, too. They can’t be in Boston and not go
to Fenway.”

“Them or you?”

“Them, of course,” he said,
smiling.

“I’ll get on it in the
morning.” She scanned his list. “You’re not taking them to Block
Island?”

“Not this time. Nantucket
will take care of the ‘resort island’ theme.” After the emotional
trip with the girls, he wasn’t ready to go back to Block Island
just yet.

She checked her watch. “You’d better think
about wrapping it up. You don’t want to keep your ladies
waiting.”

“There’s one other thing
before I go.”

“What’s that?”

“Jamie and I would like to
offer you a promotion.”

Her brows knitted with confusion. “What kind
of promotion?”

“How about vice president,
in charge of running the office. Are you interested?”
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