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Claire listens to Mac’s snoring. She doesn’t find it annoying, but instead rather comforting. She draws in a breath with her eyes closed and feels the warmth of his body next to hers. Their relationship isn’t new. She’s known Mac for over twenty years. For most of those years, she was married to Richard. Mac was a mentor and a friend. It’s only in the past eight months that he’s become so much more to her.

She turns her head to watch him as he sleeps. She can’t recall the exact moment things changed between them. It seemed one minute they were two friends chatting about a recent book they both loved. And, in the next, she was in his arms, mouths hungry for one another. All she is certain of is the rightness of it all. It took her forty-five years to get it right.

She reaches out and sweeps sandy blond hair from his forehead with her fingertips. The silver streaks are becoming more prominent, reflecting his age. Mac stirs and blinks, then smiles.

“I’m sorry if I woke you,” she says.

He reaches an arm across her, his hand pressing the small of her back, pulling her body against his. “I’m not.”

She flattens a palm on his chest, feeling his heartbeat. “Well, we’re both awake. Now what?”

“I have an idea.”

His idea is evident to her. “I like the way you think.”

In an instant, they’re wrapped in passion once again.

Later as she lays curled against him, she thinks about the years wasted between them. The years she had spent in a loveless marriage to a controlling narcissist. Not totally wasted, though. There is Benjamin. The thought of Benjamin squeezes her heart.

Mac toys with her hair. “What are you thinking?”

He, of course, knows her history with Richard. Knows Benjamin. But it doesn’t seem a fitting conversation in the moment. “Nothing. Just...just that I’m happy.”

“I’m happy, too. I’m also hungry. I’m going to get something from the kitchen. You want anything?” he asks as he stands and pulls on his boxers.

“Surprise me.”

Light glints in his eyes, and he smiles down at her. “I thought I just did that.”

She laughs and slaps his butt. “You always surprise me, Mr. MacNeil.”

She hears him humming as he descends the stairs. On the bedside table, her phone rings and startles her. She laughs, thinking it’s Mac calling from the kitchen.

“Are you taking phone orders?” she asks.

“Hello? Claire?”

“I... Who is this?”

“It’s Richard. There’s been an accident.”

She listens as her ex-husband tells her their seventeen-year-old son was hit by a large tree branch during the storm that battered the southeast coast days earlier. “He and some of his friends went to the beach house on Edisto. The others left when evacuations were called, but Ben decided to stay and ride it out. A tree split, and a branch fell on his car. He must have decided to try to make it back home. He’s in intensive care. It’s bad. I think you should come.”

She presses her fingertips to her open mouth. No sound comes out, but tears fill her eyes.

“Claire? Are you there?”

“I...”

Mac comes into the room carrying a plate, two glasses, and a bottle of wine. He stops when he sees her. “What’s wrong?”

She holds up her index finger. “What hospital?”

“He’s at MUSC in Charleston.”

“I need to make arrangements. I’ll call you as soon as I have a flight.” She ends the call.

Mac sets the plate and bottle with the glasses on the nightstand and sits on the bed. “Claire? Honey, what’s happened?”

“It’s Ben. He’s... He’s in ICU.” She throws off the sheet and slips past him, reaching for her robe. “I need a flight to Charleston. I have to shower and pack.”

Mac takes her by the shoulders. “Slow down. Tell me what’s going on, and I’ll help.”

“Ben was in an accident in the storm that hit the southeast coast. He was at the beach house on Edisto. He’s in intensive care. He’s in a medically induced coma, and he has bruised ribs and a possible spinal injury.”

She begins to sob, and Mac pulls her into his arms. “I’m so sorry. Do you need me to go with you? I can cancel a few classes and...”

“No. I need to go alone. Can you call and get me on the first flight out to Charleston? I’m going to shower, then I’ll pack.”

“Sure.”

In the shower, the severity of her son’s injuries comes into focus. She imagines his body battered and broken. What if he has brain damage? What if he’s paralyzed? What if he turns her away when he regains consciousness and demands she leave?

When she comes out of the bathroom, Mac is dressed and has a suitcase open on the bed. “You have a flight out at ten a.m. Nonstop. It’s just a little past five, so you have time. I started to pack for you, but I’m not sure what you want.”

She walks to him and wraps her arms around him, leaning into the strength of his embrace. “I’m so scared.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you?”

“I’m sure. I’m not scared for myself or of facing Richard. I’m scared for Ben. So many what ifs ran through my head. I still don’t know exactly what happened. Richard said a tree split and half of it fell onto the car Ben was driving. He was trapped.”

“You don’t have all the information yet,” Mac says. “Just breathe. Don’t fill in the blanks with your worst fears. Why don’t you pack what you need? I’ll go downstairs and make coffee and something for breakfast before we head to the airport.”

“I can’t think about food.” She looks at the plate of fruit and cheese and leftover chicken on the nightstand. Bile rises in her throat. “Take that with you, please?”

He picks up the plate. “Call if you need me. I’ll be downstairs.”

She tosses clothing into the suitcase when she realizes something. The storm that ravaged parts of the southeast coast occurred two days earlier. Two days. She’d seen it on the news and tried to call, but her call went to voicemail. Ben had been injured two days ago, and Richard was only now calling her. Rage blinds her as she closes the suitcase.

She bounces her suitcase down the stairs and stands it by the front door. She sits at the kitchen table and picks up the steaming mug Mac sets before her. The coffee burns her stomach.

“At least eat some toast. You don’t want to fly on an empty stomach,” Mac says.

She nods and starts to stand.

“Already in the toaster.”

“The storm was two days ago.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“The storm that hit the coast was two days ago. Richard is just now calling me. Remember, we watched it on the news, and I tried to call Ben? I didn’t think anything when he didn’t call back because he typically doesn’t return my calls. I figured they were both in Charleston. I assumed if something was wrong, he or Richard would call me. But not two days later.”

“Richard was always an ass. He’s not going to change now.” He slides a plate with two slices of toasted bread in front of her. “Do you want jam?”

“No, just a little butter. Thanks.” She butters the toast and takes a bite, forcing it down. “Why would Richard wait for two days to call me?”

“Maybe he was waiting to see if Ben’s injuries were serious.”

“Are you defending him?”

Mac holds up both hands in defense. “No, not at all. I don’t have children, so I’m the last one to tell you not to worry or be upset.”

She reaches for his hand. “I’m sorry. I’m not angry with you.”

“I know. You’re scared.” He sits across from her buttering his own toast but adding a good measure of marmalade.

“Oh, shit,” she says. “You’re supposed to move in here this week.”

“I can call my landlord and extend my lease, I’m sure.”

They had talked about the next step in their relationship. Claire had suggested Mac move out of his apartment near campus and into her house where there is more than enough room.

“I don’t understand why you’ve stayed in that tiny apartment. The Chair of the English Department deserves—and can afford—better accommodations. But why spend money on rent when I have more than enough room here? There’s no reason you can’t move in while I’m away. You have a key.”

“Are you sure your neighbors won’t think I’ve disposed of your body and taken over the house? Maggie might come after me with a broom.”

She chuckles. “That would be interesting. I’ll let Maggie know what’s going on. She already knows you’re moving in. She knows all my secrets.”

“I’m one of your secrets?” He lifts an eyebrow.

“The best kept one. She likes you, by the way. I’m sure she’ll try to feed you while I’m gone.” Then she wonders how long that could be. She has no idea what she’s walking into. “I need to call Richard and let him know I’m on my way.”

“Where will you stay?”

“I’ll figure that out after I get there. I’m sure there’s a hotel or motel near the trauma center.” She looks at the clock. It’s only six-fifteen. “Can we leave for the airport at seven? I don’t know how long it might take to get through security.”

“Whatever time you like. Want me to wait at the airport with you?”

“No. I need to go in and through security to get to the gate. Thank you, though.”

He steps closer and set his hands on her shoulders, then lifts her chin with one finger and lightly kisses her. “Just breathe.”

“I’ll try.” She walks to the kitchen window. “Maggie’s kitchen light is on. She’s up. I’m going to call and let her know what’s going on.”

“I’ll clean up in here.” He takes the coffee mugs and plates to the sink.

Maggie answers on the second ring. “Claire? You’re up early. I saw your lights.”

“I’m flying to Charleston.” She explains what has happened.

“Oh, no. I’m so sorry. Will you call me once you know more?”

“I will, this evening. Look, you might see some activity around here. Mac’s lease is up, so I suggested he move in here next week. He’s worried you’ll see him coming and going and call the police.”

“Tell him I won’t report suspicious activity unless it involves another woman.”

“Not funny.”

“I’ll be praying for Benji and for you. Don’t forget to call. I’ll worry all day.” Maggie always refers to Ben as Benji, a name he’s outgrown now except with his Aunt Maggs.

“I’m more than a little pissed off with Richard. That storm hit the coast two days ago, and he’s only now calling me.”

“You’re right to be upset. What did he wait for? Punch Richard for me.”

“I’d like to, believe me. I can hardly wait to hear his excuse.” She lets out a breath. “I hate this feeling, like I’m walking into the lion’s den. I can handle Richard, but what if Ben wakes up and refuses to talk to me or even see me.”

“Honey, you’re his mom. He’s going to need you more than ever now. Just stick in there. I love you. And I’ll take care of Mac in your absence.”

“Love you, too. And by ‘take care of,’ I assume you mean dinner now and then?”

Maggie laughs. “Nothing less and nothing more. I don’t think Will would appreciate anything more. If you have a minute, just text to let me know you touched down okay. Talk to you later.”

She paces until, at ten minutes before seven.

Mac asks, “Do you want to leave now?”

“Yes.” She grabs up her purse while he takes her suitcase to his car.

The drive out of the city and toward the airport is easy, traffic is light. Everyone is heading into the city for work. She’s at the airport in less than twenty minutes. She stands at the curb while Mac extracts her roller bag from the trunk.

“You have the reservation that I forwarded to your phone?” he asks.

“I do.” She loops the handle of her carry-on bag over the extended handle of the suitcase. “Thanks, Mac.”

“You’re welcome. Call me the minute you get there, so I won’t worry. We can talk in detail later tonight.” He pulls her against him and kisses her temple. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” She clings to him until a horn sounds because his car is blocking the lane. “You better go.”

After one last kiss, she heads into the terminal.

She checks her suitcase and gets her boarding pass. A glance tells her Mac booked her in first class. That ticket would cost a fortune. But she can’t change it without the credit card it was booked with, and he’d used his.

She has two hours before her flight boards. She goes online and books a rental car in Charleston for two weeks. She can extend that if she needs to.

She settles near her gate and takes her phone from her purse. Mac answers on the second ring. “Miss me already?”

“You booked me into first class.”

“I did. I figured you could use the extra space and special treatment right now.”

“Thank you. I’ll pay you when I get back.”

“My gift. How are you holding up?”

“I’m trying to play out the best-case scenarios in my head.”

“Good.”

“It’s not working.”

A woman sits across from her, staring. Claire glances her way, then back to her lap. She looks up, and the woman is still staring and smiling. “There’s a woman here watching me.”

“She probably recognizes you.”

She looks over and sure enough the woman is holding a copy of Claire’s last book with her somewhat younger image on the back. “You’re right.”

“Be nice. Offer to sign it for her. Welcome the distraction.”

“Okay. I’d better go. They’ll start boarding soon. I love you.”

“I love you, too. Talk to you tonight.”

She slips the phone back into her purse and meets the woman’s gaze, smiling.

The woman stands and approaches. “You’re Claire Teagan.”

“I am.”

“I don’t mean to be intrusive, but would you...?” She holds out the book.

“Sign it? Yes. Let me see if I have a...”

The woman hands over the book and a pen. “I can’t believe I’m meeting you. I love your books.”

“And what is your name?”

“Tess.”

Claire signs the book to Tess with a flourish of her own name, then hands the book and the pen back. “Here you go. Thank you for being a reader.”

Tess hugs the book to her chest. “Thank you. Are you writing a new book now?”

“Yes, I... Well, I’m taking a short break.”

“I’d love to pick your brain about writing. I’m going to write a book...”

The announcement for Claire’s flight boarding sounds over the loudspeakers. “I’m sorry. I have to go. That’s my flight.”

“Mine, too. Maybe we can chat.”

“I...uh...”

“Oh, I’m sorry. You’re no doubt in first class. I’m practically in the tail. Anyway, it was nice to meet you. I’ll keep reading your books.”

“Thank you, Tess. That means a lot.” She picks up her purse and carry-on bag and walks to the boarding gate.

She’s in a window seat and leans her head back, closing her eyes while the rest of the passengers board. A video plays behind her eyelids—the squirming baby that was laid on her chest after nine hours of labor. The toddler who stripped out of his clothes every time they had guests visiting, then proudly stood naked and grinning at everyone. The five-year-old who told her she shouldn’t cry when she delivered him to school for the first day of kindergarten. “It’s just like pre-school,” he’d said. “But I get to stay all day.” She’d wanted him to miss her just a little.

Then came the other memories. Ben standing on the stairs, hands over his ears, watching her and Richard battle over something meaningless. Ben shouting at them to stop. Slamming out the door in his own rage. The scene replayed too many times. Then the day came when he turned on her. “Dad can’t do anything right, can he? All you do is pick on him. No wonder he’s divorcing you. You’re such a bitch.”

The slap came out of nowhere. She’d always disciplined Ben, but she’d never struck him in anger. The red imprint of her fingers blossomed on his face. It was the first she’d heard of a divorce. Both Richard and Ben were gone the next day. It wasn’t until the storm ended that she realized how turbulent their lives had become. Rather than experiencing the calm before the storm, she had come to know the calm after the storm. But it was at a price. Her son chose to live with his father in Charleston where Richard had relocated his business. Ben had told the judge that he wanted to live with his father because his mother was, “angry all the time” and had to be away a lot for her book tours. 

She wasn’t angry all the time and certainly not with Ben. And she was not away ‘all the time’ for book tours. Maybe four weeks out of the year at most. He had looked at her with such defiance, it had stolen her breath. When asked if she wanted to respond, she had swallowed hard, then said softly, “If that’s what he wants. But I want visitation.”

She had made plans to fly Ben to Pittsburgh for Thanksgiving. He claimed he had the flu and couldn’t come. Then at Christmas, he’d gone with Richard and his paternal grandparents to Aspen. He’d had an opportunity to spend a month that summer in Italy for an exchange program. She couldn’t deny him that. Her parents offered to buy him a plane ticket to visit them in Arizona for a week. He claimed he couldn’t miss soccer practices. She had flown to Charleston to spend one day with him for his seventeenth birthday. He’d been antsy all day and cut their visit short, saying he was meeting friends for a party in the evening. When he took her calls, he said very little to her. She wondered how much of his seeming hatred for her had been fueled by Richard. Now she regrets not having fought harder during the divorce.

“Ma’am would you care for something to drink?”

She blinks open her eyes. It’s only ten a.m. but what the hell. “A mimosa.”

“Certainly.” The flight attendant prepares the drink and passes it to her with a napkin. She hands Claire a half-sheet menu. “Something to eat?”

“No, thank you.” She sips the drink while the flight attendants prepare for takeoff. Once they are airborne, she’s tempted to ask for a second drink, but it’s less than two hours to Charleston. She hands the empty glass back to the attendant and requests water.

The man in the seat beside her sets up his laptop and appears to be working. She knows she can’t concentrate right now, so she stares out the window at blue sky and clouds. It’s a calm flight. She feels anything but calm. She wishes she knew more about what happened to Ben, what she is about to walk into.

Her thoughts switch to Richard. She doesn’t relish having to deal with Richard, but she’ll have to. This isn’t about Richard, she reminds herself. She determines that she will not engage with him in anger or resentment or fear. Regardless of what he brings to their meeting.

Handsome, charming Richard. She had fallen hard and fast for Richard Gruber when they met at a party at the home of her college roommate. He’d literally swept her off her feet as they passed one another too near the edge of the swimming pool. His foot caught hers, and Claire went into the water. Richard, to his credit, dove in after her. They came up sputtering, but laughing. He was a different man back then. Younger, of course, but much more carefree. In the following weeks, he’d won her heart. He surprised her with a proposal three months after their first disastrous meeting.

Richard had given her free rein to plan the fairytale wedding of her dreams. His family wasn’t among the wealthiest in Pittsburgh, but his grandfather and his father had both invested well. Richard continued in their footsteps. He’d bought up a struggling import-export business in Charleston, South Carolina. And he turned it into a very successful company that had become his pet project, in addition to his Pittsburgh businesses. Claire had always appreciated Richard’s ability to see beyond the current state of a business into what it could become with a little investment and nurturing. It was unfortunate he couldn’t have seen their marriage that way.

Her thoughts next turn to her longtime friend and, more recently, her lover—Collum James MacNeil. Known to the literary world as C.J. MacNeil and to those closest to him as Mac. He’s been a constant in her life since college when she was a first-year graduate student studying literature. Mac was already a published author and had recently accepted a teaching position at the university. Despite the twelve-year age difference, the connection between them was immediate, and their shared love for the written word drew them into conversations over coffee outside of class. While they were soulmates in many ways, their relationship never passed the level of emotional intimacy. Claire had made it clear she was engaged and that there could be nothing more than friendship between herself and Mac. Only once did Mac ever press her about her relationship with Richard and the way he’d observed Richard’s treatment of her. She’d told him firmly that Richard loved her, and that she fully intended to marry him.

For the life of her now, she can’t recall what it was about Richard that charmed her so. She has, at times, considered that the intensity of her feelings for Mac scared her. Even with her marriage to Richard, she and Mac had found a way to maintain a friendship—one that Richard occasionally questioned. He stopped questioning it when he commented once about Mac not being married and determined the man must be gay. She didn’t respond. Suddenly, Mac was no longer a threat. Richard wasn’t warm to him, but cordial when he came to the house and, later, when he became Uncle Mac to Benji.

The man in the next seat closes his laptop and bends to pick up the case to stow it. Claire opens her eyes and realizes they are preparing to land.

He turns to her. “Are you in Charleston for business or pleasure?”

She’s not sure how to answer. Finally she says, “Family emergency.”

“I’m sorry. I hope it all turns out well.”

“Thank you.”

When she picks up her purse, he stands back to let her exit, then helps her with her carry-on bag from the overhead.

Claire gets her suitcase from baggage claim and heads to the car rental to pick up her car. It’s been a while since she visited Charleston and the low country. She punches the address of the medical center into her GPS and navigates the streets to MUSC.

On the drive to the medical center, she notes the hotels that stand nearby. She’d have to get a room. She parks in the visitor parking and walks to the entrance. Inside, she stops at a desk and asks for directions to the Trauma ICU. On the way, she spots a ladies room. She washes her hands, noticing the dark circles forming beneath her eyes.

She takes an elevator to the third floor and follows the signs for the ICU. She stands at the door marked Trauma Intensive Care and braces herself before pushing it open.
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Claire rounds the corner in the Trauma ICU and sees Richard standing in the hall talking with a doctor. She falters, then hurries toward them.

Richards looks up and nods, but is focused on what the doctor is saying. As she reaches them, Richard thanks the doctor and turns to her.

“Is that Ben’s doctor?” She looks past Richard. “I’d appreciate hearing what he has to say.”

“That’s Dr. Martel, one of his doctors. I can fill you in. Before you go in there, I have to tell you he looks worse than he is.”

Her son is in a medically induced coma with bruising and fractures in his body. She’s prepared for the worst. She thinks. Until she steps into the cubicle.

Ben is barely visible under the tubes, wires, and bandages covering his body. Bruises mark his face. He has a tube down his throat, and his chest rises and falls slowly in time with the ventilator. She fights the urge to vomit. Tears fill her eyes, and she sways.

Richard puts an arm around her back to steady her. “Maybe you should sit.” He pulls up a chair. But Claire moves past the chair to stand beside the bed. She finds Ben’s fingers and sets hers over them. “Ben, it’s Mom. I’m here.”

“He won’t respond. He’s in a medically induced coma until the swelling goes down in his brain.”

She pulls the chair to the bedside and sits, keeping her fingers in contact with Ben’s. “Tell me everything.”

Richard stands at the foot of the bed. “He and a few of his friends were out at the beach house on Edisto. They were celebrating the final weekend of spring break. I gave him permission to use the house for the day, but not overnight. He’s seventeen, almost eighteen, and Ben’s a very responsible young man. Usually. They’d been told to evacuate before the storm hit, but you know kids. He didn’t answer my calls. I don’t know if the cell towers were down, or if he ignored me. One of his friends said they encouraged him to leave, but he refused. They left him there and drove inland. They said he was angry they wouldn’t stay until the storm passed. He must have decided to leave at some point. One of those big oak trees lining the road was split, and a huge branch fell across his jeep. He was trapped. It took them almost an hour to get him out.”

“I want to talk to one of his doctors who can tell me the full extent of his injuries.”

“I can fill you in. The doctors are pretty regular about coming by, so someone will be here within the hour. Claire, you look exhausted. Let me get coffee, and then we can talk.”

She whirls at him. “I don’t want coffee. I want to know about my son. I want to know what you should have told me two days ago.”

He holds up a defensive hand. “I didn’t call right away because I didn’t really know anything.”

“You knew he was injured.” She stands and starts past him. “I’ll find someone who will tell me what’s going on.”

Richard snags her arm. “I’ll tell you. Just not here. We have no idea how much Ben might understand even though he can’t respond. Let’s go down the hall to the waiting room.”

She moves back to the bedside, kisses her fingertips, and presses them to his cheek. “I love you, Benji. I’ll be back.”

Richard directs her to a corner of the waiting room where there are two chairs opposite one another. “When he was brought in, he was semi-conscious and in a lot of pain. He has a concussion. They don’t know yet how severe. He has strained muscles in his neck and compression fractures in his spine. He has bruised ribs. It was fortunate they didn’t puncture his lung. ”

“Fortunate?” Her voice rises, and Richard looks around then back at her.

“The first twenty-four hours was touch and go. Then his vitals stabilized a bit. That’s when I called you. He’s doing well, according to the doctor. The two things they cannot be sure of yet are the potential for any brain damage and possible partial paralysis if his spinal cord has been injured. The doctor is keeping an eye on the swelling. We won’t know exactly how bad it is for a few days.”

Claire closes her eyes and draws in a shaky breath. “You were wrong not to call me right away. You know that.”

“I’m sorry. I thought it best to wait until we knew the extent of his injuries. It looks like he’s going to have a long road of rehab ahead.”

She stands abruptly. “I saw a hotel a block down the street. I’m going to see if I can get a room.”

He removes a card from his pocket. “I already booked one for you.”

Her hand shakes as she takes the card. “Thank you. I guess I’ll go back to his room for a while, sit with Ben. You can leave. I’m sure you need a break.”

“He’s in good hands, Claire. You can go and get your things into the room, freshen up, get a rest.”

“I’m not leaving.”

“Richard?” a woman’s voice calls.

Claire follows his gaze to the door where a young woman is striding toward them.

“Tam, what are you doing here?”

She stops abruptly, shifting her gaze from Richard to Claire. Then she extends her hand. “You must be Claire. I’m Tamara.” She looks to Richard. “I haven’t heard from you all night, so I came to see if you’re okay. Is there any change in Ben?”

Claire guesses the woman to be in her late twenties—too old for Ben and too young for Richard. But...

“He’s holding his own. I was just filling Claire in on the extent of his injuries.”

She looks at Claire. “You must be worried sick. I came to get this guy to take a break and have lunch. Will you join us?”

“No. Thank you. I just got here, and I want to sit with Ben. But you two go ahead. Actually, why don’t you take this guy home? He looks like he needs a break.” She looks at Richard. “I’ll call if anything changes.”

As she walks away, Tamara calls after her, “Nice to meet you.”

She doesn’t look back. But her question is clearly answered. Even though Tamara looks much too young for Richard, she is clearly with Richard. Claire wonders if the girl—and by comparison, she is very much a girl—has any idea what she’s in for. Probably not. What’s that saying? Love is blind? She was, at first.

She sits again with her fingers atop Ben’s when a nurse comes in. “Ma’am, are you a relative?”

“I’m his mother. I just flew here from Pittsburgh.”

“The waiting room is down the hall. There’s coffee there if you want. Let me know if you need anything.”

“I will, thanks.”

Half an hour later, her stomach rumbles. She walks to the waiting room, makes herself a cup of coffee
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