
THEY'RE DOING IT

A Story of Four Women, One Inheritance, and the Courage to Live Anyway

DAVID JAMES

They're Doing It © 2026 David James. All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, without written permission from the author, except for brief quotations in reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental. Medical details in this story are part of the narrative and are not medical advice. Readers with questions about hereditary cancer risk should speak with a doctor or genetic counselor.

First edition, 2026.



Book Summary

Claire Donnelly was five years old when she watched her mother die.

Maureen was twenty-six when the doctors found the cancer and thirty when it finally took her, blind, paralyzed, with steel rods holding up her skull. Maureen’s own mother had died the same way when Maureen was only five. And Claire’s older sister lived just nine months before a rare genetic liver disorder stole her too. In this family, death is not a stranger. It is an inheritance.

The one who saw it all was Aunt Anna. She took in her orphaned sister and raised her alongside eight children of her own. When that sister died, Anna did it all over again, opening her Southwest Philly row house to Claire and her little brother. She was Irish Catholic, blue collar, and quiet. You put your head down and you take care of your family. Nobody talked about cancer. Nobody talked about death.

Years later, over bad coffee at Anna’s kitchen table, the silence finally breaks. Anna tells Claire about the last good day of her mother’s life, when a dying woman smiled at news that came too late to save her baby.

Then Claire’s own test results arrive. BRCA1 positive. Her chances of getting the disease that seems to take everyone jump from twelve percent to as high as eighty-seven. And Anna, the woman who held them all together, is hiding a secret of her own.

Claire can wait for history to repeat itself, or she can fight it with everything she has.

They’re Doing It is a story about mothers and daughters, about grief that echoes across generations, and about the fierce, stubborn joy of choosing to live anyway.
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CHAPTER 1
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Five Years Old

Claire Donnelly learned the word cancer the same summer she learned to tie her shoes.

She was five years old, and at the time both things seemed equally important. The shoes were red canvas sneakers with white laces that kept coming loose on the hot sidewalk outside the row house in Mayfair. The word came loose too. It slipped out of the grown-ups when they thought she wasn't listening, in the kitchen, on the telephone, on the front steps after dark when the neighbors came by with casseroles wrapped in foil. Cancer. It sounded like the name of something that lived under a bridge.

It was 1983. The Phillies were winning, and her father kept the radio on the windowsill so the play-by-play drifted through the house like weather. Her little brother Danny was three and believed every word Claire told him, which made her feel enormous. And her mother, Maureen, was sick in a way that nobody would explain.

At first it was small things. Her mother stopped picking her up. She sat down in the middle of making supper and stayed sitting, one hand pressed flat against the counter, eyes closed, as though she were listening for something far away. She wore a scarf on her head even inside the house, a soft green one with little white anchors on it, and when Claire asked why, her mother smiled and said, "Because I'm a sailor now, didn't you know? Captain Mo."

Claire believed that for almost a week.

Then one morning she walked into the bathroom and saw her mother without the scarf. Her mother was standing at the sink in her slip, holding the edge of the porcelain with both hands, and her head was smooth and pale as an egg. For a long second neither of them moved. Claire could see her own face in the mirror behind her mother's shoulder, small and round and frightened.

Maureen did not reach for the scarf. She did not tell Claire to go away. She just turned, slowly, and knelt down on the cold tile so their eyes were level.

"Do you want to touch it?" she asked.

Claire nodded. She put her palm on top of her mother's head. It was warm, and softer than she expected, like the inside of a peach.

"The medicine makes it fall out," her mother said. "It's fighting the bad thing inside me. Sometimes when you fight, you lose a little hair."

"Is the medicine winning?"

Her mother looked at her for a long time. Years later, Claire would think that this was the moment she learned the difference between a lie and a kindness, because Maureen did not say yes. She said, "It's trying really, really hard, baby. And so am I."

Then she put the green scarf back on and made pancakes, even though it was a Tuesday.

*   *   *
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By August the house had changed shape around the sickness.

The dining room became a bedroom. Her father and two of her big cousins carried the double bed down the narrow staircase, swearing quietly and laughing when they banged the banister, and they set it up beside the window where the afternoon light came in through the lace curtains. A metal pole appeared beside the bed with a bag hanging from it. A nurse named Dolores began coming three mornings a week. Dolores had enormous arms and a laugh like a car horn, and she let Claire hold the blood pressure bulb and squeeze it until the needle jumped.

Her mother slept more and more. When she was awake, she liked to have Claire and Danny climb up on the bed with her, one on each side, and she would read to them from a book of fairy tales with a cracked blue cover. Her voice got thinner as the summer went on. Sometimes she fell asleep in the middle of a sentence, and Claire would finish the story herself in a whisper, making up the parts she didn't know, so Danny wouldn't notice the princess had been left halfway up the tower.

There were things Claire noticed that she did not have words for. She noticed that her father had started sleeping on the couch with his shoes on. She noticed that the casseroles kept coming, more and more of them, until the freezer was stacked with foil pans labeled in other women's handwriting. She noticed that when the priest from St. Matthew's came by, the grown-ups all spoke in the voice they used in church.

And she noticed that her mother had started to look at her differently. Not sadly, exactly. More like the way you look at a view from the top of a hill, when you know you have to go back down soon and you want to remember everything.

*   *   *
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In September her mother went to the hospital and did not come home.

That was how Claire understood it later, anyway. At the time it was just a car ride, a long one, all the way into Center City with her father driving too carefully and nobody talking. Her mother sat in the front seat with a pillow behind her neck. Every time the car went over a bump she made a small sound, a tiny catch in her breath, and her father's knuckles went white on the steering wheel.

Claire visited twice. The first time, her mother could still see.

The room was on the seventh floor and smelled like bleach and canned peaches. Her mother's bed had railings on it, like a crib, and there were tubes going into her arm and a machine that beeped in a slow, steady rhythm. Claire stood at the foot of the bed holding her father's hand and did not want to go any closer.

"Come here, Clairey," her mother said. "Come here, my girl."

So she went. Her father lifted her up and set her on the edge of the mattress, and her mother put a hand on Claire's cheek. The hand felt different. It was cool and very light, like a leaf.

"Are you being good for Daddy?"

"Yes."

"Are you being good for Danny?"

Claire hesitated. "Mostly."

Her mother laughed. It was a real laugh, small but real, and Claire would remember the sound of it for the rest of her life because it was the last time she heard it. "Mostly is good," Maureen said. "Mostly is all anybody can do."

The second time, two weeks later, her mother was blind.

Nobody told Claire beforehand. She walked into the room and her mother's eyes were open, looking at the ceiling, and they did not move when Claire said, "Mommy?" They did not move when Claire said it again, louder. Her father had to take her mother's hand and place it on top of Claire's head before Maureen knew she was there, and then her mother's face opened up like a window.

"There she is," Maureen whispered. "There's my girl. I can feel those curls."

Her mother could not lift her arms by then. She could not move her legs. There was something strange around her head, a frame of metal that held it still, with small shining screws that went right into her skin. Claire stared at the screws and felt her stomach turn over. She wanted to run. She wanted to climb into the bed and never leave. She did neither. She stood perfectly still with her mother's limp hand on her hair, and she sang the only song she could think of, which was the one about the itsy-bitsy spider, and her mother's lips moved along with every word.

On the drive home, Claire asked her father what the screws were for.

He was quiet for so long that she thought he hadn't heard her. Then he said, "They're helping her hold her head up, honey. The sickness got into her bones."

"Will they take them out when she's better?"

Her father pulled the car over to the side of Roosevelt Boulevard, put it in park, and pressed his forehead against the steering wheel. He stayed like that while the traffic rushed past, rocking the car a little with every truck, and Claire sat in the back seat and watched his shoulders shake and understood, without anyone telling her, that she should not ask that question again.

*   *   *
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Maureen Donnelly died on a Thursday morning in October. She was thirty years old.

Claire was at kindergarten when it happened. She was cutting out a paper pumpkin with round-tipped scissors when the principal came to the door of the classroom and whispered to Mrs. Kowalski, and Mrs. Kowalski's face did something complicated. Then her teacher came over and knelt down beside her little table, the way her mother had knelt on the bathroom floor, and said that Claire's aunt was here to take her home.

That was the first time Claire really looked at Aunt Anna.

She had seen her before, of course. Anna was her mother's big sister, much older, with a house full of cousins over in Southwest Philly and a voice that could stop a fight from two rooms away. But Claire had never paid much attention to her. Anna was just one of the grown-ups who came at Christmas and Easter and stood in the kitchen talking about people Claire didn't know.

Now Anna was standing in the doorway of the kindergarten classroom in a brown wool coat with her pocketbook clutched against her stomach. She was not crying. Her face was very still and very pale, and her lipstick was perfect, and there was something about the way she was standing, so straight, so planted, like a fence post in a storm, that made Claire put down the scissors and walk directly to her without being told.

Anna knelt. Up close, Claire could see that her aunt's eyes were red around the edges, and that her hands were trembling slightly where they gripped the pocketbook. But her voice was steady.

"Your mommy went to heaven this morning, sweetheart," Anna said. "She's not hurting anymore. Not one bit."

Claire looked at her. She thought about the screws in her mother's head, and the eyes that didn't move, and the cool light hand like a leaf. She thought, not hurting anymore, and some small part of her felt relieved, and then she felt terrible for feeling relieved, and the two feelings knotted together in her chest so tightly she couldn't breathe around them.

She did not cry. Not then. She just reached out and took her aunt's hand, the one that wasn't holding the pocketbook, and squeezed it as hard as she could.

Anna squeezed back.

They walked out of the school together and down the front steps into a gray October afternoon. The leaves on Frankford Avenue were turning orange and red, and the wind was pushing them along the gutter in little rushing waves. Claire held the paper pumpkin in her free hand. It was only half cut out. One side was a neat orange curve, and the other side was still a ragged square.

She kept that pumpkin for thirty years.

At the bottom of the steps, Anna stopped and looked down at her. For a moment Claire thought her aunt was going to say something important, something that would explain all of it, the scarf and the bed in the dining room and the screws and the reason the world had tipped over sideways.

Instead, Anna just pulled Claire's collar up against the wind and buttoned the top button of her coat.

"Come on," she said. "Let's go get your brother."

And that was all. That was how Anna did things. No speeches. No explanations. Just the next thing that needed doing, and then the thing after that, one foot in front of the other, all the way home.
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CHAPTER 2
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A House Full of Children

The plan, as far as anyone explained it, was that Claire and Danny would stay with Aunt Anna for a little while.

A little while turned out to be a phrase grown-ups used when they didn't know the answer. Claire figured that out by Christmas.

Her father tried. She would always give him that. In the weeks after the funeral he came to Anna's house every evening after his shift at the shipyard, still smelling of grease and cold river air, and he sat at the kitchen table with Danny on his knee and asked Claire about school. He brought them things. A coloring book. A plastic dump truck. A box of chocolate-covered cherries that nobody liked but everybody ate. He would stay for supper and then stand in the front hall for a long time with his coat half on, looking up the stairs toward the room where his children were sleeping, as though he were trying to work up the courage to climb them.

Then the visits got shorter. Then they happened every other night. Then it was Sundays only, after Mass, and he sat on the edge of the couch with his hat in his hands and talked to Uncle Frank about the Eagles, and he did not quite look at anybody.

One night in December, Claire crept down the stairs in her nightgown for a glass of water and heard him in the kitchen with Anna. His voice was cracked and wet in a way she had never heard before.

"I can't, Annie. I go in that house and she's everywhere. I can't do it. I can't raise two little kids in that house by myself. I don't know how."

There was a long pause. Claire held her breath on the third step from the bottom.

"Nobody knows how, Tommy," Anna said quietly. "You just do it anyway."

"I'm not you."

Another pause. Then Anna's voice again, softer, almost gentle. "No. You're not. Go on home and get some sleep. They'll be fine here. They're fine."

Claire went back up the stairs without her glass of water. She climbed into bed next to Danny, who slept with his thumb in his mouth and his whole body curled like a comma, and she lay there in the dark trying to understand what she had heard. She understood the words. What she could not understand was how her father, who was so big and could lift her over his head with one arm, had sounded so small.

*   *   *
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Anna's house was on a narrow street off Elmwood Avenue in Southwest Philadelphia, a brick row house exactly like every other brick row house on the block, with a little concrete porch and an awning striped green and white. From the outside it did not look big enough to hold anyone. On the inside, it held everyone.

Anna and Frank had eight children. By the time Claire and Danny arrived, the oldest three were grown and
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