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What the Heart Remembers Most

Fate will find a way to intervene when it’s least
expected.

 


Jax Levine and Gretchen Mills fell madly in love in
college and never looked back. They built a great life together,
but careers, a baby, and years of mounting tension later, they are
living separate lives and their once grand love is forgotten.

 


After an accident, Gretchen suffers a brain injury
that erases years of her memories. She wakes in the hospital with
Jax at her side and everything seems normal…except Jax won’t look
her in the eye and their baby boy is now a rambunctious toddler.
Every line drawn between Jax and Gretchen starts to blur while
Gretchen fights to figure out which of her most haunting
recollections are real, and which are fake.

 


Is it possible for this accident to be the second
chance neither Jax nor Gretchen knew they wanted?
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My heart’s favorite memory


Chapter One

2 hours, 9 minutes, 52 seconds

Jax hated being a light sleeper. Anything could wake
her up, from a loud cricket to the incessant buzzing of a phone.
She turned over and burrowed into the warm body beside her. Soft
naked skin was the kind of wake-up call she wouldn’t get mad about.
The buzzing started again, and Jax flopped on her back with a huff.
She grabbed her phone from the nightstand and looked at the screen
with one eye open. An unknown number. She checked the time and knew
no good phone calls came after eleven at night. Her heart hammered
in her throat.

“Hello?”

“Is this Jacqueline Levine?”

“Jax…yes, this is she. Who is this?” Jax sat up and
wiped the sleep from her eyes.

“I’m Dr. Hudgens from South Shore Community Medical
Center.”

Jax’s mind kicked into overdrive, trying to fill in
every blank before the doctor even continued. Her panic made it
hard for her to concentrate on his next words.

“You’re listed as the emergency contact for Gretchen
Mills. She was in an accident earlier this evening—”

She stood and started getting dressed. “What kind of
accident?”

“It appears she fell down some icy steps and
suffered a severe head injury.”

“Where is she? Is she…” Jax couldn’t finish the
sentence.

“She’s being airlifted to the trauma center at
Jersey Shore Medical. They’re the best equipped for this kind of
head injury. They should land in thirteen minutes.”

“Thank you.” Jax hung up and tossed her phone on the
bed. She grabbed her sneakers and socks and pulled them on.

“What’s going on?”

Jax froze. She had completely forgotten about
Meredith. “Gretchen’s in the hospital. I have to go.”

Meredith sat up. Her blond hair was tousled and her
face heavy with concern. She held the sheets around her bare chest.
“What happened?”

“She fell or something. Listen, you can stay if you
want. Just lock the door in the morning when you leave.”

“I can come with you.”

“No.” She took a deep breath, knowing she was being
a little harsh. But this was no place for Meredith. “I appreciate
it, though.” Jax put on her thickest sweater and grabbed her
leather jacket from the back of her bedroom door. She crawled
across her king-sized bed and gave Meredith a quick kiss. “I’ll
talk to you later.” She grabbed her phone from the bed and started
out.

“I’m surprised she still has you as her emergency
contact.” Meredith’s simple words stopped her in the doorway.

Jax thought of the past few years and everything she
and Gretchen had been through. Every fight and hurtful word. “So am
I,” she said, turning back to Meredith one last time. “I guess she
missed that when she filed for divorce.” Jax felt the familiar
flare of anger in her chest. On her way out the door, she dialed
Amanda. Ever vigilant, Amanda picked up on the first ring.

“Jax? What the hell?” Amanda’s voice was deep and
froggy, but mostly filled with confusion.

“Gretchen fell and is being airlifted to Jersey
Shore. I’m heading there now.” Jax climbed into her pickup and
started the ignition. She blasted the heat, trying her best to cut
the January chill from the space around her. But her shivering had
very little to do with the brutal winter.

“Is she okay?” Amanda’s voice was muffled by a
shuffling sound. “I mean, obviously she’s not okay but…is she
okay?”

“All I know is she suffered a head injury. They
didn’t give me any more details.”

“Well, did you think to ask any questions?”

“No, I didn’t.” Jax tightened her grip on the
steering wheel and pulled out onto the highway. She tried her best
to drive calmly, knowing the phone was already enough of a
distraction. “I was more concerned with getting to the
hospital.”

“I should be there.”

“Will you just stay with Caleb?” Just mentioning her
four-year-old’s name hit her with a fresh wave of panic. What would
happen if Gretchen…? “I’ll talk to the doctors when I get there and
get all the information. I don’t want to scare him.”

Amanda stayed silent for a minute. “Fine. But I
swear to God, Jax, if anything happens to my sister, and I’m not
there because you don’t keep me in the loop—”

“I will. I promise.”

“Fine.” Amanda disconnected the call.

Jax spent the remainder of the twenty-five-minute
drive stewing in silence. She imagined every horrific outcome. She
pictured their son standing at his mother’s grave, not
understanding what was happening. Christmases without Gretchen,
Caleb’s fifth birthday, his high school graduation…

A car horn blared, and Jax jumped in her seat. She
had been sitting at a green light for who knew how long. She
accelerated quickly, screeching her tires. She hit the next three
red lights, and she started to think about karma by the fourth. A
potent mixture of relief and fear hit just as she pulled into the
hospital parking lot. She took the first spot she could find, not
caring about fines or towing.

Jax ran to the front door of the Emergency Room and
argued with the automatic revolving door. It wasn’t moving fast
enough. She squeezed her body through the small opening as soon as
she could and stumbled to the front desk.

“I’m looking for Gretchen Mills? She was airlifted
from…” She racked her brain. “South Shore! She should be here.” The
desk clerk started typing. Jax watched through the double doors as
doctors rushed about. Very few people occupied the waiting room,
and she didn’t understand why she was still waiting. “Where is
she?”

“I need a photo ID for all visitors.”

Jax wanted to scream at the miserable old man. “Is
she here?”

“Proper identification, name, and relation,
please.”

Jax breathed in deeply through her nose. She forced
herself to understand this idiotic man was just doing his job. She
pulled her wallet from her pocket and took out her driver’s
license. She dropped it on the counter in front of him. “Jax
Levine. I’m her wife.”

He looked at her over his reading glasses. Without
another word, he copied her license and printed out a visitor’s
pass. “She’s back with the doctors now. Have a seat in the waiting
room. Hang on to that pass. It’s only good for twenty-four
hours.”

She sat in the nearest chair, bouncing her leg to
release some of her anxious energy. She had to believe she wasn’t
allowed to see Gretchen for a good reason. She had seen enough
medical dramas to know the trauma center was no place for a
visitor. She looked around at her company.

A young woman sat against the far wall and thumbed
through a People magazine. Her face was passive, not
concerned or panicked. Down at the far end of Jax’s row of chairs
was an older gentleman twiddling his thumbs. Seated directly across
from Jax was a woman who couldn’t be much older than her. She
looked more worried than the rest combined. She held a child
against her. Jax assumed they were mother and daughter.

Again, Jax thought of Caleb. She didn’t know whether
bringing him to the hospital would do more harm than good. Maybe
she should ask her partner in suffering. Were they there for the
kid’s other parent or for themselves? Jax scanned each face again,
and the discomfort of being in a hospital started to fully set in.
She stood and started to pace. Jax wanted to leave the waiting
area, but she was afraid to go too far. She turned at the sound of
the double doors opening. She stared at the young doctor
expectantly.

“For Evan Riley?”

Jax sighed in disappointment. She dropped her tense
shoulders and continued pacing. The woman and child stood and
followed the young doctor through the doors.

“For Gretchen Mills?”

Jax spun around so quickly she felt dizzy. She
raised her hand and walked directly to the doctor. “I’m her wife,”
Jax said right away, wanting to avoid any legality dance. “How is
she?”

The doctor looked at the chart in her hands. She
flipped the papers. “Jacqueline Levine?”

“Jax, please.”

“I see Dr. Hudgens contacted you. I’m Dr. Melendez,
the chief of neurology here.” She reached out to shake Jax’s
hand.

Jax shook Dr. Melendez’s hand and said, “How is
she?”

“Gretchen is mostly stable.”

Jax’s stomach dropped. “What do you mean
mostly?”

“She’s going through a few tests and scans right
now. She’ll be put in a room right after. I’ll catch you up on
everything while I take you there.” Dr. Melendez scanned her ID to
open the double doors.

Jax dodged a nurse as she followed Dr. Melendez.
“Did they tell you exactly what happened?”

“It looks like she fell down some icy steps at her
office building. She had mild hypothermia when EMS got to her, so
she could’ve been lying there for over an hour. Does your wife make
it a habit of working late and alone?” Dr. Melendez pressed the
elevator button, and the door opened.

Jax stepped on, thinking of the many, many fights
she’d had with Gretchen. “She does.”

“She hasn’t regained consciousness, and from the
physical signs of her injury I’m not surprised. She lost a lot of
blood. We had to stitch up a significant laceration on the back of
her head and clean out some scrapes on her face. She has a few
bruised ribs, and her shoulder was dislocated.”

“Jesus.” Jax fought against a wave of nausea.

They stepped off the elevator together, and Dr.
Melendez directed Jax to a wing of private rooms. She put her arm
out, letting Jax enter the room first.

Jax looked at the room number: 815. She let out a
sad laugh at the irony. Their wedding anniversary was August
fifteenth. “How long before she’s settled?”

“About an hour. I’d recommend taking that time to
get anything you need to get settled because once she’s back in
this room, all we can do is wait.”

“Dr. Melendez,” she said earnestly, stopping the
doctor from leaving. She tried to read her face but couldn’t.
“What’s her prognosis?”

“It’s hard to say.”

“Just give me an idea. No promises. I understand
that.”

Dr. Melendez stared at the paperwork in her hands
for a moment before dropping her hands to her sides and looking at
Jax with sympathetic eyes. “I can’t know anything without the
results of her head CT, but I’ve seen injuries like this before,
and the human body is capable of a lot of things. However, if I
were you, I’d call her family and ask for all the prayers you can
get.”

Jax fell into one of three chairs in the room,
unable to form words. She nodded to Dr. Melendez, who left her
alone. The sounds of chatter from the hallway faded, a singular
feeling of fear engulfing Jax. She stared straight ahead at the
empty hospital bed. The sheets were a crisp, pristine white. She
needed to call Amanda, but she couldn’t move.

She barely blinked as a series of memories shuffled
through her mind, the final one being the day she left with two
suitcases and a duffel bag. Gretchen’s eyes were red from crying,
and Caleb sat in the living room playing on his mother’s phone.
Seventeen years together weren’t supposed to end like that.

She pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed
Amanda’s number, listening to it ring. Amanda picked up and asked
what the doctors said.

Jax couldn’t look away from the bed. She was scared
of seeing Gretchen, battered and bruised and unconscious.

“Jax?”

Jax’s chin started to quiver. She bit her lip and
clenched her jaw against the swell of hysterics and tears. She
cleared her throat and tried her best to regain her composure.
“You’re going to want to come here. As soon as possible. And bring
Caleb.”

She ended the phone call before Amanda could ask any
questions. A sob escaped her, and the steady walls of strength she
had put in place over the years fell away one by one. Jax dropped
her phone to the ground and cried into her hands.

Seventeen years together weren’t supposed to end
like this.


Chapter Two

13 hours, 23 minutes, 42 seconds

“After relieving the pressure in her skull, her
vitals stabilized. We’re keeping her in a medically induced coma
for now,” a resident said. Jax didn’t get his name during
introductions because she was busy keeping an eye on her antsy son.
“This will give her brain time to heal without the worry of added
injury.”

Amanda crossed her arms. “I thought the idea was to
get her to wake up.”

Jax held Caleb by his shoulders to keep him from
going to play in the bathroom. Again. “I’m with Amanda. How will we
know if Gretchen will wake up if we don’t let her?”

The young doctor looked nervous. “This is the best
chance we have of getting the swelling down. This actually
increases her chances of waking up.”

Jax was skeptical to say the least. “I guess we just
have to trust you.”

“Trust Dr. Melendez. She’s the best.”

“Then why haven’t we seen her all day?” Amanda said
firmly.

“Thank you, Doctor,” Jax said. She wanted to laugh
as he practically ran from the room, but she couldn’t find much
humor with the hiss of Gretchen’s ventilator in the background.

Caleb slapped Jax’s hand. “Is Mommy better?”

Jax looked at Amanda before she dared to meet
Caleb’s large, curious eyes. He resembled Gretchen so much it was
scary. “Not yet, Cricket.”

“What did your boss say when you called him this
morning?” Amanda said.

“He didn’t really care. He told me to take whatever
time I needed as long as I didn’t slack on my accounts.” She pulled
a coloring book out of the bag Amanda was smart enough to pack and
opened it to a blank picture. “I kind of want him to fire me. I’d
be able to collect unemployment until I find a job I don’t hate.
Like these,” she said, holding up the coloring book. She smiled at
Caleb. “Would you like it if Bug made coloring books?”

Caleb’s eyes lit up, and he nodded
enthusiastically.

Amanda sat in the chair right next to Gretchen’s
bed. She held her hand delicately. “You can’t go from graphic
designer to coloring book designer.”

“Bug can do anything,” Caleb said as he climbed on
Jax.

She smiled at Caleb. If it wasn’t for him, she’d be
a complete wreck by now. Any strength Jax had was coming from the
squirming boy on her lap. “Yeah, Aunt Amanda, I can do
anything.”

Amanda opened her mouth, but a knock at the door
stopped the conversation. She placed Gretchen’s hand back on the
bed and opened the door. It was Jax’s best friend, Wyatt, holding a
comically large bouquet of flowers. He looked completely harried
and greeted Amanda with a worried smile.

“I’m so sorry I couldn’t get here sooner.” He handed
the flowers to Amanda and rushed over to Jax. “Hey, buddy,” he said
to Caleb. Wyatt extended his hand and went through a lengthy series
of high fives with Caleb.

Jax set Caleb down and stood up to greet Wyatt.
Facing Amanda was tough, but looking at Wyatt? Jax felt her
defenses start to crumble. She wrapped her arms around him and
didn’t let go until she had to. Jax took a deep breath to push down
her rising tears and stepped back.

“Thank you so much for coming.”

“Carly wanted to come, but she’s having a tough
third trimester. Swelling, pain, poor balance—the whole nine
yards.” Wyatt scratched his beard and approached the hospital bed.
He removed the knit beanie from his buzzed head and held it to his
flannel-clad chest. When he turned back to Jax, his eyes were
misty. “What the hell happened?”

Jax looked at Caleb, who had started coloring again.
“Amanda, would you mind if we ran downstairs for coffee? I’ll be
gone for no more than twenty minutes.”

Amanda waved her off. “Do a few laps. I’ll go for a
walk once you’re back.”

“Text me if anything changes. Hey, bud?” Jax waited
for Caleb to look at her. “Are you hungry? Do you want a cookie and
some milk?”

“Yes!”

“It’s not even ten in the morning.”

She shot Amanda a look. “Be good for your aunt, and
I’ll bring you one.”

She walked next to Wyatt through the hospital. They
stood together in the elevator and Jax stared at the digital
display, not knowing where to start. “Icy steps.”

“What?”

“Icy steps,” she said again, looking at him this
time. “From what they can tell, she slipped on some ice and fell
down the stairs at her office.” The doors opened, and they stepped
out into the bustling main floor of the hospital. Jax followed the
signs to the café, not yet sure of the hospital’s layout. She
paused at the café’s doorway. The line for coffee was twenty
deep.

Wyatt put his hand on her shoulder. “That’s fucking
crazy. Just another reason to hate winter. I can’t wait to move to
Florida.”

“You’re not going anywhere!” Jax started to panic.
“You have to stay here and help me because—”

“Stop,” Wyatt said, placing his other hand on Jax’s
shoulder. “I know where your mind is heading right now, and you
need to stop.” He shook Jax until she looked up. “You know I’m not
going anywhere, and you know I say weird shit when I’m
nervous.”

Jax took a deep breath. “I know.”

Wyatt ruffled her hair. “Let’s get some coffee, and
we’ll talk this through.”

They fought the line of patrons and snagged two cups
of fresh coffee before the carafe ran out. Jax sat on a small ledge
by the hospital’s large windows instead of at one of the small café
tables. She needed to look out at the sunny day, even if every tree
on the property looked dead.

“They can’t tell you anything else?”

Jax stirred her coffee and watched the tiny
whirlpool and spinning bubbles. “No. I expected…I don’t know what I
expected. It’s been less than twelve hours—you’d think they’d still
be doing something.”

“I guess not doing something is technically doing
something.”

Jax placed the lid back on her coffee and took a
sip. She didn’t want coffee. She didn’t want anything. She wanted
Gretchen to wake up. “They did at least a hundred scans and
emergency surgery to relieve the pressure by drilling into her
skull.” Wyatt puffed out his cheeks and blew. Jax could tell she
was making him queasy. “And then I’m sitting there bickering with
Amanda like nothing’s wrong. Like her sister isn’t lying
lifeless…”

“Hey, everyone copes differently. You do what you
have to do to keep your head on straight.”

“To keep myself from thinking about being a single
mother.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“I appreciate your positivity, but did you see
Gretchen? A machine is breathing for her. She’s black and blue and
has a hole in her skull.”

“She’s a fighter.”

Jax looked at Wyatt. Her heart tried hard to be
hopeful, but her brain whirred with statistics and worst-case
scenarios. “I don’t know if this is a fight she can win.”

Wyatt nodded sullenly. He looked out the window and
squinted at the bright light that illuminated his brown eyes.
“Remember when we were sophomores and Gretchen broke her left hand?
She had so many finals and projects lined up, and her dominant hand
was out of commission. She had to teach herself how to function all
over again.”

Jax started to smile. “Our sex life got wild.”

Wyatt held up his hand. “I’ll take your word for
it.”

“Oh yeah.” Jax wiggled her eyebrows for good
measure.

“The point I’m trying to make is Gretchen knows how
to adapt and tackle challenges. She knows how to fight and win. She
aced every single final with zero help.”

Jax scrunched her face up. “I helped.” Her shoulders
fell when Wyatt looked at her incredulously. “Well, I refilled the
paper in the printer a million times.”

“I know things haven’t been great.”

“Filing for divorce is a little beyond not great.
Just yesterday morning we fought over whether Caleb should bring
carrots or apples to preschool. I accused her of not caring about
him the way she cares about her clients. Over snacks!” Shame
overwhelmed and choked her. “That was the last thing I said to
her.”

“It’ll be okay.”

“I shouldn’t even be here. We’re barely in each
other’s lives, and we wouldn’t be at all if it wasn’t for
Caleb.”

“You’re here because she’s still the woman you’ve
loved since your freshman year of college. It’s been, what? Sixteen
years?”

“Seventeen.” Jax looked at the shiny floor in
thought. “Fourteen were happy, but the last three have felt like
walking through the darkest valleys of hell.”

Wyatt chuckled. “It couldn’t have been all that
bad.”

“It was.”

Wyatt looked at her like he was seeing her for the
first time. “How did I not know?”

“I didn’t want to burden you. You and Carly are in
such a good place. I didn’t want to scare you away from the altar
with my marriage woes.”

“What happened?”

She blew out a long breath and looked around at the
strange faces passing her. Where should she start? “We fought a lot
and never really healed after—” She stopped herself from saying
more and pressed her fingertips to the glass. “The worst part was
how she was never around to even try. Her work came first. Always.
I hated seeing Caleb come in second, and I couldn’t handle being in
third place. I didn’t even want to talk to her when she eventually
came home.”

“I’m so sorry, bud.” Wyatt placed his hand on Jax’s
shoulder.

Jax waved off his caring expression and the tears
that traveled down her cheeks. “Enough about me and my soon-to-be
ex-wife who may or may not live to sign the divorce papers.” Jax
felt detached from reality as she laid her situation out in one
sentence. “How’s Carly feeling?”

Wyatt shifted, clearly skeptical of the sudden mood
and subject change. “She’s ready to not be pregnant anymore, but we
still have about five weeks to go.”

“I’m really excited for you two.” Jax really was,
but she could barely muster up a smile. “Speaking of kids, I should
probably get mine that cookie I promised.” Jax started to get up,
but Wyatt stopped her.

“I hope we’re good parents.”

Jax let out a small, sad laugh. The idea that Wyatt
wouldn’t be a good father was ludicrous. “You will be.”

“I see how you are with Caleb, how Gretchen was—is.”
He cleared his throat. “I want to be that good.”

Jax finally stood. She took Wyatt’s empty coffee cup
and tossed it out along with her full cup. She patted his shoulder.
“You got this.”

They walked through the small café one last time to
grab Caleb’s snack and started back toward Gretchen’s room. Just
outside the door, Jax paused and looked at Wyatt.

“Don’t put your kid down. Let them dream as big as
they want and teach them everything you wish someone would’ve
taught you as a kid. Remember those things, and you’ll be
great.”

“What are you teaching Caleb that you wish someone
had taught you?”

Jax looked at Caleb, who was flipping through a
coloring book with Amanda and making her laugh. He was clearly
being a goofball. She thought of the homes she was bounced between
as a foster kid and the happiness she felt once someone finally
believed she was worth keeping around. Jax turned to Wyatt and his
big, curious eyes. “I’m teaching him to be himself.”


Chapter Three

8 days, 2 hours, 9 minutes

The hospital room was full of Gatorade and apple
juice, but not one bottle of water. Jax dropped the shopping bag on
the nearest chair and huffed. Amanda was supposed to stop by to
relieve her, but she was running behind. They’d agreed to switch on
and off for mornings and evenings, managing some semblance of
normalcy and routine. Not that watching Gretchen’s freakishly still
eyelids would ever feel normal.

“Good morning, Jax,” Dr. Melendez said too
cheerfully as she entered the room. “I know a resident was in
earlier to take vitals, but I wanted to check in on you to see if
you have any questions or concerns.” She rubbed her hands together
after dispensing a small bit of hand sanitizer into her palm.

Jax was momentarily surprised into silence. She
hadn’t seen Dr. Melendez more than three or four times since
Gretchen’s accident over a week ago. “I don’t really have
anything.” She tried to rack her brain for anything Amanda would
ask. She was always better in these situations. She was known for
her million-questions mind. “Nothing’s changed.”

“That’s not entirely true. Gretchen is stable, which
is good news. Her latest scans do show some healing, but it’s just
not progressing as quickly as we’d like. We’ll continue to keep an
eye on her vitals and her brain. We won’t keep her like this any
longer than necessary.”

“And then what?”

“Then we stop the medication and wait for her to
wake up.”

“Do you think she will?” Jax said earnestly.

Dr. Melendez had very kind dark eyes. They brimmed
with sympathy as she looked at Jax. “I can’t say for sure, but
we’re doing everything we can.”

“What about us? What can we do?”

Dr. Melendez smiled. “Just keep showing up. Talk to
her, make sure your son does, too. Surround her with all the
reasons why she needs to wake up. There’s no medical proof, but I
believe human connection can be the biggest key to surviving. Some
patients read to their loved ones, while others talk about their
day like they were sitting at the dinner table. Find what works for
you.”

Jax nodded, not fully believing a conversation could
save Gretchen’s life, but she didn’t want to be rude and blow off
the advice. “Okay, I think we can do that. I can bring Caleb back
after he gets out of preschool. Lord knows he always has plenty to
say then.” She forced a smile Dr. Melendez quickly mirrored.

“Very good. I’ll be back in tomorrow if there are no
sudden changes.”

Jax watched her leave and stood in the center of the
quiet room. She checked the time and sat beside Gretchen’s bed.
After a deep breath, she looked at Gretchen’s profile. She took in
Gretchen’s long eyelashes and healing bruises. Jax checked the
doorway quickly to make sure no one was watching her.

“It’s Thursday,” she said. “Today was Caleb’s first
day back to school. I wanted to keep him home another day, but he
insisted. I’ve never met a kid who loves school as much as he does.
He must get that from you.” Jax let out an airy laugh. Gretchen’s
ventilator hissed back. “This is stupid. What good will this do?
Hearing my voice is probably the last thing you want or need. You
didn’t want to hear it when we were together—why would you want to
hear it now?”

“Sorry I’m late.”

Jax jumped up at Amanda’s sudden intrusion. “You
just missed Dr. Melendez.”

“What did she say?” Amanda tossed her heavy down
jacket on the foot of Gretchen’s bed, treating the room like her
home. “Anything new?”

“No,” Jax said, her tone heavy with disappointment.
“She did recommend something crazy.”

“What’s that?”

“She said we should talk to her, to Gretchen,
because hearing us could be the push she needs to pull through.”
Jax analyzed the way Amanda looked at Gretchen with the softest,
most hopeful gaze. “I know it sounds ridiculous—”

“I talk to her every minute I’m alone with her.”

“You do?”

“You don’t?”

Jax shook her head. “I just didn’t think of it.”

Amanda rolled her eyes and went about setting up for
the day. She always brought a knitted blanket, an e-reader, and her
own tea bags. “I read to her when I run out of things to talk
about. One time I even read the ingredients off a pack of crackers.
I want her to know I’m here.”

“Maybe I don’t want her to know I’m here,” Jax said
quietly, more to herself than to Amanda. “She won’t wake up
then.”

“Oh, cut the pity-party bullshit.”

Jax looked at Amanda in shock. “What?”

“This isn’t about you, Jax. I know you believe
everything is, but not this. This is about Gretchen and Caleb. Not
you.”

“I do not—”

Amanda raised her hand. “Don’t even. Since day one,
you’ve made sure your relationship was about you. Gretchen gets a
new job, you talk about how it affects you. When she was pregnant,
you talked about her symptoms like they were your own. Now this?
Step back and realize who this is really about. For once.”

“Wow.” Jax paced in front of the door. “Tell me how
you really feel, Amanda. Was my selfishness what killed my
marriage, too?”

“Gretchen wasn’t a saint.”

“You’re goddamn right she wasn’t.” Jax looked at
Gretchen’s still body with guilt.

“But she’s the one in a coma, and we need to figure
this out together, with Caleb in mind.”

“I haven’t stopped thinking about Caleb since I got
the call,” she said vehemently. “I’m getting out of here. I’ll
bring Caleb by after dinner. Text me if you need anything.” Jax
grabbed her jacket and marched out the door. Her footsteps were
heavy and angry. She didn’t stop walking until she stepped out into
the frigid fresh air. The sun was hidden behind thick gray clouds,
and the winter felt like the longest in history.

Jax tugged her leather jacket around her body and
walked against the wind. The parking garage was too far away. By
the time she made it to her pickup truck, her hands were numb and
her cheeks were on fire. She didn’t even have music on in the car,
a rarity for her.

She pulled into her designated spot and looked out
the window at her apartment building. Her bones ached at the
thought of another stroll in the biting wind. She prepared herself
and dashed from the car. The heat in her apartment was welcome,
first penetrating her bare skin and finally her clothing. She
tossed her jacket on the couch and went to her bathroom.
Toothpaste, shampoo, floss, and hair products were strewn about her
small vanity. A damp towel sat in her sink.

Her entire routine had been thrown off since she was
spending most of her days in the hospital. Jax felt her anxious
energy building up and longed to exhaust it at the gym, but she
knew she didn’t have time for that. If it wasn’t so cold, she could
go for a quick run, but she wasn’t going outside voluntarily.

Jax stripped away her layers and stood in her sports
bra and boxer briefs. She stared at her reflection in the mirror on
her rickety old medicine cabinet. Her eyes were dull and underlined
by heavy bags. She opened the cabinet and started to put away the
toiletries scattered about. Showering seemed like a daunting task,
and Jax knew she was procrastinating with fake tidiness. She was so
tired. Jax spun the toothpaste tube between her fingertips. She was
thinking of herself and Amanda’s unkind but not untrue words. Jax
slammed the cabinet door shut with such force the mirror broke.
Shards of glass fell on the counter and shattered.

“Great,” Jax muttered, not at all fazed. “Let’s add
seven more years to my bad luck.” She picked up pieces of glass and
winced when one pierced her skin. “Son of a bitch!” She held her
finger up and watched as the blood formed a trail down to her palm.
She wrapped it loosely with toilet paper and finished cleaning up
by brushing the debris into the trash. The blood between her
fingers turned sticky. Jax got in the shower.

She couldn’t remember when she had showered last.
She let the hot water loosen her tense shoulders and neck, and she
massaged her body wash into the fatigued muscles of her lower back.
She slowly uncoiled and relaxed. When she stepped out of the
shower, she felt a bit lighter, but in desperate need of a nap,
regardless. She dried as she walked to her bedroom and grabbed some
sweats. When she tossed her towel on the bed, she noticed a
bloodstain on the cloth. She grimaced at the still-bleeding wound
on her hand. She got dressed and walked back to the bathroom in
search of a Band-Aid, growing frustrated after looking through
every cabinet and drawer. She knew she had bandages somewhere.

She remembered seeing a box while packing up her
things, and she suddenly remembered. She’d never unpacked the boxes
from her art studio, and that’s where a small first-aid kit was.
She had too many accidents in the name of art.

The small second bedroom served as storage for Jax.
She couldn’t fit all her stuff into her apartment, and she figured
it’d be safer to keep it packed. She started sorting through boxes,
annoyed by the wad of toilet paper she had around her finger to
stop the bleeding. Three boxes and a dozen curse words later, Jax
finally found the first-aid kit as well as something she had
forgotten all about, a beaten and worn shoebox she hadn’t opened in
years.

The kit fell to the floor with a loud clatter. She
grabbed the box and took a deep breath before opening it. Nothing
in Jax’s life was as organized as this box. Every letter was
perfectly folded and filed chronologically. She ran her fingertips
over the letters, pulling out the first one in the box, the last
letter Gretchen ever wrote her. The date was over four years ago,
but Jax clearly remembered reading it for the first time.

 


Jax,

I know we just spent the day celebrating our
pregnancy with everyone we know, but I never want to stop
celebrating this next step with you. I think about raising a kid,
and it scares me so much, until I picture you with our child. You
are extraordinary and when you love someone, you love them BIG.
I’ll admit I’m feeling a little selfish and jealous. I’m afraid all
that big love will be spent on our little one, and you won’t have
any left for me. But then you hold me and touch me, then you look
in my eyes. Me and this baby are so lucky to be loved by you,
forever.

With so much love,

Gretchen

 


Jax folded the paper once and then twice. She tucked
it back into the envelope and put it right in its place in the
shoebox. It had taken her a while, but she was able to see some of
the positive, instead of constantly focusing on the failure of
their marriage. They had many good years together, more than many
people were blessed with. Every memory tucked away in the box was a
good one, and there were dozens. An idea hit Jax. She grabbed a
handful of letters, beginning to hope that maybe, just maybe, she
would be able to play a part in Gretchen’s recovery.


Chapter Four

11 days, 22 hours, 4 minutes

Jax’s patience was starting to wane. A group of
overtly judgmental occupational therapists from Gretchen’s office
stopped by to visit and treated Jax like a reject, and now Caleb
just would not calm down. He was jumping on chairs, trying to climb
on a tray table, and running back and forth from window to door and
back again. Jax was about to lose it.

“Caleb,” Jax said sternly, “I need you to sit down
and calm down.”

Caleb looked back at her and his lip started to
quiver. “I’m sorry.”

“He’s probably tired of being cooped up in this room
all the time.” Amanda opened her arms and waited for Caleb to come
running to her. Jax frowned. “If it was nice out, we could play
outside.”

“Well, it’s not nice out, and none of us are happy
about being cooped up.” She shifted around in her chair. She was
about twenty minutes away from asking a nurse to check her for
bedsores. “I should just call Meredith to come get you.”

Amanda visibly stiffened at the name. “Where he
should be is with his mothers.”

Jax pointed at herself and raised her eyebrows.
“He’s going to drive this mother crazy.”

“I said sorry,” Caleb said, his voice high with the
start of a wailing cry.

Amanda released Caleb and stood. “I’ll take him home
with me.”

Jax felt terrible. “You don’t have to go. I’m sorry
I’m in such a mood. Gretchen’s friends from work really pissed me
off.”

“You barely know them—why let them bother you so
much?”

She rolled the question around in her mind as Amanda
pulled on her coat. “I don’t know,” she lied. She didn’t know what
they had been told about their breakup, and she hated knowing those
men and women heard only Gretchen’s side of the story. She couldn’t
bear being a villain in strangers’ eyes—she wanted to be liked by
everyone. Jax picked Caleb up and squeezed him. “I’m sorry for
being so grumpy, Cricket. I love you.”

“I love you too, Bug.”

Jax buried her nose in Caleb’s black hair. She
smiled and cherished the smell of baby shampoo. “Be good for your
aunt.”

“He always is,” Amanda said.

“I always am!”

“I know you are.” Jax bundled Caleb up and kissed
his forehead. “Say good-bye to Mama.” She picked him up to sit on
the edge of Gretchen’s bed. The way he innocently looked at his
broken mother made Jax’s heart ache.

“Good night, Mama. See you tomorrow.”

Jax fought back her tears and held him tightly as he
reached to kiss Gretchen’s forehead exactly the way Jax kissed
his.

“With kisses like those, she’ll get better in no
time,” she said with more confidence than she felt, needing to be a
beacon of hope for their son. She shared a look of
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