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Dedication

 


Thank you to all the special women in
my life for showing me how to find grace again. Especially for
Marti Jannery, my mom. And for my darling daughters, Skye and Tess.
May you always instinctively know to turn to your Higher Power when
you need strength. A heartfelt thank you to my incredibly kind and
nurturing “old school” editor Hillel Black. Hillel edited the likes
of Sidney Sheldon, as well as The New York Times bestselling MASH
book, before it was a movie or popular TV series. His willingness
to work with me is humbling. Thank you, Hillel, for helping me to
have the courage to put words to paper and become a storyteller. I
believed you when you said, “Beth, you are a storyteller. It is
what you must do.” This story would not exist without his tough
love. Lastly, I have deep gratitude for my new editor Brieanna
Robertson, who made this story so much better. Her patience and
understanding—sometimes into the wee hours of the night—is a gift.
While she didn’t always agree with decisions I made in my craft,
she showed a curiosity that demonstrated she cared about
novel-writing as an art. Her words and suggestions were always to
make this manuscript better while remaining respectful of what I
wanted to do as a writer.


Chapter One

 


Regan Concord had a chance to live two
lives. One was the life she thought she was supposed to live. She
made it all look good on the outside. The second was one she didn’t
know yet. This was her authentic life, the one no one else owned,
where she could be whatever the hell she wanted. But this realness
was buried down deep. Only hitting a complete rock bottom could
force Regan to start digging for the life she was meant to
live.

There are major life events that
define people, moments of clarity that mark time in a new way. For
Regan, her moments of there-is-no-going-back were coming. She would
wear them like tattoos—before and after.

There would forever be before the
affair and after the affair. Then there was before the accident and
after the accident. Before the affair, Noah, Regan’s handsome
husband, an Ivy-League-educated attorney, would kiss her goodbye in
the mornings. Before the accident, Regan loved inhaling her
5-year-old daughter’s hair, especially in the morning in bed
together after mixing with a night of sleep. The deep scent of
bed-head and Johnson’s Baby Shampoo comforted Regan; she was
grateful not to have to jump out of bed at dawn to rush Grace off
to childcare. They were lazy together, those two girls, sometimes
watching morning TV in bed together, rereading “The Giving Tree”
for the umpteenth time, or talking about the day to come. School
days gave the girls a more organized routine and structure to the
morning, but Noah got an earlier start to try to beat the
traffic.

“Bye, sweets,” Noah said.
Mornings flowed together, the days blended, it was a peaceful
existence.

“Bye, babe,” she yawned,
and rolled over, pulling Grace’s warm body closer into hers.
“Dinner at six o’clock. If you’re going to be late again, call
first.” She grabbed his hand. He stood over Regan and Grace by the
side of the bed. His fingers were cold.

Regan was well aware of Boston
traffic. The big dig was complete, but everyday traffic jams at
rush hour were commonplace, at least for Noah they were. She could
never figure out how her husband always made a meeting with a CEO
or a CFO on time, but was chronically late for the dinner table.
She’d set the table for three, inevitably pushing dinner back to
6:30 p.m. or 7 o’clock, but Grace would get cranky and have to eat.
Then the phone call would come—traffic was a bitch, or there was an
accident, or a late meeting was called. She knew the drill. She
gave up asking questions. It was never her battle to win. She
should be grateful she could stay home with Grace and the bills
were paid. She should be more compassionate and understanding and
grateful. The evening routines got predictable, even to a
kindergartener.

“Traffic again?” Grace
asked.

“Yes, Daddy is in
traffic.”

Regan hugged Grace tighter.

“Daddy said to give you
this.” Regan gave Grace a big bear hug.

“Pinch and skeeze?” Grace
asked.

“That’s right, a pinch and
a squeeze,” Regan answered, smiling. Then she’d kiss the tip of her
little nose and let out a “honk.”

“Honky honk honk.” Grace
erupted into giggles.

Then bath time came, then stories,
then a “night night, sleep tight tight,” and then a chilled glass
of Chardonnay after the lights were out.

Regan knew the life of an attorney’s
wife. She knew what she signed up for. The less she questioned it
the better. Still, the loneliness sometimes got the best of her.
She stopped waiting up for Noah. She stopped expecting anything
different. His dinner plates sat alone under Saran Wrap and the
dimmed kitchen chandelier. She did away with making family plans on
weekends. She began going through the motions. And all this was
before the affair, or at least before she had proof of his
betrayal.

“Bye,” he called to her
from the hallway. “Don’t wait up.”

“Don’t wait up?” A sick,
knowing feeling welled up in her gut. She did what she could do to
push down her fear. She suspected what was going on, but she
couldn’t say for sure. Perhaps she wasn’t ready to know. Regan
delighted in keeping up appearances. This made her feel safe,
protected even. If it looked good on the outside then everything
must be okay. It was all a farce, but it was the life she was
willing to live, at least for now.

****

Regan Concord was in her therapist’s
office for the third time this week. She could tell a total
stranger her pain. The therapist was paid to listen. Anyone closer,
she pushed away.

“I knew his text was the
final nail in the coffin,” Regan told the therapist. “I knew he
might really love her, but I wasn’t ready for him to walk out the
door. If anyone was going to decide to leave the marriage, it
should have been me.” Regan was angry. The text had read,
“U r right. I do luv her. Im leaving. Im
sorry.”

This was Regan, always trying to
control everything, even her husband’s affair. Noah had told her in
a text that he was in love with this other woman. Regan had seen
the two of them together. If she hadn’t, she may have been able to
talk herself out of believing that there was actually another
woman. All those nights Noah said he was working late. They were
all lies.

He swore to her that he
never saw this coming. He did admit to the affair, after he had
been caught, but he insisted she meant nothing to him. In some
small way, thinking the other woman meant nothing to Noah except
physical sex was forgivable. Anyone could be tempted by sex; this
rationale was weak, but it was all Regan had. It’s just sex, she would tell
herself. He didn’t love this other woman; it was just once. Regan
churned these justifications around and around. They gave her
temporary comfort.

“It just happened,” he’d
lied.

“How does fucking another
woman in our bed just
happen?” Regan wanted to know.

The words Noah texted Regan were drawn
in her memory like stains of blood. He planned to leave her for the
other woman. Regan thought her worst nightmare had come
true.

“It’s like they are etched
into my eyelids’” Regan told the therapist. “The only thing I see
are these words.” She grasped onto a drenched handful of tissues.
“And then the sound of the metal, the screeching, the horns, the
jolt.” She crossed her arms. “I can’t see or hear anything else. I
went through a red light at forty miles per hour.” The police said
she never slowed down. It was as if there was no intersection, no
red light, and no danger whatsoever.

“Then what happens?” The
therapist was gentle about the way she asked, pushing Regan to
continue, to purge herself of the details. She has recounted the
story, factually, over and over to police officers, but this was
the first time her tears don’t stop falling. It was as if they
would never stop and she would drown in them.

“The truck slams into the
passenger side and I hear the crush, I feel the wave. It’s so fast
and it stops all at once. It’s supersonic and it’s paused.” Regan
added, “I remember everything and nothing.” She was sobbing now,
her eyes swollen and watery, her shirt wet from perspiration. She
was shaking.

“It’s important that you
keep going,” the therapist encouraged.

Regan continued, her voice cracking.
She sounded almost-childlike. Her body was molding into a ball.
Fetal position felt familiar to her. “I see Grace’s hair. It’s like
a whip. It hits my cheek. She is being thrown from the backseat. I
feel her skin and her arm, her delicate arm, as I reach for her
with my hand. She slips out of my grasp.” Regan talked slowly, very
slowly. She didn’t leave out any details. She was quiet for a few
moments, then she opened her mouth. “She’s gone,” was all that came
out. “Grace is gone.”

Later, after the therapist handed
Regan a glass of water, she asked her to describe the rest of the
scene. Regan closed her eyes and did as she was told. She’d been
coming to see this therapist for a while now and she knew it was
important for her to heal.

“Well,” Regan began,
“Grace was alive one moment, singing along to the music, and gone
the next.”

“But what do you feel?”
the therapist asked her.

“I feel profound sadness
and utter grief.” She thought back to the accident scene. “Then I
vomit when I see her mangled torso. I throw myself on her body and
blood and parts. I recognize nothing.”

“Then what?” The therapist
wouldn’t stop.

“Jesus, isn’t this
enough?” Regan was getting angry. She said she felt like dying. She
said she should have died that day, not Grace.

“What do you feel now?”
the therapist interrupted, pushing for more.

“I don’t know what I
feel.” Regan was unwilling to dig deeper.

“Tell me what you
see.”

“What do I see?” Regan was
confused, disoriented.

“Yes, describe it.
Describe what you see,” the therapist instructed.

“My body is aching and I’m
tangled and bruised. Glass is shattered. What do I feel? Like
nothing is ever going to be the same. I feel like I want to die.
Like I should die.”

“Good,” the therapist
responded. “Keep going.”

“What else? I guess I’m
angry.” Regan grew quiet. “I’m confused why I’m still here. Why did
God take Grace and not me?” It was more of a statement than a
question. “And the world feels cruel. Like someone is playing a
horrible joke. Like I’m going to wake up at any minute. Nothing
makes sense.”

“What else, Regan? What
else?”

“I can’t find Grace. I’m
looking everywhere and calling her name. I’m screaming for her and
she won’t answer me. Grace won’t answer me.” Regan went silent.
Then, a low guttural sound came from deep within her. It was a
purely animalistic sound.

“What else?” The therapist
wouldn’t stop. “Regan! You were texting while you were driving.
What else?”

Regan dropped, she folded over. Her
eyes were closed now. She was remembering and began to rock back
and forth. She could barely breathe. She tried to describe the
accident scene in more detail. She found Grace and crouched down
over her daughter. She felt her blood and skin penetrate into her
thin shirt. She tried to cover her dead daughter like a protective
blanket.

Time passed. It could be minutes or
hours. Regan looked around at her. She saw Grace’s LL Bean flowery
backpack a few feet away. She saw her fairy lunch bag and her
kindergarten papers and folders blowing around in the street.
Everything stopped. Regan was silent.

“What is it?” The
therapist tried one more time, in a more compassionate and
sympathetic tone. “What is it?”

“I smell her,” Regan
whispered. She remembered burying her face in the crook of Grace’s
neck, inhaling the scent of her hair. Then, getting louder and
rocking faster, Regan exhaled, “I can’t smell my daughter
anymore.”


Chapter Two

 


They all came. Friends,
acquaintances, work colleagues, and distant relatives from both
Noah’s side and from my side. Will they
ever leave? This is all I could think
about. They seemed to stay forever. Even people who were barely
strangers lingered around after the coffee cups and dessert plates
had been washed. Everyone offered to help. Experiencing the death
of a child renders people helpless. Nothing prepares you for
it.

There was a revolving door of people
pouring in to offer condolences, flowers, fruit baskets, and
casseroles. I watched them all come. I memorized the faces, the
appropriate dark clothes, sensible heels, and lack of smiles. I
counted the people who obviously didn’t use a roll of masking tape
before heading out the door; the dog owners were easy to spot. The
other mothers were also recognizable. Red, glossy eyes and stained
shoulders from burping babies or crusted food spots from kid’s
fingers. My black suit was properly dry cleaned, no longer showing
evidence that I was a mother.

My mind went blank from time to time
during the days spent mourning—the funeral and calling hours, the
wake seemed to go on for an eternity, then it would all be over,
abruptly over, something I had not expected. In the meantime, I had
mini-blackouts. I’d see the parade of mourners come in, stand in
line, get extra emotional over the sight of a little coffin. It was
nearly impossible not to choke up, even if you didn’t know Grace
well. Just the image was enough to bring anyone to tears. During
this time, I’d go in and out. I’d find myself calculating Grace’s
age.

I fixated on calculating how old she
would be when she would be allowed to wear her first mascara or lip
gloss, how old she’d be for her prom or for her graduation, or for
her wedding. How old would I be? Of course, I knew these milestones
would never come, but I kept calculating. I’d do the math and
crunch the numbers in between cordial hugs and awkward exchanges
of, “I’m so sorry, dear.” Or, “I can’t even imagine what you must
be going through.” The worst was, “I’ll pray for you.” No, even
worse was, “God doesn’t give us more than we can
handle.”

People say the stupidest things. If
there was a proper way to grieve the death of a child, I’d follow
the instructions to the last letter. But there is no manual about
how to grieve. The grief comes in waves. It feels like it will
never stop rolling in.

I didn’t know how to act or what to
say to anyone at Grace’s funeral. It was during the sixth person of
the hour who came up to me at her funeral, who said, “God must have
needed Grace to do some work in heaven,” when I really shut down. I
wanted to scream, “No, I need Grace right here, next to me, on
fucking Earth.” Instead, I went into a mini-walking-coma, as I like
to call it, where I found comfort in playing the numbers tape over
and over in my head. Grace was five when she died. I always thought
of us as connected. I was thirty when she was born, I was
thirty-two when she turned two, thirty-five when she turned five,
and thirty-five when she died. She would always be five to
me.

I wondered if a mother was always a
mother, even if their daughter was no longer there. Or, if when a
child died, the mother got stripped of that title. That’s what I
wondered.

Certainly, a mother who texted while
driving, a mother who drove through a red light, a mother who
killed her five-year-old daughter in a car accident, deserved to be
stripped of the honorable title of Mother. In and out of thought I
went, all through the days, in and out, playing over in my head
what I knew everyone was thinking but would not dare to say—that I
killed my daughter. I was a monster.

They all came, one after the other, to
say goodbye to Grace and to silently thank God that their children
were home safe and sound. Then they came to look the monster in the
eye, to give condolences but quietly pity the mother who killed her
only daughter.

The movie
The Big Chill ruined any
funeral—I couldn’t go to one without thinking of Kevin Costner
lying in the casket, his friends coming to mourn the passing of
him. Playing the corpse in the movie was one of Costner’s early
roles. I prided myself on knowing random trivia. Noah used to quip
that I knew a little bit about everything, but not a lot about any
one thing. This was opposite of his vast knowledge of the law. As
an attorney, it was in his blood to know everything. He was an
expert on several aspects of the law. I used to defend myself to
his critique, reminding him that I was the best damn mother in
town. I was forever reminding the father of my daughter that I was
the master engineer of our household.

“Hey, I may not have been
published in the Law Review, but I’ve got Goodnight Moon and
Rainbow Fish memorized.”
This would usually shut him up for a little while. Noah would never
come right out and criticize me for not using my degree, but he was
of the mindset that a nanny could do my job. He missed the old
Regan, the one who had rose-colored glasses on who was ready to
take on the world. He expected me to be a career woman, and when I
found contentment staying at home, I seemed to go down a couple of
notches in his eyes. But I was okay with that, because I was the
best mom in town. Now I couldn’t even claim that title. My standing
in the community fell; I was alone at ground zero.

Now, at every funeral, I
heard the opening song from The Big
Chill. It was always one of my favorite
Rolling Stones songs. The lyrics played in my head over and over
and over. I thought everyone else heard them too. I wish I could
shut out the sound of noses being blown, shoes scuffing, and
shushed whispers in the corner. The background noise turned down
and I put on my invisible iPod and played the Stones song to serve
as a reminder that I don’t always get what I want, but I get what I
need. More people came. Strangers to me. I kept
counting.

When I was forty, Grace
would be ten. When I was forty-five, she should turn fifteen. When
I was fifty, Grace would be twenty. I saw her through preschool and
into kindergarten, but I’d never see her through elementary school,
or middle school, or her period. No bra shopping. No,
“Are You There God? It’s Me,
Margaret,” talks. No college. No wedding.
No children. No grandchildren. I began to worry how I would survive
Mother’s Day.

I heard what everyone was
saying.

“Thank God that’s not my
daughter.”

“I don’t know what I’d do
if I lost a child.”

“She must feel
terrible.”

“How do you go on from
here?”

“She’ll never forgive
herself.”

“Accidents happen. But
this was no accident, she was texting.”

“It could have happened to
anyone of us. But I’d never forgive myself.”

“Why couldn’t she wait to
text?”

“Is it true about Noah
having an affair?”

“How could he bring the
other woman to her funeral?”

“They are getting
divorced.”

“She should have been
paying attention while she was driving.”

“It isn’t her fault. She
just found out he was cheating.”

“It’s her fault. She
should have protected her child.”

No one would say it, but they all
thought it, I was sure of it—I killed her. I killed Grace. I wanted
the voices to stop. I wanted everyone to go away. I wanted to turn
to Noah for support. I needed my husband.

The police didn’t even give me a
reckless driving charge. It was pointed out to me, time and again,
that no punishment would be worse than the life sentence I have
been handed—my daughter was dead. They felt sorry for me. My
punishment was life.

Noah didn’t push to file any reckless
driving charges. Instead, he asked for his freedom, or rather, he
told me he was leaving, and I didn’t fight it. He said a lot of
things that had been on his mind—“There is no excuse for texting
while driving, but I’ve done it too. I can’t forgive; Grace is dead
because of you. But I understand you were angry. I understand you
were in shock that I was leaving. I’m sorry I told you that way,
but I knew you’d talk me out of it if I told you in person. Our
marriage was over a long time ago. Once Grace came along, I felt
like I lost you completely. All I wanted was a little of your
attention.” Noah went on and on trying to explain himself, trying
to make some sense out of what transpired. He took no
responsibility and continued to blame me. I did not defend
myself.

Regan nodded and listened. Her body
language shut him out; she closed herself off from everyone. But
deep down, she knew he was right. Then, right there at the funeral,
she saw Noah’s future. She saw him marrying the other woman, the
woman she fondly referred to as “the bitch.” Regan saw them
marrying and the younger woman getting pregnant right away,
probably the perfect nuclear family, a boy and then a girl, she
assumed. They would give her Grace’s name for a middle name. Noah
would move on and begin again and create a little bubble of
perfection.

The funeral was over. The events were
done. We were wrapping up loose ends.

I was handed a container. Noah moved
closer next to me. He held me up. It was a small gesture of
kindness. I overlooked the fact that he brought “the bitch” with
him. I was too numb to be
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