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  To Benjamin and Tucker,

  who show me every day what love really means;

  To my family—

  Laurence, Debbie, Kent, Julie, Mackenzie,

  Laura, Lucas, and Logan.

  Each of you keeps me going,

  and our memories tell our story;

  And, lastly, to my mom.

  We miss you.


  



  
    
      The charm, one might say the genius of memory, is that it is choosy, chancy, and temperamental: it rejects the edifying cathedral and indelibly photographs the small
      boy outside, chewing a hunk of melon in the dust.


      —Elizabeth Bowen
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        If a man could pass through Paradise in a dream, and have a flower presented to him as a pledge that his soul had really been there, and if he found that flower in his hand when he
        awoke—Aye! What then?


        —from the notebooks of S. T. Coleridge
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  She is in a restroom stall, slumped over, with tears drying on her cheeks, smearing the mascara she applied so carefully only a few hours ago.
  You can see instantly that she doesn’t belong here, and yet here she is.


  Grief is a sneaky thing, always coming and going like some guest you didn’t invite and can’t turn away. She wants this grief, although she’d never admit it. Lately,
  it’s the only thing that feels real. She finds herself thinking about her best friend on purpose even now, all this time later, because she wants to cry. She is like a child picking at a
  scab, unable to stop herself even though she knows it will hurt.


  She has tried to go on alone. Really tried. She is trying still, in her way, but sometimes one person can hold you up in life, keep you standing, and without that hand to hold, you can find
  yourself free-falling no matter how strong you used to be, no matter how hard you try to remain steady.


  Once—a long time ago—she walked down a night-darkened road called Firefly Lane all alone, on the worst night of her life, and she found a kindred spirit.


  That was our beginning. More than thirty years ago.


  TullyandKate. You and me against the world. Best friends forever.


  But stories end, don’t they? You lose the people you love and you have to find a way to go on.


  I need to let go. Say goodbye with a smile.


  It won’t be easy.


  She doesn’t know yet what she has set in motion. In moments, everything will change.







  One
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  September 2, 2010

  10:14 P.M.


  She felt a little woozy. It was nice, like being wrapped in a warm-from-the-dryer blanket. But when she came to, and saw where she was, it
  wasn’t so nice.


  She was sitting in a restroom stall, slumped over, with tears drying on her cheeks. How long had she been here? She got slowly to her feet and left the bathroom, pushing her way through the
  theater’s crowded lobby, ignoring the judgmental looks cast her way by the beautiful people drinking champagne beneath a glittering nineteenth century chandelier. The movie must be over.


  Outside, she kicked her ridiculous patent leather pumps into the shadows. In her expensive black nylons, she walked in the spitting rain down the dirty Seattle sidewalk toward home. It was only
  ten blocks or so. She could make it, and she’d never find a cab this time of night anyway.


  As she approached Virginia Street, a bright pink MARTINI BAR sign caught her attention. A few people were clustered together outside the front door, smoking and talking
  beneath a protective overhang.


  Even as she vowed to pass by, she found herself turning, reaching for the door, going inside. She slipped into the dark, crowded interior and headed straight for the long mahogany bar.


  “What can I get for you?” asked a thin, artsy-looking man with hair the color of a tangerine and more hardware on his face than Sears carried in the nuts-and-bolts aisle.


  “Tequila straight shot,” she said.


  She drank the first shot and ordered another. The loud music comforted her. She drank the straight shot and swayed to the beat. All around her people were talking and laughing. It felt a little
  like she was a part of all that activity.


  A man in an expensive Italian suit sidled up beside her. He was tall and obviously fit, with blond hair that had been carefully cut and styled. Banker, probably, or corporate lawyer. Too young
  for her, of course. He couldn’t be much past thirty-five. How long was he there, trolling for a date, looking for the best-looking woman in the room? One drink, two?


  Finally, he turned to her. She could tell by the look in his eyes that he knew who she was, and that small recognition seduced her. “Can I buy you a drink?”


  “I don’t know. Can you?” Was she slurring her words? That wasn’t good. And she couldn’t think clearly.


  His gaze moved from her face, down to her breasts, and then back to her face. It was a look that stripped past any pretense. “I’d say a drink at the very least.”


  “I don’t usually pick up strangers,” she lied. Lately, there were only strangers in her life. Everyone else, everyone who mattered, had forgotten about her. She could really
  feel that Xanax kicking in now, or was it the tequila?


  He touched her chin, a jawline caress that made her shiver. There was a boldness in touching her; no one did that anymore. “I’m Troy,” he said.


  She looked up into his blue eyes and felt the weight of her loneliness. When was the last time a man had wanted her?


  “I’m Tully Hart,” she said.


  “I know.”


  He kissed her. He tasted sweet, of some kind of liquor, and of cigarettes. Or maybe pot. She wanted to lose herself in pure physical sensation, to dissolve like a bit of candy.


  She wanted to forget everything that had gone wrong with her life, and how it was that she’d ended up in a place like this, alone in a sea of strangers.


  “Kiss me again,” she said, hating the pathetic pleading she heard in her voice. It was how she’d sounded as a child, back when she’d been a little girl with her nose
  pressed to the window, waiting for her mother to return. What’s wrong with me? that little girl had asked anyone who would listen, but there had never been an answer. Tully reached
  out for him, pulling him close, but even as he kissed her and pressed his body into hers, she felt herself starting to cry, and when her tears started, there was no way to hold them back.
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  September 3, 2010

  2:01 A.M.


  Tully was the last person to leave the bar. The doors banged shut behind her; the neon sign hissed and clicked off. It was past two now; the Seattle streets were empty.
  Hushed.


  As she made her way down the slick sidewalk, she was unsteady. A man had kissed her—a stranger—and she’d started to cry.


  Pathetic. No wonder he’d backed away.


  Rain pelted her, almost overwhelmed her. She thought about stopping, tilting her head back, and drinking it in until she drowned.


  That wouldn’t be so bad.


  It seemed to take hours to get home. At her condominium building, she pushed past the doorman without making eye contact.


  In the elevator, she saw herself in the wall of mirrors.


  Oh, God.


  She looked terrible. Her auburn hair—in need of coloring—was a bird’s nest, and mascara ran like war paint down her cheeks.


  The elevator doors opened and she stepped out into the hallway. Her balance was so off it took forever to get to her door, and four tries to get her key into the lock. By the time she opened the
  door, she was dizzy and her headache had come back.


  Somewhere between the dining room and the living room, she banged into a side table and almost fell. Only a last-minute Hail Mary grab for the sofa saved her. She sank onto the thick,
  down-filled white cushion with a sigh. The table in front of her was piled high with mail. Bills and magazines.


  She slumped back and closed her eyes, thinking what a mess her life had become.


  “Damn you, Katie Ryan,” she whispered to the best friend who wasn’t there. This loneliness was unbearable. But her best friend was gone. Dead. That was what had started all of
  it. Losing Kate. How pitiful was that? Tully had begun to plummet at her best friend’s death and she hadn’t been able to pull out of the dive. “I need you.” Then she
  screamed it: “I need you!”


  Silence.


  She let her head fall forward. Did she fall asleep? Maybe . . .


  When she opened her eyes again, she stared, bleary-eyed, at the pile of mail on her coffee table. Junk mail, mostly; catalogs and magazines she didn’t bother to read anymore. She started
  to look away, but a picture snagged her attention.


  She frowned and leaned forward, pushing the mail aside to reveal a Star magazine that lay beneath the pile. There was a small photograph of her face in the upper right corner. Not a
  good picture, either. Not one to be proud of. Beneath it was written a single, terrible word.


  Addict.


  She grabbed the magazine in unsteady hands, opened it. Pages fanned one past another until there it was: her picture again.


  It was a small story; not even a full page.


  
    
      
        THE REAL STORY BEHIND THE RUMORS


        Aging isn’t easy for any woman in the public eye, but it may be proving especially difficult for Tully Hart, the ex-star of the
        once-phenom talk show The Girlfriend Hour. Ms. Hart’s goddaughter, Marah Ryan, contacted Star exclusively. Ms. Ryan, 20, confirms that the fifty-year-old Hart has been
        struggling lately with demons that she’s had all her life. In recent months, Hart has “gained an alarming amount of weight” and been abusing drugs and alcohol, according to
        Ms. Ryan . . .

      

    

  


  “Oh, my God . . .”


  Marah.


  The betrayal hurt so badly she couldn’t breathe. She read the rest of the story and then let the magazine fall from her hands.


  The pain she’d been holding at bay for months, years, roared to life, sucking her into the bleakest, loneliest place she’d ever been. For the first time, she couldn’t even
  imagine crawling out of this pit.


  She staggered to her feet, her vision blurred by tears, and reached for her car keys.


  She couldn’t live like this anymore.







  Two
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  September 3, 2010

  4:16 A.M.


  Where am I?


  What happened?


  I take shallow breaths and try to move, but I can’t make my body work, not my fingers or my hands.


  I open my eyes at last. They feel gritty. My throat is so dry I can’t swallow.


  It is dark.


  There is someone in here with me. Or something. It makes a banging sound, hammers falling on steel. The vibrations rattle up my spine, lodge in my teeth, give me a headache.


  The sound—crunching, grinding metal—is everywhere; outside of me, in the air, beside me, inside of me.


  Bang-scrape, bang-scrape.


  Pain.


  I feel it all at once.


  Excruciating, exquisite. Once I am aware of it, of feeling it, there’s nothing else.
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  Pain wakens me: a searing, gnawing agony in my head, a throbbing in my arm. Something inside me is definitely broken. I try to move, but it hurts so much I pass out. When I
  wake up, I try again, breathing hard, air rattling in my lungs. I can smell my own blood, feel it running down my neck.


  Help me, I try to say, but the darkness swallows my feeble intent.


  OPENYOUREYES.


  I hear the command, a voice, and relief overwhelms me. I am not alone.


  OPENYOUREYES.


  I can’t. Nothing works.


  SHESALIVE.


  More words, yelled this time.


  LIESTILL.


  The darkness shifts around me, changes, and pain explodes again. A noise—part buzz saw on cedar, part child screaming—is all around me. In my darkness, light sparks like fireflies
  and something about that image makes me sad. And tired.


  ONETWOTHREELIFT.


  I feel myself being pulled, lifted by cold hands I can’t see. I scream in pain, but the sound is swallowed instantly, or maybe it’s only in my head.


  Where am I?


  I hit something hard and cry out.


  ITSOKAY.


  I am dying.


  It comes to me suddenly, grabs the breath from my lungs.


  I am dying.
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  September 3, 2010

  4:39 A.M.


  Johnny Ryan woke, thinking, Something’s wrong. He sat upright and looked around.


  There was nothing to see, nothing out of place.


  He was in his home office, on Bainbridge Island. Once again, he’d fallen asleep working. The curse of the working-from-home single parent. There weren’t enough hours in the day to
  get everything done, so he stole hours from the night.


  He rubbed his tired eyes. Beside him, a computer monitor revealed a frozen image, pixilated, of a ratty-looking street kid sitting beneath a crackling, on-and-off neon sign, smoking a cigarette
  down to the filter. Johnny hit the play key.


  On-screen, Kevin—street name Frizz—started talking about his parents.


  They don’t care, the kid said with a shrug.


  What makes you so sure? Johnny asked in the voice-over.


  The camera caught Frizz’s gaze—the raw pain and angry defiance in his eyes as he looked up. I’m here, aren’t I?


  Johnny had watched this footage at least one hundred times. He’d talked to Frizz on several occasions and still didn’t know where the kid had grown up, where he belonged, or who was
  waiting up at night for him, peering into the darkness, worrying.


  Johnny knew about a parent’s worry, about how a child could slip into the shadows and disappear. It was why he was here, working day and night on a documentary about street kids. Maybe if
  he looked hard enough, asked enough questions, he’d find her.


  He stared at the image on-screen. Because of the rain, there hadn’t been many kids out on the street on the night he’d shot this footage. Still, whenever he saw a shape in the
  background, a silhouette that could be a young woman, he squinted and put on his glasses, peering harder at the picture, thinking: Marah?


  But none of the girls he’d seen while making this documentary was his daughter. Marah had run away from home and disappeared. He didn’t even know if she was still in Seattle.


  He turned off the lights in his upstairs office and walked down the dark, quiet hallway. To his left, dozens of family photographs, framed in black and matted in white, hung along the wall.
  Sometimes he stopped and followed the trail of these pictures—his family—and let them pull him back to a happier time. Sometimes he let himself stand in front of his wife’s
  picture and lose himself in the smile that had once illuminated his world.


  Tonight, he kept moving.


  He paused at his sons’ room and eased the door open. It was something he did now: check obsessively on his eleven-year-old twins. Once you’d learned how bad life could go, and how
  quickly, you tried to protect those who remained. They were there, asleep.


  He released a breath, unaware that he’d drawn it in, and moved on to Marah’s closed door. There, he didn’t slow down. It hurt too much to look in her room, to see the place
  frozen in time—a little girl’s room—uninhabited, everything just as she’d left it.


  He went into his own room and closed the door behind him. It was cluttered with clothes and papers and whatever books he’d started and stopped reading and intended to pick up again, when
  life slowed down.


  Heading into the bathroom, he stripped off his shirt and tossed it into the hamper. In the bathroom mirror, he caught sight of himself. Some days when he saw himself, he thought, Not bad for
  fifty-five, and sometimes—like now—he thought, Really?


  He looked . . . sad. It was in the eyes, mostly. His hair was longer than it should be, with fine strands of gray weaving through the black. He always forgot to get it cut. With a sigh, he
  turned on the shower and stepped in, letting the scalding-hot water pour over him, wash his thoughts away. When he got out, he felt better again, ready to take on the day. There was no point in
  trying to sleep. Not now. He towel-dried his hair and dressed in an old Nirvana T-shirt that he found on the floor of his closet and a pair of worn jeans. As he headed back into the hallway, the
  phone rang.


  It was the landline.


  He frowned. It was 2010. In this new age, only the rarest of calls came in on the old number.


  Certainly people didn’t call at 5:03 in the morning. Only bad news came at this hour.


  Marah.


  He lunged for the phone and answered. “Hello?”


  “Is Kathleen Ryan there?”


  Damned telemarketers. Didn’t they ever update their records?


  “Kathleen Ryan passed away almost four years ago. You need to take her off your call list,” he said tightly, waiting for: Are you a decision maker in your household? In the
  silence that followed his question, he grew impatient. “Who is this?” he demanded.


  “Officer Jerry Malone, Seattle police.”


  Johnny frowned. “And you’re calling Kate?”


  “There’s been an accident. The victim has Kathleen Ryan’s name in her wallet as an emergency contact.”


  Johnny sat down on the edge of the bed. There was only one person in the world who would still have Katie’s name as an emergency contact. What in the hell had she done now? And who still
  had emergency contact numbers in their wallet? “It’s Tully Hart, right? Is it a DUI? Because if she’s—”


  “I don’t have that information, sir. Ms. Hart is being taken to Sacred Heart right now.”


  “How bad is it?”


  “I can’t answer that, sir. You’ll need to speak to someone at Sacred Heart.”


  Johnny hung up on the officer, got the hospital’s number from Google, and called. It took at least ten minutes of being transferred around before he found someone who could answer his
  questions.


  “Mr. Ryan?” the woman said. “I understand you are Ms. Hart’s family?”


  He flinched at the question. How long had it been since he’d even spoken to Tully?


  A lie. He knew exactly how long it had been.


  “Yes,” he answered. “What happened?”


  “I don’t have all the details, sir. I just know she’s en route to us now.”


  He looked at his watch. If he moved quickly, he could make the 5:20 ferry and be at the hospital in a little more than an hour. “I’ll be there as quickly as I can.”


  He didn’t realize that he hadn’t said goodbye until the phone buzzed in his ear. He hung up and tossed the handset on the bed.


  He grabbed his wallet and picked up the phone again. As he reached for a sweater, he dialed a number. It rang enough times to remind him that it was early in the morning.


  “H-hello?”


  “Corrin. I’m sorry to call you so early, but it’s an emergency. Can you pick up the boys and take them to school?”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I need to go to Sacred Heart. There’s been an accident. I don’t want to leave the boys alone, but I don’t have time to bring them to you.”


  “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”


  “Thanks,” he said. “I owe you one.” Then he hurried down the hallway and pushed open the boys’ bedroom door. “Get dressed, boys. Now.”


  They sat up slowly. “Huh?” Wills said.


  “I’m leaving. Corrin is going to pick you up in fifteen minutes.”


  “But—”


  “But nothing. You’re going to Tommy’s house. Corrin might need to pick you up from soccer practice, too. I don’t know when I’ll be home.”


  “What’s wrong?” Lucas asked, his sleep-lined face drawing into a worried frown. They knew about emergencies, these boys, and routine comforted them. Lucas most of all. He was
  like his mother, a nurturer, a worrier.


  “Nothing,” Johnny said tightly. “I need to get into the city.”


  “He thinks we’re babies,” Wills said, pushing the covers back. “Let’s go, Skywalker.”


  Johnny looked impatiently at his watch. It was 5:08. He needed to leave now to make the 5:20 boat.


  Lucas got out of bed and approached him, looking up at Johnny through a mop of brown hair. “Is it Marah?”


  Of course that would be their worry. How many times had they rushed to see their mom in the hospital? And God knew what trouble Marah was in these days. They all worried about her.


  He forgot how wary they could sometimes be even now, almost four years later. Tragedy had marked them all. He was doing his best with the boys, but his best wasn’t really enough to
  compensate for their mother’s loss. “Marah’s fine. It’s Tully.”


  “What’s wrong with Tully?” Lucas asked, looking scared.


  They loved Tully so much. How many times in the last year had they begged to see her? How many times had Johnny made some excuse? Guilt flared at that.


  “I don’t have all the details yet, but I’ll let you know what’s up as soon as I can,” Johnny promised. “Be ready for school when Corrin gets here,
  okay?”


  “We’re not babies, Dad,” Wills said.


  “You’ll call us after soccer?” Lucas asked.


  “I will.”


  He kissed them goodbye and grabbed his car keys off the entry table. He looked back at them one last time—two identical boys who needed haircuts, standing there in their boxer shorts and
  oversized T-shirts, frowning with worry. And then he went out to his car. They were eleven years old; they could be alone for ten minutes.


  He got into his car, started the engine, and drove down to the ferry. On board, he stayed in his car, tapping his finger impatiently on the leather-covered steering wheel for the
  thirty-five-minute crossing.


  At precisely 6:10, he pulled up into the hospital’s parking lot and parked in the artificial brightness thrown down by a streetlamp. Sunrise was still a half hour away, so the city was
  dark.


  He entered the familiar hospital and strode up to the information desk.


  “Tallulah Hart,” he said grimly. “I’m family.”


  “Sir, I—”


  “I want an update on Tully’s condition, and I want it now.” He said it so harshly the woman bounced in her seat as if a slight current had charged through her
  body.


  “Oh,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”


  He walked away from the reception desk and began pacing. God, he hated this place, with its all-too-familiar smells.


  He sank into an uncomfortable plastic chair, tapping his foot nervously on the linoleum floor. Minutes ticked by; each one unraveled his control just a little.


  In the past four years, he’d learned how to go on without his wife, the love of his life, but it had not been easy. He’d had to stop looking back. The memories simply hurt too
  much.


  But how could he not look back here, of all places? They’d come to this hospital for surgery and chemotherapy and radiation; they’d spent hours together here, he and Kate, promising
  each other that cancer was no match for their love.


  Lying.


  When they’d finally faced the truth, they’d been in a room, here. In 2006. He’d been lying with her, holding her, trying not to notice how thin she’d become in the year
  of her life’s fight. Beside the bed, Kate’s iPod had been playing Kelly Clarkson. Some people wait a lifetime . . . for a moment like this.


  He remembered the look on Kate’s face. Pain had been a liquid fire in her body; she hurt everywhere. Her bones, her muscles, her skin. She took as much morphine as she’d dared, but
  she’d wanted to be alert enough so that her kids wouldn’t be afraid. I want to go home, she’d said.


  When he’d looked at her, all he’d been able to think was: She’s dying. The truth came at him hard, bringing tears to his eyes.


  “My babies,” she’d said quietly and then laughed. “Well, they’re not babies anymore. They’re losing teeth. It’s a dollar, by the way. For the tooth
  fairy. And always take a picture. And Marah. Tell her I understand. I was mean to my mom at sixteen, too.”


  “I am not ready for this conversation,” he’d said, hating his weakness. He’d seen the disappointment in her gaze.


  “I need Tully,” she’d said then, surprising him. His wife and Tully Hart had been best friends for most of their lives—until a fight had torn them apart. They
  hadn’t spoken for the past two years, and in those years, Kate had faced cancer. Johnny couldn’t forgive Tully, not for the fight itself (which had, of course, been Tully’s
  fault), or for her absence when Kate needed her most.


  “No. After what she did to you?” he’d said bitterly.


  Kate had rolled slightly toward him; he could see how much it hurt her to do so. “I need Tully,” she’d said again, softer this time. “She’s been my best friend
  since eighth grade.”


  “I know, but—”


  “You have to forgive her, Johnny. If I can, you can.”


  “It’s not that easy. She hurt you.”


  “And I hurt her. Best friends fight. They lose sight of what matters.” She had sighed. “Believe me, I know what matters now, and I need her.”


  “What makes you think she’ll come if you call? It’s been a long time.”


  Kate had smiled through her pain. “She’ll come.” She’d touched his face, made him look at her. “You need to take care of her . . . after.”


  “Don’t say that,” he’d whispered.


  “She’s not as strong as she pretends to be. You know that. Promise me.”


  Johnny closed his eyes. He’d worked so hard in the past few years to move past grief and fashion a new life for his family. He didn’t want to remember that terrible year; but how
  could he not—especially now?


  TullyandKate. They’d been best friends for almost thirty years, and if not for Tully, Johnny wouldn’t have met the love of his life.


  From the moment Tully had walked into his run-down office, Johnny had been mesmerized by her. She’d been twenty years old and full of passion and fire. She’d talked herself into a
  job at the small TV station he’d run then. He’d thought he’d fallen in love with her, but it wasn’t love; it was something else. He’d fallen under her spell. She had
  been more alive and brighter than anyone he’d ever met. Standing beside her had been like being in sunlight after months of shadow-dwelling. He’d known instantly that she would be
  famous.


  When she’d introduced him to her best friend, Kate Mularkey, who’d seemed paler and quieter, a bit of flotsam riding the crest of Tully’s wave, he’d barely noticed. It
  wasn’t until years later, when Katie dared to kiss him, that Johnny saw his future in a woman’s eyes. He remembered the first time they’d made love. They’d been
  young—him thirty, her twenty-five—but only she had been naïve. Is it always like that? she’d asked him quietly.


  Love had come to him like that, long before he’d been ready. No, he’d said, unable even then to lie to her. It’s not.


  After he and Kate had married, they’d watched Tully’s meteoric rise in journalism from afar, but no matter how separate Kate’s life became from Tully’s, the two women
  stayed closer than sisters. They’d talked on the phone almost daily and Tully had come to their home for most holidays. When she’d given up on the networks and New York and returned to
  Seattle to create her own daytime talk show, Tully had begged Johnny to produce the TV show. Those had been good years. Successful years. Until cancer and Kate’s death had torn everything
  apart.


  He couldn’t help remembering now. He closed his eyes and leaned back. He knew when it had begun to unravel.


  At Kate’s funeral, almost four years ago. October of 2006. They’d been in the first row of St. Cecilia’s Church, sitting bunched together . . .


  stiff and bleak-eyed, acutely aware of why they were here. They’d been in this church many times over the years, for Midnight Mass at Christmas and for Easter
  services, but it was different now. Instead of golden, glittery decorations, there were white lilies everywhere. The air in the church was cloyingly sweet.


  Johnny sat Marine-straight, his shoulders back. He was supposed to be strong now for his children, their children, her children. It was a promise he’d made to her as she lay dying, but it
  was already hard to keep. Inside, he was dry as sand. Sixteen-year-old Marah sat equally rigid beside him, her hands folded in her lap. She hadn’t looked at him in hours, maybe in days. He
  knew he should bridge that divide, force her to connect, but when he looked at her, he lost his nerve. Their combined grief was as deep and dark as the sea. So he sat with his eyes burning,
  thinking, Don’t cry. Be strong.


  He made the mistake of glancing to his left, where a large easel held a poster of Kate. In the picture, she was a young mother, standing on the beach in front of their Bainbridge Island house,
  her hair windblown, her smile as bright as a beacon in the night, her arms flung wide to welcome the three children running toward her. She had asked him to find that picture for her, one night
  when they lay in bed together, with their arms around each other. He’d heard the question and knew what it meant. Not yet, he’d murmured into her ear, stroking her bald
  head.


  She hadn’t asked him again.


  Of course she hadn’t. Even at the end, she’d been the stronger one, protecting all of them with her optimism.


  How many words had she hoarded in her heart so that he wouldn’t be wounded by her fear? How alone had she felt?


  God. She had been gone for only two days.


  Two days and already he wanted a do-over. He wanted to hold her again, and say, Tell me, baby, what are you afraid of?


  Father Michael stepped up to the pulpit, and the congregation—already quiet—grew still.


  “I’m not surprised so many people are here to say goodbye to Kate. She was an important person to so many of us—”


  Was.


  “You won’t be surprised that she gave me strict orders for this service, and I don’t want to disappoint her. She wanted me to tell you all to hold on to each other. She wanted
  you to take your sorrow and transform it into the joy that remains with life. She wanted you to remember the sound of her laughter and the love she had for her family. She wanted you to
  live.” His voice broke. “That was Kathleen Mularkey Ryan. Even at the end, she was thinking of others.”


  Marah groaned quietly.


  Johnny reached for her hand. She startled at his touch and looked at him, and there it was, that unfathomable grief as she pulled away.


  Music started up. It sounded far away at first, or maybe that was the roar of sound in his head. It took him a moment to recognize the song.


  “Oh, no,” he said, feeling emotion rise with the music.


  The song was “Crazy for You.”


  The song they’d danced to at their wedding. He closed his eyes and felt her beside him, slipping into the circle of his arms as the music swept them away. Touch me once and
  you’ll know it’s true.


  Lucas—sweet eight-year-old Lucas, who had begun to have nightmares again and sometimes had a meltdown when he couldn’t find the baby blanket he’d outgrown years
  ago—tugged on his sleeve. “Mommy said it was okay to cry, Daddy. She made me and Wills promise not to be afraid to cry.”


  Johnny hadn’t even realized he was crying. He wiped his eyes and nodded curtly, whispering, “That’s right, little man,” but he couldn’t look at his son. Tears in
  those eyes would undo him. Instead, he stared straight ahead and zoned out. He turned Father’s words into small brittle things, stones thrown against a brick wall. They clattered and fell,
  and through it all, he focused on his breathing and tried not to remember his wife. That, he would do in solitude, at night, when there was no one around.


  Finally, after what felt like hours, the service ended. He gathered his family close and they went downstairs for the reception. There, as he looked around, feeling both stunned and broken, he
  saw dozens of unfamiliar or barely familiar faces and it made him understand that Kate had pieces of her life he knew nothing about and it made her feel distant to him. In a way, that hurt even
  more. At the first possible moment, he herded his children out of the church basement.


  The church’s parking lot was full of cars, but that wasn’t what he noticed.


  Tully was in the parking lot, with her face tilted up toward the last of the day’s sunlight. She had her arms stretched wide and she was moving, swaying her hips, as if there were music
  somewhere.


  Dancing. She was in the middle of the street, outside the church, dancing.


  He said her name so harshly that Marah flinched beside him.


  Tully turned, saw them coming toward the car. She tugged the buds out of her ears and moved toward him.


  “How was it?” she asked quietly.


  He felt a surge of rage and he grabbed hold of it. Anything was better than this bottomless grief. Of course Tully had put herself first. It hurt to go to Kate’s funeral, so Tully
  didn’t. She stood in the parking lot and danced. Danced.


  Some best friend. Kate might be able to forgive Tully her selfishness; it wasn’t so easy for Johnny.


  He turned to his family. “Get in the car, everyone.”


  “Johnny—” Tully reached for him but he stepped aside. He couldn’t be touched now, not by anyone. “I couldn’t go in,” she said.


  “Yeah. Who could?” he said bitterly. He knew instantly that it was a mistake to look at her. Kate’s absence was even more pronounced at Tully’s side. The two women had
  always been together, laughing, talking, breaking into bad renditions of disco songs.


  TullyandKate. For more than thirty years they’d been best friends, and now, when he looked at Tully, it hurt too much to bear. She was the one who should have died. Kate
  was worth fifteen Tullys.


  “People are coming to the house,” he said. “It’s what she wanted. I hope you can make it.”


  He heard the sharpness of her indrawn breath and knew he’d hurt her.


  “That’s not fair,” she said.


  Ignoring that, ignoring her, he herded his family into the SUV and they drove home in an excruciating silence.


  Pale late-afternoon sunlight shone down on the caramel-colored Craftsman-style house. The yard was a disaster, forgotten in the year of Katie’s cancer. He parked in the garage and led the
  way into the house, where the faint scent of illness lingered in the fabric of the drapes and the woolen strands of the carpet.


  “What now, Dad?”


  He knew without turning who would have asked this question. Lucas, the boy who’d cried at every goldfish’s death and drawn a picture for his dying mother every day; the boy
  who’d started to cry at school again and had sat quietly at his recent birthday party, unable to even smile as he opened his gifts. He felt everything so keenly, this boy. Especially
  Lucas, Kate had said on her last, terrible night. He won’t know how to miss me so much. Hold him.


  Johnny turned.


  Wills and Lucas stood there, standing so close their shoulders were touching. The eight-year-olds had on matching black pants and gray V-neck sweaters. Johnny had forgotten this morning to make
  either boy take a shower and their shaggy haircuts were unruly, smushed in places from sleep.


  Lucas’s eyes were wide and bright, his lashes spiked with moisture. He knew his mother was Gone, but he didn’t really understand how that could be.


  Marah came up beside her brothers. She looked thin and pale, ghostlike in her black dress.


  All of them looked at him.


  This was his moment to speak, to offer comforting words, to give them advice they would remember. As their father, it was his job to turn the next few hours into a celebration of his
  wife’s life. But how?


  “Come on, boys,” Marah said with a sigh. “I’ll put Finding Nemo on.”


  “No,” Lucas wailed. “Not Finding Nemo.”


  Wills looked up. He took hold of his brother’s hand. “The mom dies.”


  “Oh.” Marah nodded. “How about The Incredibles?”


  Lucas nodded glumly.


  Johnny was still trying to figure out what in the hell to say to his wounded children when the doorbell rang for the first time.


  He flinched at the sound. Afterward, he was vaguely aware of time passing, of people crowding around him and doors opening and closing. Of the sun setting and night pressing against the
  windowpanes. He kept thinking, Move, go, say hi, but he couldn’t seem to make himself begin this thing.


  Someone touched his arm.


  “I’m so sorry, Johnny,” he heard a woman say, and he turned.


  She stood beside him, dressed in black, holding a foil-covered casserole dish. He could not for the life of him remember who she was. “When Arthur left me for that barista, I thought my
  life was over. But you keep getting up, and one day you realize you’re okay. You’ll find love again.”


  It took all his self-control not to snap out at this woman that death was different from infidelity, but before he could even think of her name, another woman showed up. She, too, thought hunger
  was his biggest problem now, judging by the size of the foil-covered tray in her plump hands.


  He heard “. . . better place” . . . and walked away.


  He pushed through the crowd and went to the bar that was set up in the kitchen. On the way, he passed several people, all of whom murmured some combination of the same useless
  words—sorry, suffering over, better place. He neither paused nor answered. He kept moving. He didn’t look at the photographs that had been set up around the room, on easels and
  propped up against windows and lamps. In the kitchen, he found a clot of sad-eyed women working efficiently, taking foil off casserole dishes and burrowing through the utensil drawers. At his
  entrance, they stilled, quick as birds with a fox in their midst, and looked up. Their pity—and the fear that this could someday happen to them—was a tangible presence in the room.


  At the sink, his mother-in-law, Margie, put down the pitcher she’d been filling with water. It hit the counter with a clank. Smoothing the hair away from her worry-lined face, she moved
  toward him. Women stepped aside to let her through. She paused at the bar, poured him a scotch and water over ice, and handed it to him.


  “I couldn’t find a glass,” he said. Stupidly. The glasses were right beside him. “Where’s Bud?”


  “Watching TV with Sean and the boys. This isn’t exactly something he can deal with. Sharing his daughter’s death with all these strangers, I mean.”


  Johnny nodded. His father-in-law had always been a quiet man, and the death of his only daughter had broken him. Even Margie, who had remained vital and dark-haired and laughing well past her
  last birthday, had aged immeasurably since the diagnosis. She had rounded forward, as if expecting another blow from God at any second. She’d stopped dyeing her hair and white flowed along
  her part like a frozen river. Rimless glasses magnified her watery eyes.


  “Go to your kids,” Margie said, pressing her pale, blue-veined hand into the crook of his arm.


  “I should stay here and help you.”


  “I’m fine,” she said. “But I’m worried about Marah. Sixteen is a tough age to lose a mother, and I think she regrets how much she and Kate fought before Kate got
  sick. Words stay with you sometimes, especially angry ones.”


  He took a long sip of his drink, watched the ice rattle in his glass when he was done. “I don’t know what to say to them.”


  “Words aren’t what matter.” Margie tightened her hold on his arm and led him out of the kitchen.


  The house was full of people, but even in a crowd of mourners, Tully Hart was noticeable. The center of attention. In a black sheath dress that probably cost as much as some of the cars parked
  in the driveway, she managed to look beautiful in grief. Her shoulder-length hair was auburn these days, and she must have redone her makeup since the funeral. In the living room, surrounded by
  people, she gestured dramatically, obviously telling a story, and when she finished, everyone around her laughed.


  “How can she smile?”


  “Tully knows a thing or two about heartbreak, don’t forget. She’s spent a lifetime hiding her pain. I remember the first time I ever saw her. I walked across Firefly Lane to
  her house because she’d befriended Kate and I wanted to check her out. Inside that run-down old house across the street, I met her mom, Cloud. Well, I didn’t meet her. Cloud
  was lying on the sofa spread-eagled, with a mound of marijuana on her stomach. She tried to sit up, and when she couldn’t, she said, F–– me, I’m stoned, and flopped
  back down. When I looked at Tully, who was maybe fourteen, I saw the kind of shame that marks you forever.”


  “You had an alcoholic dad and you overcame it.”


  “I fell in love and had babies. A family. Tully thinks no one can love her except Kate. I don’t think the loss has really hit her yet, but when it does, it’s going to be
  ugly.”


  Tully put a CD into the stereo and cranked the music. Born to be w-iiii-ld blared through the speakers.


  The people in the living room backed away from her, looking offended.


  “Come on,” Tully said, “who wants a straight shot?”


  Johnny knew he should stop her, but he couldn’t get that close. Not now, not yet. Every time he looked at Tully, he thought, Kate’s gone, and the wound cracked open again.
  Turning away, he went up to comfort his children instead.


  It took everything he had to climb the stairs.


  Outside the twins’ bedroom, he paused, trying to gather strength.


  You can do this.


  He could do it. He had to. The children beyond this door had just learned that life was unfair and that death ripped hearts and families apart. It was his job to make them understand,
  to hold them together and heal them.


  He drew in a sharp breath and opened the door.


  The first thing he saw were the beds—unmade, rumpled, the Star Wars bedding in a tangled heap. The navy-blue walls—hand-painted by Kate to show clouds and stars and
  moons—had been covered over the years with the boys’ artwork and some of their favorite movie posters. Golden T-ball and soccer trophies stood proudly on the dresser top.


  His father-in-law, Bud, sat in the big papasan chair that easily held both boys when they played video games, and Sean, Kate’s younger brother, lay asleep on Wills’s bed.


  Marah sat on the rug in front of the TV, with Lucas beside her. Wills was in the corner, watching the movie with his arms crossed, looking angry and isolated.


  “Hey,” Johnny said quietly, closing the door behind him.


  “Dad!” Lucas lurched to his feet. Johnny scooped his son into his arms and held him tightly.


  Bud climbed awkwardly out of the cushy papasan chair and got to his feet. He looked rumpled in his out-of-date black suit with a white shirt and wide polyester tie. His pale face, marked by age
  spots, seemed to have added creases and folds in the past weeks. Beneath bushy gray eyebrows, his eyes looked sad. “I’ll give you some time.” He went to the bed, thumped Sean on
  the shoulder, and said, “Wake up.”


  Sean came awake with a start and sat up sharply. He looked confused until he saw Johnny. “Oh, right.” He followed his dad out of the room.


  Johnny heard the door click shut behind him. On-screen, brightly colored superheroes ran through the jungle. Lucas slid out of Johnny’s arms and stood beside him.


  Johnny looked at his grieving children, and they looked at him. Their reactions to their mother’s death were as different as they were, as unique. Lucas, the tenderhearted, was undone by
  missing his mom and confused about where exactly she’d gone. His twin, Wills, was a kid who relied on athleticism and popularity. Already he was a jock and well liked. This loss had offended
  and scared him. He didn’t like being afraid, so he got angry instead.


  And then there was Marah; beautiful sixteen-year-old Marah, for whom everything had always come easily. In the cancer year, she had closed up, become contained and quiet, as if she thought that
  if she made no noise at all, caused no disruption, the inevitability of this day could be avoided. He knew how deeply she regretted the way she’d treated Kate before she got sick.


  The need in all of their eyes was the same, though. They looked to him to put their destroyed world back together, to ease this unimaginable pain.


  But Kate was the heart and soul of this family, the glue that held them all together. Hers was the voice that knew what to say. Anything he said would be a lie. How would they heal? How would
  things get better? How would more time without Kate soothe them?


  Marah rose suddenly, unfolding with the kind of grace that most girls would never know. She looked sylphlike in her grief, pale and almost ethereal, with her long black hair, black dress, and
  nearly translucent skin. He heard the hitch in her breathing, the way she seemed hard-pressed to inhale this new air.


  “I’ll put the boys to bed,” she said, reaching out for Lucas. “Come on, rug rat. I’ll read you a story.”


  “Way to make us feel better, Dad,” Wills said, his mouth tightening. It was a dark, sadly adult expression on an eight-year-old face.


  “It will get better,” Johnny said, hating his weakness.


  “Will it?” Wills said. “How?”


  Lucas looked up at him. “Yeah, how, Dad?”


  He looked at Marah, who looked so cold and pale she might have been carved of ice.


  “Sleep will help,” she said dully, and Johnny was pathetically grateful to her. He knew he was losing it, failing, that he was supposed to provide support, not accept it,
  but he was empty inside.


  Just empty.


  Tomorrow he’d be better. Do better.


  But when he saw the sad disappointment on his children’s faces, he knew what a lie that was.


  I’m sorry, Katie.


  “Good night,” he said in a thick voice.


  Lucas looked up at him. “I love you, Daddy.”


  Johnny dropped slowly to his knees and opened his arms. His sons pushed into his embrace and he held them tightly. “I love you, too.” Over their heads, he stared up at Marah, who
  appeared unmoved. She stood straight and tall, her shoulders back.


  “Marah?”


  “Don’t bother,” she said softly.


  “Your mom made us promise to be strong. Together.”


  “Yeah,” she said, her lower lip trembling just a little. “I know.”


  “We can do it,” he said, although he heard the unsteadiness of his voice.


  “Yeah. Sure we can,” Marah said with a sigh. Then: “Come on, boys, let’s get ready for bed.”


  Johnny knew he should stay, comfort Marah, but he had no words.


  Instead, he took the coward’s route and left the room, closing the door behind him.


  He went downstairs, and ignoring everyone, pushed through the crowd. He grabbed his coat from the laundry room and went outside.


  It was full-on night now, and there wasn’t a star in the sky. A thin layer of clouds obscured them. A cool breeze ruffled through the trees on his property line, made the skirtlike boughs
  dance.


  In the tree limbs overhead, Mason jars hung from strands of ropy twine, their insides full of black stones and votive candles. How many nights had he and Kate sat out here beneath a tiara of
  candlelight, listening to the waves hitting their beach and talking about their dreams?


  He grabbed the porch rail to steady himself.


  “Hey.”


  Her voice surprised and irritated him. He wanted to be alone.


  “You left me dancing all by myself,” Tully said, coming up beside him. She had a blue wool blanket wrapped around her; its end dragged on the ground at her bare feet.


  “It must be intermission,” he said, turning to her.


  “What do you mean?”


  He could smell tequila on her breath and wondered how drunk she was. “The Tully Hart center-of-attention show. It must be intermission.”


  “Kate asked me to make tonight fun,” she said, drawing back. She was shaking.


  “I can’t believe you didn’t come to her funeral,” he said. “It would have broken her heart.”


  “She knew I wouldn’t come. She even—”


  “And that makes it okay? Don’t you think Marah would have liked to see you in there? Or don’t you care about your goddaughter?”


  Before she could answer—and what could she say?—he pushed away from her and went back inside, tossing his coat on the washing machine as he passed through the laundry room.


  He knew he’d lashed out unfairly. In another time, in another world, he’d care enough to apologize. Kate would want him to, but right now he couldn’t manage the effort. It took
  everything he had inside just to keep standing. His wife had been gone for forty-eight hours and already he was a worse version of himself.







  Three
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  That night, at four A.M., Johnny gave up on the idea of sleep. How had he thought it would be possible to find peace on the
  night of his wife’s funeral?


  He pushed the comforter back and climbed out of bed. Rain hammered the shake roof, echoed through the house. At the fireplace in the bedroom, he touched the switch and after a
  thump-whiz of sound, blue and orange flames burst to life, skating along the fake log. The faint smell of gas floated to him. He lost a few minutes standing there, staring into the
  fire.


  After that, he found himself drifting. It was the only word he could come up with to describe the wandering that took him from room to room. More than once, he found himself standing somewhere,
  staring at something with no clear memory of how he’d come to be there or why he’d begun that particular journey.


  Somehow, he ended up back in his bedroom. Her water glass was still on the nightstand. So were her reading glasses and the mittens she’d worn to bed at the end, when she’d always
  been cold. As clear as the sound of his own breathing, he heard her say, You were the one for me, John Ryan. I loved you with every breath I took for two decades. It was what she’d
  said to him on her last night. They’d lain in bed together, with him holding her because she was too weak to hold on to him. He remembered burying his face in the crook of her neck, saying,
  Don’t leave me, Katie. Not yet.


  Even then, as she lay dying, he had failed her.


  He got dressed and went downstairs.


  The living room was filled with watery gray light. Rain dropped from the eaves outside and softened the view. In the kitchen, he found the counter covered in carefully washed and dried dishes
  that had been placed on dish towels and a garbage can full of paper plates and brightly colored napkins. The refrigerator and freezer were both filled with foil-covered containers. His
  mother-in-law had done what needed to be done, while he had hidden outside in the dark, alone.


  As he made a pot of coffee, he tried to imagine the new version of his life. All he saw were empty spaces at the dining room table, a car pool with the wrong driver, a breakfast made by the
  wrong hands.


  Be a good dad. Help them deal with this.


  He leaned against the counter, drinking coffee. As he poured the third cup, he felt an adrenaline spike of caffeine. His hands started to shake, so he got himself some orange juice instead.


  Sugar on top of caffeine. What was next, tequila? He didn’t really make a decision to move. Rather, he just drifted away from the kitchen, where every square inch held a reminder of his
  wife—the lavender hand lotion she loved, the YOU ARE SPECIAL plate she pulled out at the smallest of their children’s achievements, the water pitcher she’d
  inherited from her grandmother and used on special occasions.


  He felt someone touch his shoulder and he flinched.


  Margie, his mother-in-law, stood beside him. She was dressed for the day in high-waisted jeans, tennis shoes, and a black turtleneck. She smiled tiredly.


  Bud came up beside his wife. He looked ten years older than Margie. He had grown quieter in the past year, although none would have called him a chatty man before. He’d begun his goodbyes
  to Katie long before the rest of them had accepted the inevitable, and now that she was gone, he seemed to have lost his voice. Like his wife, he was dressed in his customary style—Wrangler
  jeans that accentuated both his thinning legs and straining paunch, a checked brown and white western shirt, and a big silver-buckled belt. His hair had checked out a long time ago, but he had
  enough growing in the arch of his brows to compensate.


  Without words, they all walked back into the kitchen, where Johnny poured them each a cup of coffee.


  “Coffee. Thank God,” Bud said gruffly, taking the cup in his work-gnarled hand.


  They looked at each other.


  “We need to take Sean to the airport in an hour, but after that we can come back here and help,” Margie said at last. “For as long as you need us.”


  Johnny loved her for the offer. She was closer to him than his own mother had ever been, but he had to stand on his own now.


  The airport. That was the answer.


  This wasn’t just another day, and as sure as he stood here, he couldn’t manage the pretense that it was. He couldn’t feed his kids and drive them to school and then go
  to work at the station, producing some cheesy entertainment or lifestyle segment that wouldn’t change anyone’s life.


  “I’m getting us the hell out of here,” he said.


  “Oh?” Margie said. “Where to?”


  He said the first thing that came into his head. “Kauai.” Katie had loved it there. They’d always meant to take the kids.


  Margie peered up at him through her new rimless eyeglasses. “Runnin’ away doesn’t change a thing,” Bud said gruffly.


  “I know that, Bud. But I’m drowning here. Everywhere I look . . .”


  “Yeah,” his father-in-law said.


  Margie touched Johnny’s arm. “What can we do to help?”


  Now that Johnny had a plan—however imperfect and temporary—he felt better. “I’ll go get started on reservations. Don’t tell the kids. Let them sleep.”


  “When will you leave?”


  “Hopefully today.”


  “You’d better call Tully and tell her. She’s planning to be back here at eleven.”


  Johnny nodded, but Tully was the least of his concerns right now.


  “Okay,” Margie said, clapping her hands. “I’ll clean out the fridge and move all the casseroles to the freezer in the garage.”


  “I’ll stop the milk delivery and call the police,” Bud said. “Just so they know to watch the house.”


  Johnny hadn’t thought of any of those things. Kate had always done all the prep work for their trips.


  Margie patted his forearm. “Go make the reservations. We’ve got you covered.”


  He thanked them both and then went into his office. Seated at the computer, it took him less than twenty minutes to make the reservations. By 6:50, he’d bought airline tickets and reserved
  a car and rented a house. All he had to do now was tell the kids.


  He headed down the hallway. In the boys’ room, he went to the bunk beds and found both of his sons on the bottom bunk, tangled up like a pair of puppies.


  He ruffled Lucas’s coarse brown hair. “Hey, Skywalker, wake up.”


  “I wanna be Skywalker,” Wills murmured in his sleep.


  Johnny smiled. “You’re the Conqueror, remember?”


  “No one knows who William the Conqueror is,” Wills said, sitting up in his blue and red Spider-Man pajamas. “He needs a video game.”


  Lucas sat up, looking blearily around. “Is it school time already?”


  “We’re not going to school today,” Johnny said.


  Wills frowned. “Cuz Mom’s dead?”


  Johnny flinched. “I guess. We’re going to Hawaii. I’m going to teach my kids how to surf.”


  “You don’t know how to surf,” Wills said, still frowning. Already he had become a skeptic.


  “He does, too. Don’t you, Dad?” Lucas said, peering up through his long hair. Lucas, the believer.


  “I will in a week,” Johnny said, and they cheered, bouncing up and down on the bed. “Brush your teeth and get dressed. I’ll be back to pack your suitcases in ten
  minutes.”


  The boys jumped out of bed and raced to their bathroom, elbowing each other along the way. He walked slowly out of the room and down the hallway.


  He knocked on his daughter’s door, and heard her exhausted, “What?”


  He actually drew in a breath before he stepped into her room. He knew it wouldn’t be easy, talking his popular sixteen-year-old daughter into a vacation. Nothing mattered more to Marah
  than her friends. That would be especially true now.


  She stood by her unmade bed, brushing her long, shiny black hair. Dressed for school in ridiculously low-rise, flare-legged jeans and a T-shirt that was toddler-sized, she looked ready to tour
  with Britney Spears. He pushed his irritation aside. This was no time for a fight about fashion.


  “Hey,” he said, closing the door behind him.


  “Hey,” she answered without looking at him. Her voice had that brittle sharpness that had become de rigueur since puberty. He sighed; even grief, it seemed, hadn’t softened his
  daughter. If anything, it had made her angrier.


  She put down her hairbrush and faced him. He understood now why Kate had been wounded so often by the judgment in their daughter’s eyes. She had a way of cutting you with a glance.


  “I’m sorry about last night,” he said.


  “Whatever. I have soccer practice after school today. Can I take Mom’s car?”


  He heard the way her voice broke on Mom’s. He sat down on the edge of her bed and waited for her to join him there. When she didn’t, he felt a wave of exhaustion. She was
  obviously fragile. They all were now—but Marah was like Tully. Neither of them knew how to show weakness. All Marah would let herself care about now was that he’d interrupted her
  routine, and God knew she spent more time getting ready for school than a monk devoted to morning prayers.


  “We’re going to Hawaii for a week. We can—”


  “What? When?”


  “We’re leaving here in two hours. Kauai is—”


  “No way,” she screeched.


  Her outburst was so unexpected he actually forgot what he was saying. “What?”


  “I can’t take off from school. I have to keep my grades up for college. I promised Mom I’d do well in school.”


  “That’s admirable, Marah. But we need some time away as a family. To figure things out. We can get your assignments, if you’d like.”


  “If I’d like? If I’d like?” She stomped her foot. “You know nothing about high school. Do you know how competitive it is out there? How will I get into a
  good college if I tank this semester?”


  “One week will hardly throw you under the bus.”


  “Ha! I have Algebra 2, Dad. And American Studies. And I’m on varsity soccer this year.”


  He knew there was a right way to handle this and a wrong way; he just didn’t know what the right way was, and honestly, he was too tired and stressed out to care.


  He stood up. “We’re leaving at ten. Pack a bag.”


  She grabbed his arm. “Let me stay with Tully!”


  He looked down at her, seeing how anger had stained her pale skin red. “Tully? As a chaperone? Uh. No.”


  “Grandma and Grandpa would stay here with me.”


  “Marah, we’re going. We need to be together, just the four of us.”


  She stomped her foot again. “You’re ruining my life.”


  “I doubt that.” He knew he should say something of value or lasting importance. But what? He’d already come to despise the platitudes people handed out like breath mints after
  a death. He didn’t believe that time would heal this wound or that Kate was in a better place or that they’d learn to go on. There was no way he could pass along some hollow sentiment
  to Marah, who was clearly hanging on by as thin a strand as he was.


  She spun away and went into her bathroom and slammed the door.


  He knew better than to wait for her to change her mind. In his bedroom, he grabbed his phone and made a call as he walked into the closet, looking for a suitcase.


  “Hello?” Tully answered, sounding as bad as he felt.


  Johnny knew he should apologize for last night, but every time he thought about it, he felt a rush of anger. He couldn’t help mentioning her disappointing behavior last night, but even as
  he brought it up, he knew she would defend herself, and she did. It’s what Kate wanted. It pissed him off. She was still talking about it when he cut her off with: “We’re
  going to Kauai today.”


  “What?”


  “We need time together now. You said so yourself. Our flight is at two, on Hawaiian.”


  “That’s not much time to get ready.”


  “Yeah.” He was already worried about that. “I gotta go.” She was still talking, asking something about the weather, when he hung up.
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  SeaTac International Airport was surprisingly crowded on this midweek October afternoon in 2006. They’d arrived early, to drop off Kate’s brother, Sean, who was
  returning home.


  At the self-service kiosk, Johnny got their boarding passes, and then glanced at his children, each of whom held some electronic device; Marah was sending something called a text on her new cell
  phone. He had no idea what a text was and didn’t care. It had been Kate who’d wanted their sixteen-year-old to have a cell phone.


  “I’m worried about Marah,” Margie said, coming to stand beside him.


  “Apparently I’m ruining her life by taking her to Kauai.”


  Margie made a tsking sound. “If you are not ruining a sixteen-year-old girl’s life, you are not parenting her. That’s not what I’m worried about. She regrets how
  she treated her mother, I think. Usually one grows out of that, but when your mom dies . . .”


  Behind them, the airport’s pneumatic doors whooshed opened and Tully came running toward them wearing a sundress, ridiculously high-heeled sandals, and a floppy white hat. She was rolling
  a Louis Vuitton duffel behind her.


  She came to a breathless stop in front of them. “What? What’s wrong? If it’s the time, I did my best.”


  Johnny stared at Tully. What the hell was she doing here? Margie said something quietly, and then shook her head.


  “Tully!” Marah cried out. “Thank God.”


  Johnny took Tully by the arm and pulled her aside.


  “You aren’t invited on this trip, Tul. It’s just the four of us. I can’t believe you thought—”


  “Oh.” The word was spoken quietly, barely above a breath. He could see how hurt she was. “You said ‘we.’ I thought you meant me, too.”


  He knew how often she’d been left behind in her life, abandoned by her mother, but he didn’t have the strength to worry about Tully Hart right now. He was close to losing control of
  his life; all he could think about was his kids and not letting go. He mumbled something and turned away from her. “Come on, kids,” he said harshly, giving them only a few minutes to
  say goodbye to Tully. He hugged his in-laws and whispered, “Goodbye.”


  “Let Tully come,” Marah whined. “Please . . .”


  Johnny kept moving. It was all he could think of to do.


  
    [image: ]

  


  For the past six hours, both in the air and in the Honolulu airport, Johnny had been completely ignored by his daughter. On the airplane, she didn’t eat or watch a movie
  or read. She sat across the aisle from him and the boys, her eyes closed, her head bobbing in time to music he couldn’t hear.


  He needed to let her know that even though she felt alone, she wasn’t. He had to make sure she knew that he was still here for her, that they were still a family, as wobbly as that
  construct now felt.


  But timing mattered. With teenage girls, one had to carefully pick the moment to reach out, or you’d draw back a bloody stump where your arm had been.


  They landed in Kauai at four P.M. Hawaiian time, but it felt as if they’d been traveling for days. He moved down the jetway while the boys walked on ahead. Last
  week they would have been laughing; now they were quiet.


  He fell into step beside Marah. “Hey.”


  “What?”


  “Can’t a guy just say hey to his daughter?”


  She rolled her eyes and kept walking.


  They walked past the baggage claim area, where women in muumuus handed out purple and white leis to people who’d come here on package deals.


  Outside, the sun was shining brightly. Bougainvilleas in full pink bloom crawled over the parking area fence. Johnny led the way across the street to the rental car area. Within ten minutes they
  were in a silver convertible Mustang and headed north along the only highway on the island. They stopped at a Safeway store, loaded up on groceries, and then piled back into the car.


  To their right, the coastline was an endless golden sandy beach lashed by crashing blue waves and rimmed in black lava rock outcroppings. As they drove north, the landscape became lusher,
  greener.


  “Uh, it’s pretty here,” he said to Marah, who was beside him in the front passenger seat, hunched down, staring at her phone. Texting.


  “Yeah,” Marah said without looking up.


  “Marah,” he said in a warning tone. As in: You’re skating on thin ice.


  She looked over at him. “I am getting homework from Ashley. I told you I couldn’t leave school.”


  “Marah—”


  She glanced to her right. “Waves. Sand. Fat white people in Hawaiian shirts. Men who wear socks with their sandals. Great vacation, Dad. I totally forgot that Mom just died. Thanks.”
  Then she went back to texting on her Motorola Razr.


  He gave up. Ahead, the road snaked along the shoreline and spilled down into the verdant patchwork of the Hanalei Valley.


  The town of Hanalei was a funky collection of wooden buildings and brightly colored signs and shave-ice stands. He turned onto the road indicated by MapQuest and immediately had to slow down to
  avoid the bikers and surfers crowded along either side of the street.


  The house they’d rented was an old-fashioned Hawaiian cottage on Weke—pronounced Veke, apparently—Road. He pulled into the crushed-coral driveway and parked.


  The boys were out of the car in an instant, too excited to be contained a second longer. Johnny carried two suitcases up the front steps and opened the door. The wooden-floored cottage was
  decorated in 1950s bamboo-framed furniture with thick floral cushions. A koa-wood kitchen and eating nook was on the left side of the main room, with a comfortable living room on the right side. A
  good-sized TV delighted the boys, who immediately ran through the house yelling, “Dibs!”


  He went to the set of glass sliding doors that faced the bay. Beyond the grassy yard lay Hanalei Bay. He remembered the last time he and Kate had been here. Take me to bed, Johnny Ryan.
  I’ll make it worth your while . . .


  Wills bumped into him hard. “We’re hungry, Dad.” Lucas skidded up beside them. “Starving.”


  Of course. It was almost nine P.M. at home. How had he forgotten that his kids needed dinner? “Right. We’ll go to a bar that your mom and I love.”


  Lucas giggled. “We can’t go in a bar, Dad.”


  He ruffled Lucas’s hair. “Not in Washington, maybe, but here it’s A-okay.”


  “That’s so cool,” Wills said.


  Johnny heard Marah in the kitchen behind him, putting groceries away. That seemed like a good sign. He hadn’t had to beg or threaten her.


  It took them less than thirty minutes to put their things away, claim their rooms, and change into shorts and T-shirts; then they walked along the quiet street to a ramshackle old wooden
  building near the center of town. The Tahiti Nui.


  Kate had loved the retro Polynesian kitsch of the place, which was more than just a décor here. Rumor was that the interior had looked the same for more than forty years.


  Inside the bar, which was filled with tourists and locals—easily separated by their dress—they found a small bamboo table near the “stage”—a three-foot-by-four-foot
  flat area with two stools and a pair of stand-up microphones.


  “This is great!” Lucas said, bouncing on his seat so hard Johnny worried that he might fall through and hit the floor. Normally Johnny would have said something, tried to
  tame the boys, but their enthusiasm was exactly why they’d come here, so he nursed his Corona and said nothing. The tired-looking waitress had just delivered their pizza when the
  band—two Hawaiians with guitars—showed up. Their first song was Israel Kamakawiwo’ole’s iconic ukulele version of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.”


  Johnny felt Kate materialize on the bench seat beside him, singing quietly in her off-key voice, leaning against him, but when he turned, all he saw was Marah, frowning at him.


  “What? I wasn’t texting.”


  He didn’t know what to say.


  “Whatever,” Marah said, but she looked disappointed.


  Another song started. When you see Hanalei by moonlight . . .


  A beautiful woman with sun-bleached blond hair and a bright smile went to the minuscule stage and danced a hula to the song.
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