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Who’s gonna take the place of me?
            

—U2, “Who’s Gonna Ride Your Wild Horses”




The less we say about it the better
            

Make it up as we go along
            

—Talking Heads, “This Must Be the Place (Naïve Melody)”




And, by the way, I’m gonna love you anyway
            

—National Flower, “Riot”




	

    
	
		The

Sweetheart

Deal
            



	

    
	
		Leo


I know Garrett never thought I was serious when I told him, If I die, I need you to marry Audrey. Make my wife your bride—she’s meant to be a bride, not my widow. And I know she didn’t think I was either, but I’d never been more serious about a thing in my life. I was a firefighter; I risked my life every day. Surely I couldn’t be the only guy in the department who thought about such a thing. And then, after 9/11, I knew asking him had been the right decision, and I felt even better about it. Of course I did. Garrett is my best friend. We met in 1983, when we were fourteen, and it’s as true now as it was then. I had other friends, good friends. I had Gallagher at the firehouse—easily worth ten men—but Garrett is like a brother to me. It’s as simple as that.
         

The three of us had joked about it for years. How many times did Audrey shout to me, when Garrett called, “Leo, it’s my second husband! You going to pick up?” Then she’d say to him, “Bye, sweetie, here he is,” and he and I would talk. My love, my everything, the mother of my sons—of course I wanted a plan in place. Of course she didn’t expect me to die. It was all in good fun.

I didn’t think about them being intimate. I couldn’t. I only thought that if Audrey and the boys were left on their own, if I had anything to say about it, Garrett was the one person I’d choose to take care of them. I wouldn’t be around to know about any of the rest, which they would figure out.

You have these precious, priceless responsibilities in life, the sources of pride you’ve created, earned, acquired: your children, money and property and assets, pets, even—treasures that demand you nurture and protect them properly—and in the event that you no longer can, you leave them in the hands of someone who can’t possibly replace you. Assigning the job of the best care and love only you can give to someone who isn’t you—that’s the stuff of madness. When Audrey and I finally bit the bullet and wrote up our wills, everyone we considered seemed newly and certainly too flawed, crazy and unworthy to care for the boys. The list of family and friends we had to choose from got very short very quickly, but we conceded to name her conservative brother and sister-in-law, then my sister and brother-in-law as backup, all of them on the other side of the country. When Christopher was still a baby, we wrote up specific instructions and extracted promises, requiring attendance to Catholic school and exposure to open (progressive) political minds. Of course they’d agreed. If they’d ever be forced into the roles of guardians, we would never know if they honored our wishes or not.

  


Audrey and I had been married for six years when Garrett spent Y2K with us in Portland. It was the first time we’d seen him since our wedding. He’d been my best man.

“I bought my ticket and I’m flying out,” he told me in November. He was in graduate school again, his second stint. “It’s about time I come to Portland, and if it’s all over with the millennium, I’m going out with you two.”

On New Year’s Eve, we got a sitter and had an early dinner downtown in time to be home and drink with the New York countdown. All was relief when the world didn’t end. Audrey was pregnant with Andrew and begged off to bed at ten-thirty, kissing us both, and Garrett and I stayed up. Christopher and Brian were still so little and would be awake early.

So as 1999 shed its skin and became 2000, we sat in the backyard smoking cigars by the fire pit, and I got drunk and sentimental. It was a dry, clear, cold night, a rare thing during Portland’s December. I was overcome the way people are. On such a night, with such a friend.

Garrett and his women. That’s what we’d been talking about. You could set your calendar by them. Anywhere from eighteen to twenty months—or less, but never for two years—he’d be with someone, and then he would end it. After a period of solitude, like a cleansing fast, he’d be on the market again. I could tell the ages of some of his lovers from their names alone. He’d been with an Acacia, two Zoës, a Piper. During that visit he was with a Nichole.

“And she’s a student?” I said.

“She’s a graduate student,” Garrett said. “She’s not my graduate student. She’s a big girl. Jesus, Leo, I’m not going to let my dick get me arrested, or cost me my job.”
         

“Why don’t you find a nice Mavis, or an Edith?” I said. “What about an Opal?”

“What’s going on here?” His voice got flat. “What’s with the shitty judgment? I’m telling you about this woman, Nichole, who I’m very happy with, and you’re being kind of a prick.”

I had to tread lighter. The year and a half of what Garrett considered happiness, replaced by another of the same length, but with a different woman, wasn’t what he would call a problem.

So while we argued about his future with Nichole, I pushed.

“You know they want to marry you, right?” I said. “After a few months in, they imagine themselves years down the road with you, living in the brownstone, with a library full of books from floor to ceiling, maybe a basset hound—no, a terrier. You, smoking a pipe, wearing your glasses and sweater vest.”

“What the fuck?” he said. “I would never wear a sweater vest or smoke a pipe.”

“Not now.” I giggled. “Later. In the happily-ever-after. Maybe even the occasional cardigan.”

“Fuck you,” he said. “You’re tittering. You titterer.”

I sprayed my drink from my mouth and folded into a hysterical pile until I managed to speak again. “Titterer!” I said. “You’re the titterer!” We often reduced ourselves to juvenile behavior when we were together, even then, when we were successful adult men. There’s no denying that.

“I’ll be right back,” I said, and stumbled inside for paper, a pen, and a flashlight. At the kitchen counter, I scribbled on the sheet of paper. When I got outside, I shoved the paper and pen at him. “I need a favor. Sign this.”

“Sign what? I can’t sign something in the dark,” he said. “Man, you’re wasted.”

I flashed the light on the page. “This,” I said. “It says, ‘I, Garrett Reese, in the event of the death of Leo McGeary, promise to marry Audrey McGeary.’ All you have to do is sign it.”

“What are you talking about? You’re off your rocker,” he laughed. “You’re loaded.”

“Just sign it.” I shoved the paper at him again. I poked his arm with the pen. “I love that woman, and if I die on her, I need you to take care of her, to take care of my family. You’re the only person I’d trust to do that.”

Garrett took a puff off his cigar. “You stupid fuck.” He was still laughing. “I have a life. And you’re not going to die, but if you do, what if I’m married? I love your wife, but not like that. I’m not your plan B man, I’m my own plan A—Jesus. You call this a favor?”
         

“I don’t sit on my ass for a living,” I said. “I need some insurance and I’m not going to hold my breath waiting for your wedding. You want to keep discussing that probability? And you would figure out how to love her like that. Pretty easily, I’d expect. Let’s not talk about it.
         

“If you’re married when I’m dead, I can’t hold you to a promise that you can’t keep. There’ll only be so much I can do at that point.”

He took the paper and rested it on his leg in the dark.

“Move the goddamn light so I can see.” He scanned the words I’d scrawled. “You’re smashed,” he said. “I’m with Nichole, remember? You’re going to have to find someone else to give this to.”
         

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” I said. “I’m not going to die tomorrow. Nichole’s got nothing to worry about. Will you sign it already and I’ll bring us more drinks.”

“I’m only doing this to get you off my fucking back. It’s the new millennium for God’s sake, and you’re being morbid as hell. Refill me.” He signed the paper and handed it back. “It’s your word against mine, dead man. That doesn’t even look like my signature.”

“Thank you,” I said. I took the paper. “I really mean it. That’s a load off. Hand me your glass. Stand up. Give me a hug.”

He did, and our embrace manifested all the years of our friendship.

“I love you, brother,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

“Love you too, man,” he said.

Leo Thomas McGeary 1969–2012



	

    
	
		Audrey


The day Leo died on Mount Hood, as the night skiers arrived my concern started to nag. When the weather changed and the sky darkened while I waited, for a short time I thought a joke was coming. Leo’s jokes were a fixture in our marriage, but he still always got me. I was never onto him because he was discriminating and patient with his timing. No more than two good ones a year, and his best schemes were grand and I never expected them.
         

It started with him moving my wedding ring from where I’d left it. The first time, during the first year of our marriage, I took it off to do the dishes or clean the bathroom. It was so precious, I couldn’t bear to wear it during those menial parts of my day. When I went to put it on again, I panicked when it wasn’t in the porcelain dish on the kitchen windowsill. I was certain it had fallen down the drain and was gone forever.

“You don’t lose things, Audrey.” He was cavalier. “It will turn up, I’m sure.”

“Well, can you at least take the sink apart, please?” I begged. “Find it before it goes down any farther.”

It pissed me off that he didn’t care more. My wedding ring. The one he had given me. “I don’t think it’s down there,” he said. “But if you need me to, I will. Let me grab some tools.”

Then he called from the living room, “Babe, it’s in here. It’s on the mantel.”

He brought it to me, smiling. “Did you leave it there and forget?”

“I absolutely did not,” I said. “That’s not where I put it. And I don’t lose things.”

“I know you don’t. Strange.” He could pull off his pranks, wearing a poker face for weeks while I was ignorant, but once I was onto him, he caved. He tried, but he couldn’t curb his grin, like a boy who hadn’t yet had years of practice. “Maybe we have an elf or a gnome in the house. Cheeky little bastard.”

“Bastard is right,” I said, and he surrendered and laughed, found out. I never ever lost my wedding ring but he moved it at least once a month. One weekday, just a month ago, he was working on the addition, and the boys were back in school after the break. I was cleaning what remained in the fridge from Christmas and had taken it off. I still kept the routine.

He came into the kitchen, dressed to work, tool belt and kneepads. “Hey, have you seen your ring?” he said. He spread his arms. “Here’s a hint. It’s somewhere on me. Find it.” That was a lovely afternoon we spent alone.

Then there was the much-needed and overdue girls’ night out years ago that I’d planned with Erin and some other friends. I knew Leo’s schedule, I’d double-checked, we’d arranged it weeks earlier. He was at the station, at the end of his shift, and I was getting dinner ready for the boys, ready for the handoff when he came home and I’d leave. When the phone rang, it was Leo, full of apology and regret, saying he had to cover at the station because a bunch of the guys had called in sick. They’d all eaten the same bad brisket at work.

“I’m so sorry, babe,” he said. “I know it’s your night out. Thank God I’m not sick too.”

“Goddamn it, Leo,” I said. “Sometimes this is too hard.” The doorbell rang. “Jesus, now someone’s at the door. Will you be home early at least?”

As he was saying, “No, I’ll be here all night, I’m afraid,” I opened the door to him standing on the porch with a bag from Tumbleweed, a shop on Alberta I loved.

I took the phone away from my ear, and he smiled then, handing me the bag with flourish, like a proud cat bringing home the prize prey. I shook my head. He walked in and kissed me. “Open it,” he said.

It was a beautiful little dress. Something I could wear over skinny jeans, or by itself in the summer. A sweet print of blue and red, with ruching at the bust, and an empire waist. Exactly my style. That’s the sort of thing he would do. The man could shop for me better than I could shop for myself. My friends, begrudging me nothing, hated their own husbands a little for it.

On my thirty-ninth birthday, I was getting my hair done. I was in the chair, and Suzanne was finishing up. Leo and I had reservations for dinner at Blue Hour at six. The sitter was coming—all I had to do was go home and change. Leo had been working all day on our bathroom remodel.

When my cell rang, Suzanne said, “Sure, go ahead.”

When I picked up, it was Leo. “Don’t panic, darling, I’m okay. I’ve called some of the guys and they’re headed over. I think we’ll be okay for dinner.”

“What?” I said. “What happened?”

“Well, I was trying to level the tub, and the bitch fell on me and I’m stuck. Goddamn thing weighs a ton. Nothing feels broken. I’m all right. They’re on their way. Just hurry home.”

I drove home in a fury, wondering why he hadn’t had someone helping him. Why he’d thought he could move a claw-foot tub by himself. I knew we’d celebrate the dinner sometime, whether it was tonight or not. It wouldn’t be the first time something like this had happened. When I opened the front door, panicked about what I’d find inside, a roomful of our friends shouted, “Surprise!” with Erin and Leo at the front of the crowd. There had been no trouble with a fallen tub, he had pulled off an impressive surprise, and it was a wonderful party, which I’d never suspected. Who celebrates thirty-nine?

The reason Leo’s schemes always worked was because he wasn’t greedy—he didn’t overdo their frequency. And in a family with a firefighter husband and three sons, there were many times when a calamity or cancellation or interference with plans wasn’t a ruse. Andrew fell at school and broke his arm when he was in first grade. Leo forgot to pick Brian up at preschool once because he’d thought I said I would, and the teacher had to call me when he was the only kid still left, sobbing and worried, forgotten by both parents. That’s what made his pranks perfect. The reality and chaos of our lives made anything possible.

I never asked him why he did it. I didn’t want to dissect the pranks’ charms. When I was a teenager, I asked my father once why he loved my mother. I never thought of him as poetic, although he was a smart man and often loved the sound of his own voice, but his answer to my question was unexpected. “Audrey, if I thought about it, it would be like examining the unremarkable parts of a beautiful flower to see how together they make it exquisite. It would be disappointing.” That’s how I felt about Leo’s stunts. I suspected they were an outlet, a panacea to offset the awful things he saw on the job. To create—and completely control—a fabricated crisis that he alone knew would have a happy ending.

I didn’t know how they all coped. Beyond what I heard on the news, and from other wives, occasionally, I knew about only the calls Leo chose to share with me. At the Motel 6 on Southeast Powell, which had a reputation in the department as the destination for suicides—the man who’d set himself on fire being one of the worst. There was the three-month-old who’d drowned in six inches of water. And the bicyclist fatalities, at least one hit-and-run every year. The teenage boy who had killed himself with a shotgun in his parents’ bed. And the congenial man with dementia—deprived of food and water himself—whose caretaker-wife had been dead in their house for days. Leo told me that when they entered his apartment, the man had wanted them to sit down and visit. “He said, ‘Here you are. Maggie’s run down to the store and should be back any minute,’” Leo said. “Christ, that poor, sweet man. Nothing but skin over bone.” But he didn’t always tell me. I knew after the shifts he finished when he didn’t want to talk. When he brooded and his mood was dark. He’d tell me if he wanted to, when he wanted to, and the only thing I could do was give him the space he needed to transition back to us.

The night after the call with the man on fire, we were on the front porch with glasses of wine after the boys were in bed.

“Come here,” he said. He patted the step between his legs.

I slid down and over from where I’d been sitting next to him, and put my glass on the step below me. He kneaded the base of my neck with his thumbs.

“I don’t know how you get through a day like today,” I said.

“You hope there’s not another one like it for a while,” he said. “But the very same thing could happen again tomorrow. Accountants get audited, right? Surgeons have patients die on the table, and executives get thrown in jail. It’s what you sign up for.”

How he could be so grounded that night I didn’t know, but I loved him for it. I thought of my father and not dissecting the flower.

“Look at Gallagher,” he said. Leo’s closest friend at the station, Kevin Gallagher, had been a New York firefighter—a 9/11 survivor—before he’d moved his family to Portland. “Even after my worst shift, I’m lucky. That’s not a cross I have to bear.”

  


That’s what I thought about, Leo’s jokes and what he had to do to get through on the job every day, while the time on the mountain dragged and I waited. We had had a flawless day, nothing but blinding blue above and new powder beneath. Because of the exquisite conditions, Leo wasn’t ready to call it a day. Minutes after he had said to me, One more. This snow is too good. We never have powder like this—just one more run and I’ll see you at the bottom, babe, minutes after I tracked his orange helmet to the lift and watched it rise until I lost sight of it, the weather over the mountain shifted and the low clouds socked in, fast. I thought nothing of it. We had all skied in worse. One more run and he’d be done.
         

While I waited, I was glad to be warm and inside, my body having had its fun, and now having its rest. The boys changed out of their wet gear, got their games and books from the car, and ate. I kept checking my cell phone even though there was no coverage. The boys, by now used to their father often appearing when he did and not when he was expected, were busy and unfazed. But I kept looking and waiting for Leo to walk through the hallway in the lodge, back to me, maybe having done what he had as a teenager with Garrett: gotten lost skiing out of bounds to where they couldn’t ski back. They’d had to find the road and walk to the lodge. Everyone was frantic, while the boys had had an adventure. They were fifteen. I tried to think of what else could have happened. Maybe his delay was because he was helping someone else. But I started to think I should call the ski patrol office. We had season passes, and with Leo’s bracelet information, surely they could locate him. I had just told myself I would wait ten more minutes when I heard my name announced over the PA system with instructions to call a number.

“Mrs. McGeary, this is Richard Allen,” said the voice on the other end. “I’m the physician here at the medical center today. Can you tell me where you are?”

“Please, it’s Audrey,” I said. “What is it?”

“Can you tell me where you are in the lodge so I can come to you?” he said. “Ski patrol was contacted for an incident involving your husband and they’re bringing him down.”

Him. They were bringing him.
         

I called the boys over and minutes later, three men in identical gear stood in front of us.

“I’m Richard Allen.” He extended his hand. “And this is Nick, and Jeff.” He indicated the other two. Then the three of them all reached for chairs, placed them in front of us, and sat down.

“A group of skiers observed your husband skiing downhill very fast before he collided with a tree,” Richard said. “They contacted ski patrol and we responded.”

“How badly is he hurt?” I said. “Can he walk?”

“When we got to your husband,” he said, “he had no vital signs, and despite trying to revive him, we were unable to.” He leaned closer to me. “I’m very, very sorry, Audrey. I know this is a terrible shock.”

The boys and I sat there. I was waiting for more. I was waiting for Richard Allen to say but. But in a few months he’ll be fine. But he’ll be able to tell you about it himself in a few minutes. But I recommend he be more careful in the future. He was a very kind man, but he said none of these things.
         

Andrew started to wail and Christopher and Brian clutched him and the three of them attached themselves to me, no space between us. All I could do was kiss them and feel my body, heavy in the chair. My sons surrounded me like a small herd, which I tried to comfort and contain. They were all crying now, but Christopher and Brian still tried to soothe Andrew. I didn’t cry. Not then. My sons have lost their father.
         

“But you said you’re bringing him down,” I said.

“They’re bringing his body down,” said Richard. “We’ll call the medical examiner to transport him to the funeral home of your choice, or to the one in Hood River until you decide. Is there anyone else you’d like us to call? When you’re ready, we’ll go so you can identify him.”

“But he was wearing a helmet,” I said. “How could this happen if he was wearing a helmet?”

“He was,” Richard said. “We have his helmet. He was going so fast, there’s no way to know if he suffered a head trauma or another internal injury from the force of impact.”

Every day that Leo had gone to work, the possibility of his death hovered. That, I’d learned to live with, but not this.

“Is there anyone you’d like us to call?” Richard asked.

Who should they call? I would have to call my parents, Leo’s parents and sister, my brother. So many people. Which was worse, making the call or getting it? It was a call no one wanted to get and I didn’t want to make.

“Yes, please,” I said. I gave them Kevin’s number, and Erin’s. “They’re close friends. Kevin and Leo work together.” Nick and Jeff stepped away and dialed.

And Garrett. It felt like the middle of the night here, though it wasn’t, but it would be late in Boston. When did I last talk to him? Leo had told me he’d called Garrett on Christmas Eve, from work, but I couldn’t remember the last time I’d spoken to him. That was a call I had to make. And our families. Erin could do the rest.

Nick and Jeff returned to their chairs.

“I reached Kevin,” Nick or Jeff said. “He’s coming with the medical examiner and will drive your car home. I’ll give him your keys.”

“Erin and her husband will be waiting at your house for you,” the other one said.

“We’ll have someone drive you all home,” said Richard.

My hands were numb, as useful as two dead fish at the ends of my wrists. “He was a firefighter.” I worked to move my lips. “He did what you do. He saved people. He had to do this too.”

Jeff and Nick both nodded. “Yes, ma’am. We know he was.”

Richard sat looking at his hands folded between his knees before he looked at me. “Take as much time as you need. When I hear from the team and you’re ready, we can go see him. In the meantime, is there a funeral home I can contact? One less thing for you to handle.”

“I don’t know,” I said. I kept kissing the boys. Andrew had wormed his way into my lap and curled up into a ball half his size. “I guess McKays? A lot of the Catholics use McKays, I think.”

“I know Matt well,” said Richard. “I’ll call him.”

They were like an envelope around us, Richard, Nick, Jeff, and the other Mount Hood Meadows staff that joined them as we moved from the lodge—don’t fall down, don’t fall down—to the private room in the medical center where they had Leo, to the car that took us home. I don’t know if their job was to keep us away from other people—how our news would have ruined their time at the mountain—or to keep other people away from us. I suppose people around us wondered why we moved as a pack—my family surrounded by officials wearing matching jackets—intuiting it surely couldn’t be good. I clung to the boys on the ride home, which was no longer the home any of us knew, shushing and comforting with words I mustered without thinking. On a very dark stretch of road on Highway 26, I hoped and waited for an instant head-on fatal collision. Bury the five of us together.
         

When we got to the house, the boys were asleep, and Erin and Mark came out to the car to meet us. Mark half woke the boys and got them all inside. Since we had taken my Subaru wagon to the mountain like we always did, Leo’s Land Cruiser—his impenetrable four-door, more than twenty years old—loomed alone in front of the car that had driven us home. Its appearance looked exactly the way it had when we left that morning, suggesting that Leo was home and waiting inside for us, and I fell against Erin, unleashing the agony I’d harnessed for hours for the boys’ sake—to not come undone in front of them—in waves of wild sounds I’d never heard before. We stood in the driveway, behind Leo’s car, and I leaned on her and wailed until she shepherded me into the house and upstairs. Mark had put the boys in my bed, and they were all asleep again, and Erin helped me change, and tucked me in next to my sons. I lay there whimpering in the dark, with her sitting on the floor next to me, stroking my hair until I fell asleep.


	

    
	
		Garrett


Leo and I had both grown up in Radnor, Pennsylvania, but we didn’t become friends until 1983, when we were fourteen, during our freshman year at the Shipley School. Leo had gone to school there since kindergarten, and my parents, content enough with the public education I’d gotten through eighth grade, had decided Shipley, for countless compelling reasons, was where I would attend high school.
         

Neither of us was big, but because we were both fast and accurate, we played varsity basketball as sophomores. That first year, when I was new to Shipley, Leo and I found each other through basketball, and because of him, within weeks I had shaken the stink of being the new kid. Once we were friends, it was like we always had been.

Leo, and three of his friends who’d all been at Shipley since kindergarten and who played ball too—though not nearly as well as the two of us—took me in. We made five with Eric McGinnis, Ryan Wheeler, and Keith Donahue. We each had our own quirks, but for the rest of high school we were a unit. Eric refused to ever chip in for gas when Ryan, the first one of us to get his license, starting driving us all around, but as soon as Eric started driving, he started asking for gas money and Ryan shut him down right away, reminding Eric he was a cheap bastard and had been for months. Keith was the one we had to watch out for if we liked a girl. Once he got wind of it, she’d be the one he’d go for, with rare success, but he was on thin ice a lot of the time with us because he couldn’t help himself. We put up with him anyway, and never let him forget when he’d gone for someone one of us liked and failed bitterly.

As tight as we were in general, in spite of our squabbles, when Lisa Ponti died right after our junior year ended, it changed us and cemented us together in a way that wouldn’t have happened otherwise. Lisa was in our class, one of the four Ponti girls, and was a superb golfer, a prodigy. All her sisters were too, but Lisa was on track for a golf scholarship, colleges and universities already fighting over her, and when she was killed instantly by a drunk driver, coming home from the course the Friday afternoon a week after school let out, in the car her parents had bought her for her birthday in January, her death froze everything in town and cast a pall over what should have been a carefree summer.

Without any discussion, like a flock of birds operating on instinct, the five of us packed sleeping bags, enough clothes, and our suits for the funeral, and lived together at Leo’s house for five days, in the McGearys’ basement rec room. It was an oppressively hot week, and Leo’s mom, Libby, fed us around the clock while we got through the days together. The McGearys had a pool but none of us swam, as hot as it was. Before Lisa’s funeral we waited, walked, watched a little TV, and played cards, and again for another two days after she was buried. Then we all went back home again.

Years later, I remembered few of the details, only the walks and card games and the waiting. There had been so much time to fill, I didn’t know how we had passed it with so little to occupy us. Shock had its place, doing its unseen work to make surviving possible when death could come and pluck any one of us bright young things out of our shining life. We had all liked Lisa, a lot, but not like a girlfriend. She was pretty and smart and cool—besides being the golf phenomenon—and any one of us trying to date her would have tainted our friendship, which none of us wanted. Even Donahue knew it, and wasn’t a dog for a change.

After high school, Leo and I drifted away from the other three, although our parents kept us updated. Last I knew, Eric had been living in Europe for years, and Keith had moved to Chicago and been divorced twice. Ryan still lived outside Philadelphia with his wife and four kids.

My family always spent every summer at our house in Surf City on Long Beach Island, and starting that summer after our junior year, through college, Leo came with us. His parents had a house in the Poconos, where he’d learned to ski as a little kid and where I learned as a teenager, after I started going there with his family. The summer between sophomore and junior years, my dad got me a job with Costello, a construction company, light stuff at first, and Leo and I both worked there the next summer, starting weeks after Lisa died. During the day we learned everything from framing to finishing these crazy geometric houses right on the beach that people dripping money could afford for us to build. On our breaks, we’d run and jump in the ocean to cool off, and got in this flirty back-and-forth thing all summer with a few of the badge checkers who always gave us shit because we were on the beach swimming without a badge—Not really, we’d say, we’re working, same as you—before we’d run back and change into dry clothes and return to the hot, sweaty work. On our days off, we went to the beach wearing our badges and showed them off to the checkers who’d harassed us.
         

One of them, Amy, on the days she didn’t work would walk the beach looking for sea glass, wearing her Walkman, and we’d flag her over and she’d sit with us, and sometimes we’d all swim before she resumed her walk. We’d always beg her to stay longer, playing desperate for her company. “You’ll see me soon enough,” she’d joke. “I’m going to nail you guys if it’s the last thing I do this summer.” That reduced us to raunchy laughter. She knew what she’d said, she was in on her own joke, but nothing ever happened with either of us and Amy. She was like Lisa, cool like that. Instead, we met other girls on the beach, and at night we went to where they were babysitting and hung out, or met up with them somewhere on the island—miniature golf or the arcade or the ice cream or pizza places—and drank and smoked and sometimes made out. A couple of times more than one girl seemed like she could be a summer girlfriend, but neither Leo nor I wanted that kind of ball and chain. It was summer and the island was full of so many girls, there was no way that was going to happen.

That first summer he spent with us, Leo had bought a unicycle and taught himself to ride it, so if we didn’t borrow my mom’s car, he’d cycle and I’d skateboard on our rounds. No helmets in those days. One night we went to Twenty-Third and the Boulevard, where a girl I liked from the beach was babysitting. While we were there, Leo rode his unicycle down the brick front steps of the house. I never forgot the place, which years later became a law office. Leo’s stunt was impressive, no question, but as soon as he did it, that girl stopped knowing I was alive. Without me saying anything, Leo knew it too, and that was the last time we ever spent any time with her.

After Lisa died, we never drank and drove on the nights we borrowed my mom’s station wagon and went to The Ketch, a bar in Beach Haven where there was always action. One night, when Leo was driving, I threw up all over the passenger door of the car. The next morning he pretended to be all wrecked and hungover, and, on his own, he finished the half-assed cleanup job we’d started the previous night, before he’d pushed and hauled me to bed. He told my mom I was still in bed because I was fuming and wanted to kill him.

After college graduation, I went to Europe for a year with a fraternity brother, Curtis, which was easy to do back then. He and I traveled together, until I took up with a girl named Katya for a few sweet months, before I left her for another girl named Estelle and a time that was far less sweet. Leo had gone back to working for Costello full-time, and lived in a cheap apartment over a pizza parlor in Ship Bottom.

That fall he met Audrey in Wilton, Connecticut, at the September wedding of Charlotte, Audrey’s best friend from high school, and George, a college pal of Leo’s. Charlotte and George had met in Scotland, at St. Andrews, during their junior year abroad. Audrey was a year older than Leo and she had a fat job in Portland at an ad agency. They danced together, to the exclusion of all the other guests, and stayed up for hours talking after the reception ended. After he got home, Leo found a note in his pocket that Audrey had put there: If you have good long distance, you should call me.
         

So he called her. And he went to Portland a month later and drove up to Wilton to see her at Christmas, and flew to Portland again in February, and in March he left the East Coast for good and moved in with her. Leo was a hoarder with his money—he always had been—and so he had a cushion until he found a job.

We’d talked on the phone twice while I was abroad, and when he told me he was living in Portland, I gave him shit for following a woman.

“Fuck yeah, I followed her,” Leo said. “Before another man can. I’m not going to let it be anyone else but me.”

The next summer, after I’d returned from Europe and was at my parents’, he called me. Welcome home, let’s go out tonight, he said. I want you to meet Audrey. They had flown east to visit both sets of parents when he knew I’d be back. I hadn’t seen him in a year. When I got to the pub that was our old haunt, they were playing darts. After I hugged Leo, the way he introduced me to Audrey—with the combined giddiness of a boy and the confidence of a man—told me he was going to marry her.
         

She hugged me like it was a reunion instead of an introduction, and kissed me on the cheek. “Leo,” she said, “get Garrett a drink, and we’re going to sit while you play. Come on.” She linked her arm through mine and pulled me over to a booth, herding me onto the bench before sliding in across from me. She had moved, and moved me so quickly, since I’d walked in, it wasn’t until I was sitting that I had the chance to really look at her. She put her elbows on the table and rested her chin in her hands. She wore a red sundress, and a broad spill of freckles flecked her chest and trailed down under the neckline. She was blond, which I didn’t expect, because Leo had always gone for dark-haired women. I’d pictured her a brunette before that night, and in seconds I’d had to adjust my expectations to the woman in front of me.

Leo brought us our drinks, and they shared a look before he left us alone. “Come on,” she said. She drank from her beer and laid her palms flat on the table. There was nothing coy about her curiosity. I could tell that she had been waiting for this. “Tell me everything. So I can fill in the blanks.”

We talked while some other guys joined Leo at the dartboard, and for every detail, large or small, that I shared, she had at least one question. Even then, I’d always thought I was good with women, charming, cagey if I wanted to be, and was naturally, not withholding exactly, but careful about what I’d share in conversation. Though it was far from uncomfortable, by the time we were finished talking and joined Leo to play darts and then pool, I felt like a criminal suspect who’d been grilled, then released. From that night on, it was as though I’d known her as long as I’d known Leo. When they got married in Wilton the next summer, I was the best man.

After their wedding, I didn’t see them for six years, but we called and wrote—that’s how you kept up a friendship back then—until the rare visit we could coordinate, living as far from each other as we did. I went back to school for one graduate degree, then taught high school, then got a second graduate degree, became a college adjunct, then went back for my PhD. I didn’t stick with most things for very long, and made the switch easily to something new when I was tired of what I was doing, but I did like being in school, on both sides of the desk.

I still had that fucking piece of paper he made me sign all those years ago. Leo had dated it December 31, 1999/January 1, 2000, and mailed it to me a few weeks after my trip. He had enclosed it in a thank-you card—as our mothers had taught us to send for far lesser things, or at least tangible things we could unwrap and hold, a gift or a check. So you’ll have it if you need it, he’d written in the card. I wondered if Audrey knew. Sobriety was evident in his straight, clean handwriting, so for reasons I couldn’t understand, he was serious. I wasn’t a worrier by nature, but for the next several months, I was anxious and afraid that he was going to die, like he eerily knew something was coming that no one else knew about, the way you heard people say they did. Maybe it was the millennium that had done it—both before and after, until people settled down—it had made the world skittish. After enough time passed waiting for the tragic news about Leo that didn’t come, I stopped worrying. Except during our time that New Year’s Eve, and Leo’s card, we never mentioned it again. Even the “second husband” banter between the three of us, fueled by Leo and fed, tongue in cheek, by Audrey, had run its course and died a natural death.
         

But I had saved the paper anyway, not like the years of tax returns I was paranoid to part with, but as an unlikely souvenir, like the photograph that’s a bad picture of everyone in it but the only tangible proof of the good time had by all when it was taken. I had the note in a manila folder in a hanging file in my desk, in with cards and letters from both Audrey and Leo. A joke that had become something much graver, although it was far from a binding document of any kind.

I couldn’t wrap my head around it. That Leo was dead. I thought I should have known, that I should have felt something happen the moment he died, but maybe Audrey had. Of course, if there had been any kind of an alert, she should have been the one to get it. And not being a believer, or with murky beliefs at best, maybe I wasn’t a fertile recipient primed for the goodbye one soul says to another.

When we’d lost my mother to pancreatic cancer three years earlier, we were all there at the house in Radnor, sitting vigil while she was dying. Sometimes we were together, but mostly we took shifts. My father, my sister, Kate, and me. We had been ready for days because of what the hospice people said, the signs they recognized. I loved those people, doing the hardest work I could imagine with their unwavering and infinite kindness and compassion.

When my mother finally did die, on a Tuesday, all three of us were there holding her hands. Her death was peaceful and dignified, like her, and afterward we stayed with her, adjusting to those first minutes of her being gone. When we finally left the room and my mother’s body alone, I called the funeral home. They were expecting our call. After I hung up the phone, I saw something happen to Kate, who was sitting in a dining room chair.

Like responding to a reflex, Kate began talking aloud to no one in particular. “Oh my God. Oh my God. I keep having this feeling. I can’t stop having this feeling.” Her face was flushed and lovely. Her hands clung to the arms of the chair. “I can’t stop having this feeling.” Five minutes earlier she’d been sobbing. The purest word I could think of to describe what happened to her was epiphany—a genuine spiritual ecstasy—that lasted less than thirty powerful seconds. We’d discussed it many times, my father, Kate, and I, and the only thing she could ever articulate was during that short, intense spell, Kate felt—didn’t think, she felt—that for the rest of her life she would never feel sadness that our mother was dead. Although she had the memory of what happened to her, she’d returned to her grief after the sensation passed, and had told me more than once since how she wished she could call that feeling back up whenever she wanted.
         

I don’t know why it was my sister and not my father who experienced what she did. My mother and Kate, they’d been as thick as thieves, with their tennis and their Junior League, and were both good Catholics. And when my mother was terminal, in those last months, Kate had suffered insomnia and a pervasive anxiety about my mother’s death, about her leaving our lives, our physical world. I concluded later, in spite of my skepticism—I had witnessed it, after all—that Kate’s euphoria was my mother’s last message to her, letting her know she’d arrived safely in heaven, or the afterlife, or that her energy had traveled onward into the universe and its new destination. My family, whatever else you could say about us, we were consistent about one thing we asked of each other: Call me when you get there. I want to know you arrived safely. Our parents demanded it of us our whole lives, and when we got old enough, Kate and I demanded the same of them, and each other.
         

Leo flew east for the funeral, alone. My mother had loved him and had loved that we had stayed friends. He read the Twenty-Third Psalm at her funeral mass. We got drunk after the burial, and both wept over my mother, and he left the next day. That was the last time I’d seen him.

When the phone rang, late here, and I saw it was Audrey, maybe I should have known something was wrong. The late-night call. But it wasn’t late on the West Coast, and Leo had called me on her phone before. Maybe he was having a beer and feeling chatty, too lazy to find his own phone. So I’d answered, “Hey.” But instead of Leo a little buzzed on the other end, it was Audrey, crying. “Oh, Garrett.” That was the first thing she said.

Although we’d been already asleep—it was after midnight in Boston—I told Celia to go home, I was sorry, I didn’t know what to do, but I wanted to be alone. I knew she wanted to stay but I asked her to please, please just do this. She didn’t know Leo, although I had told her about him. The last time I’d talked to him was less than two months before, on Christmas Eve when he’d called me from work. He’d told me the addition was going well, when he had the time to spend. He was doing most of the work, and Kevin from his firehouse was pitching in quite a bit. Once it’s finished, if it doesn’t kill me, you have to come visit again, he said. I’m sure it will be as good and solid as if you’d built it with me. When he had started the project in October, he had emailed me after he’d poured the foundation. Audrey and I decided, we can’t move out of the house, so we’re moving the house out, he’d written. They had drawn the plans together with Mark, Audrey’s best friend’s husband, who was an architect. Everyone was in on the project. I wondered how far he had gotten, if there was a gaping hole left in the house.
         

After Celia left—I knew she was pissed—I poured whiskey into a tall glass and sat on the couch and drank. “Fuck you.” I railed at a dead man in my empty apartment. “Goddamn you, McGeary.”

I knew, in terms of what lay ahead, Audrey thought she could handle it by herself. She cried on the phone while she told me the news, but I heard her resolve underneath, her commitment to meeting it head-on, like potty training a stubborn toddler or running a race in a good time. Even though she hated help, she couldn’t do this by herself, no one could. But that was her default. A few weeks after my New Year’s visit, when she was pregnant with Andrew, Leo called and told me that while he was at work that morning she’d had a scare—she couldn’t feel the baby moving, so she went in, and everything had turned out fine. The baby had only moved behind the placenta, where it was harder for her to feel him.

“Can you believe her?” Leo said to me. “‘Why didn’t you call me?’ I asked her. ‘If something had been wrong I should have been there.’ Do you know what she said? ‘If something had been wrong, you would have been, because I would have called you and then you would have been there.’ What am I supposed to say to that?”

“I don’t know, man,” I said. “You seem surprised that your wife is the woman you married.”

That’s how she was, but this was without precedent. The longer I sat there drinking, it came to me: I’ll go and finish the house. We’d worked so many jobs together all those years ago that after I caught up, I’d know exactly where he’d left off and where to pick up again. And there were plans. There was nothing in Boston that wouldn’t still be here, or somewhere else, later. If he could have, he would have done the same for me, I thought, as I filled my glass again. That stupid old promise had nothing to do with it. It really didn’t. If there hadn’t been what he’d left behind, unfinished, I wouldn’t have had any reason to up and leave, but there was one thing out there I could fix. I took my glass, sat down at my desk, rifled through the drawer of files and found the paper, soft from folding and time, and forgotten for so long. Staring at it through my whiskey blur, I wanted to shred it, burn it, break a window with it clutched in my fist, but instead I tucked it deep into a pair of rolled-up socks, left the socks on top of my dresser, and went to bed. Initially—and for so long—the paper had been insignificant and juvenile, but with one phone call, it had turned into a sobering artifact from a careless night: What you think will never happen, might.
         


	

    
	
		Audrey


In the hours, then days and then months after the recovery of Leo’s body, when I keened when I saw him, with Richard Allen’s firm hand on my shoulder, and the helmet that did no good—don’t fall down—I was grateful that he hadn’t died on Brian’s birthday.
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