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To my mom and dad, my teachers in love and loss.









On who first befriended Feeney Simms, none of us agree. I am sure I met her first, when our daughters were in preschool together. Liddy is positive they met at a yoga class, which is silly because I’ve never known Feeney to wear pants without a real waistband. Max says her ex-boyfriend and Feeney’s husband played softball on the same Rotary team and they met in the bleachers, each toting matching thermos bottles full of chardonnay, which is certainly probable. However it happened, what we all agree upon is that a little over a decade ago, within a few short months, our long-impenetrable trio became a foursome. The decision was both unanimous and never discussed.


Liddy, Max, and I had known each other since high school, and we have the embarrassing photos to prove it. There’s me, curvy when no one else was—the body of a woman with the soul of a tomboy. There’s Max, loud and funny and raspy and biting, and prone to soul-crushing bouts of depression even then. There’s Liddy, Bohemian before it was hip, and by the time it was, she couldn’t quite make it cool. Needless to say, we weren’t whooping it up every Saturday night as teenagers, something we’ve spent many, many years making up for.


I often wonder what brought Max, Liddy, and me together all those years ago. Unlike most young female friendships that flourish on mutual interests and common ground, ours seemed rooted in all the things that made us different. Maybe it was the simple fact that none of us slipped easily into those clichéd groups: jocks, preps, nerds, cheerleaders. We were just us, in a world where everyone seemed to be someone else.


Our trifecta wasn’t always seamless, however. There were times when we split up and paired off and battled to the point of being sure the damage was irreparable. But it somehow never was. Not even when Liddy slept with Max’s boyfriend of four years. Or when Max, in one of her more violent episodes, threatened to kill us both with a Girl Scout penknife. Or when I dated a woman briefly just after college and Liddy accidentally told my old-school dad, who was under the impression that we were roommates.


Feeney was so instantly right in our group that it made us feel like we were all wrong before her arrival, a car that had been limping along with three wheels. She filled in the gaps, softened the edges, made us all a little brighter and better. But that’s not to say she was without her quirks. In fact, sometimes it seemed she was all quirk. Like the fact that she set all her clocks in her house to different times. Only she knew at any given hour which clock told the correct time, a fact that was endearing and annoying. Plenty of times I’d say, “Oh for Christ’s sake, Feeney, what time is it?” to which she’d just smile and respond, “What’s the rush, Ali?” I learned to wear a watch. And while we can’t know for certain how she entered our group, none of us will ever forget how she left. A phone call, in the middle of a mid-July night, from her husband. She was gone. She’d done it with pills. None of us saw it coming.












The Time We Drank Tequila in the Afternoon



Eight years before





“I fucking hate it.”


“But Max, it must be at least two carats! It’s stunning!” Liddy says.


“It’s not me. How can I marry someone who buys me a ring—a huge, expensive ring I might add—that I hate? It’s a pretty bad way to start a life.”


“You said yes,” I remind her.


“Ali, he did it on a jumbotron! What was I supposed to say?”


“Certainly not that you fucking hate the ring,” Feeney says.


“Thank you,” Max says.


We’re sitting in Max’s mishmash of a living room. A kinder person would call it eclectic, but we’ve been friends long enough for me to say it’s a physical manifestation of her chaotic mind. Wall colors swing wildly from hue to hue without reason: French blue in the living room, deep purple in the dining room, tangerine in the kitchen. Art hangs at every level and covers every subject—a pastoral landscape next to a naked man next to bright, abstract splotches that always make me think of a crime scene. In keeping with Max’s love of hunkering, however, every chair in the room is as plush and comfy as they come and draped with a soft throw. It’s a circle of lifeboats in the chaos. Today is Wine Wednesday, a tradition we’ve jumped through countless babysitting and work-related hoops in order to maintain. I can count on one hand how many times we’ve cancelled it. It’s our weekly two-hour island amidst the churning seas that are our lives.


At the hub of our wheel is a brilliant, practically perfect two-carat diamond ring. It scatters rainbow light all over the wall and refracts each of us into different emotions. Me: concern. Liddy: joy. Feeney: amusement. Max: it’s hard to say. I think at the bottom of her outburst is a growing sense of awe that she has landed such a decent man.


Spence Greene works with my husband, Drew. And because he was one of the only unmarrieds in the office, we adopted him. He always showed up to our dinner parties with thoughtful gifts and usually wrote thank-you notes afterwards. I figured he was either gay or had a sex slave chained up in his garage. No straight man was that perfect. And it wasn’t his looks that were keeping him single, that’s for damn sure. He was beautiful—somehow both masculine and soft. Like hugging him and having sex with him would be equally satisfying. I often did one, while thinking about the other.


Max was pretty much the only other unmarried person I knew. She was a chronic dater of bad men. Bad in that they cheated on her. Bad in that they were emotionally cruel to her. Bad, one time, in that he hit her, but then she hit him back so hard he had to have eleven stitches above his eye. So when I invited her to one of our dinners, a setup was the last thing on my mind. I honestly just wanted another female opinion of Spence.


Their connection was obvious. They bantered and sparred and flirted like flint against stone. Max confessed her fascination with crop circles, a long-standing source of eye-rolling from Liddy and me. But Spence? He wanted to know more. He drew her out, got her talking, and as I sat there, I watched with amazement as they both unfurled before my eyes.


Feeney lowers her chin and levels her gaze at Max. “Do you love him?”


“Oh Jesus, of course I love him, but I’ve loved other guys and I haven’t married them, have I?”


“Maybe you’re just scared about settling down,” Liddy theorizes.


“Maybe I’m just not marriage material. I mean, I can be fun to be around and I’m hot in bed and all that, but honestly, you guys know me. Would you want to be shackled to me for all time?”


“We kind of are,” I remind her.


“No, not really. You can leave and go home to your own houses and families and not deal with my raging brain. I can hardly handle living with me, how can I expect Spence to do it?”


“Uh huh. And this is about the ring,” says Feeney, raising her eyebrow beyond what seems humanly possible. Damn, she’s got great eyebrows.


“It is. I fucking hate it.” Despite her words, her body language is melting. Max is all strut and bluster until you wriggle a knife beneath her shell.


Liddy leans forward and forces Max to meet her eyes. “You have tried to sabotage this relationship from the beginning, and you have failed miserably. You thought wanting no kids would do it. Didn’t faze him. Then you thought he’d run screaming once he knew about your history of psych ward visits. Nope again. Maybe you need to face the fact that this might actually work. And that’s what you don’t know what to do with.” She sits back with a mighty flourish.


Max scoffs but stays quiet for a long time. When she speaks, it’s in a quiet, atypical voice. “I’m not sure he knows what he’s getting himself into.”


Feeney hops to her feet and laughs. “Perfect. That makes him like 100 percent of the people who’ve ever walked down the aisle. I’m not staring at that thing for one more minute without champagne in my system. Please tell me you have some around here.”


“I think I need something stronger, ” Max says.


Which is how we ended up toasting to Max and Spence’s future with tequila and getting drunk at four in the afternoon.


In the end, they eloped. One day, we showed up to Max’s for Wine Wednesday and Spence answered the door.


“Are you here to see my wife?” he asked.


We all screamed.


Despite the fact that she never wears her ring, their marriage is still one of the best I’ve ever seen. Here, I always thought that a good marriage had to start with an ecstatic bride in a huge church, and the best one I know started with an ambivalent bride at City Hall.


Crazy Max. She may turn out to be the sanest one of all.


Healdsburg is centered around a square—a literal town square—which is one of the many things I love about my hometown. Despite being smack in the heart of California’s Sonoma wine country, it’s never gotten around to being snobby. It tries, but it can’t quite hack it. Yes, we have a couple of fancy hotels and restaurants, but it’s still the kind of place where everyone knows everyone else and has an opinion about them. And if we don’t know you, you’re clearly a tourist, a necessary nuisance we’ll welcome with open arms if not matching hearts.


Liddy, Max, and I never thought we’d be here all these years later. Liddy was supposed to wind up in New York, having fabulous gallery showings of her critically acclaimed art. Max was supposed to be in San Francisco, kicking criminal ass as a prosecutor. I was the only one without a real game plan, so I took a job out of college as a pharmaceutical rep based out of San Jose. I started out peddling asthma medication, pivoted to prescription-strength antacids, then stumbled into surprising success repping erectile dysfunction drugs. Feeney once made me show her one of my boring, chart-filled ED PowerPoints, and she laughed so hard she peed herself.


But we each came back like dutiful magnets, separately and for very different reasons.


Liddy was back from New York for Christmas when she met and fell for Jack Nash, whose developer father owns a small percentage of Sonoma County. It says a lot for how hard Liddy fell that she hung up her paintbrushes in lieu of becoming a small-town society maven, something she would have considered unthinkable before. Thanks to Jack’s father’s real estate investments, they’re rich. Liddy finds it all embarrassing. I’ve never known her to spend more than $100 on anything other than art supplies. That said, she plays her part. She’s always been good at theater.


Max’s prosecutor days took a toll on her. She drank too much, fought too hard, and slept too little. One day she called me from SF General. She had placed herself on psychiatric hold. I picked her up and brought her home to my house, tucking her into our guest bed and keeping a wary eye on her while she slept for the better part of four days. These days, she drives the golf ball picker-upper at the local public course. She loves the thwack of the balls as they hit her caged vehicle, whooping every time, often with obscenities.


As for me, my parents divorced when I was in college. The moment my brother and I were out of the house, the papers were filed. Nobody was surprised nor heartbroken.


My mom moved to Albuquerque. My dad met a woman online and moved to Palm Springs. My older brother was settled and working in Japan with no intention of ever returning. The house stood empty until I became pregnant for the first time. Suddenly, Healdsburg just made sense. I happily quit my pharmaceutical job the second I saw a positive sign on the pregnancy test. Drew worked his sales job mostly from home and we needed the space, so we packed up the tiny apartment we were renting and moved home. Literally, in my case.


Feeney, however, had a more circuitous trek to our little shop-lined, green-squared town. For a while, her husband Garrett was an investment banker in New York and she was a fashion buyer for Bergdorf’s. In her words, they lived a “loud, glamorous, stinky New York life.” But then something happened with Garrett’s job that forced them out of the city—one of the few stories she never shared at Wine Wednesday. By that time, Feeney was pregnant for the second time, and according to her, she became adamant about California. She didn’t crave peanut butter or hamburgers. She craved a minimum of nine months of sun and access to a hospitable coastline. The first time they visited Healdsburg for the weekend, with two-year old Caroline at her side and four-month-old Hannah nestled against her in a cherry pink sling, Feeney sat down on the grass in the middle of the town square and announced she wasn’t leaving. She wasn’t kidding.


In the summers, the four of us and our children usually spend at least one night a week in that same square of grass, snug in the town’s heart, soaking in the cool evenings we get after our blazing hot afternoons. On one corner sits the place we like to pick up sandwiches, though they got so expensive Feeney started calling them “pearlwiches.” On another is the tasting room of one of our favorite local wineries. My friends, our kids, this town. Sometimes it feels like an embarrassment of riches.


It’s one of those hazy, dreamlike summer evenings, the four of us draped across a park bench, drowsily sated, the paper wrappers and napkins from our sandwich dinners strewn about. We have just reached a rare lull in our conversation when Feeney lobs one of her grenade-attack questions at us. They no longer surprise us.


“One word to describe your sex life. Go.”


“Huh?” Liddy says.


“Give me a word to describe your sex life,” Feeney repeats.


“I heard you. That was my word.”


We laugh and I glance over at her to judge her mood, but she’s watching the kids as they splash in the fountain.


I go next. “8.95.”


“What does that mean?” asks Liddy.


“We’ve got the whole thing down to a solid routine. Like gymnastics. I think 8.95 is what even the mean Russian judge would give it, which is pretty darn good.”


Max chuckles. “I’d hate to see the dismount.”


I check her with my shoulder. “What about our resident sexpert? What’s your word, Max?”


“Hmm. I’m going to go with admirable.”


“You know what they say—booty is in the eye of the beholder,” Feeney says, and we all snort laugh.


“And what about you?” Max peers at Feeney and raises an eyebrow.


Feeney shakes her head, the setting sun making her blonde hair look as if it’s shot through with metallic thread. “I just ask the questions around here.”


“Unfair! You have to give us a word,” Max pouts.


“Fine . . . check. Sometimes it feels like we’re just checking a box. Like we do it because that’s what married people do.”


Liddy tilts her head and says under her breath, “Not all married people.”


I catch Feeney’s eye. “Maybe it’s time for a date night.”


“Maybe. But I’d rather be here. I’m pretty sure without you guys I would have gone crazy years ago.”


“Yeah? Well, I’m crazy even with you all as friends,” Max says.


We smile and raise our glasses and feel smug about our extremely good taste in friend selection. Or at least that’s how I thought we felt.


Looking back at this moment, just one in a sea of them, I now wonder if this was Feeney being brutally honest. Maybe her version of going crazy wasn’t the one I had always pictured for myself: eating Twinkies all day and not brushing my hair. Maybe she truly feared for her sanity, and she felt that somehow our friendship was her tether. When I think of that, I get a mental image of Feeney at the edge of a cliff, stumbling and reaching for help. Meanwhile the three of us are looking the other way, drinks in hand, admiring the sunset.


I wake up in a panic when my doorbell rings at 3:47 in the morning. Of course, Drew doesn’t move. A marching band could honk and drum its way through our bedroom, and he wouldn’t flinch. I throw the covers off and run to the door with my heart pounding out of my chest.


When I get to the door, I peer through the peephole to see Liddy and Max standing there in their pajamas. To my newly conscious brain, it seems so comical that I’m laughing as I swing open the door.


“Oh my God, you should see yourselves!” I hang onto the doorway with white fingers to catch my breath. “Oh my God, you scared me.” I am just about to ask them what the hell they are doing here in the middle of the night when I feel someone’s hands on my shoulders, as if to keep me upright. From very far away I hear Max talking.


“Ali, Feeney’s gone. She killed herself.”


“What?” I peer up at Max. She’s speaking some strange language that doesn’t make sense. I become unnaturally still. “Feeney . . .”


“Feeney killed herself, Ali.” Liddy’s voice is full of tears.


I can’t breathe. I’m trying to think. There’s that feeling you get when you first wake up, where you momentarily live in two different worlds. You can’t decide if what you’re thinking is real or imagined. I glance to my right and see a fat snail tracking up the porch wall. Just yesterday, I wrote snail bait on my shopping list. Just yesterday, I didn’t call her back.


“Ali,” Liddy reaches for my hand, and I snatch it away as if she burned me.


“No!” This cannot be real. This is a sick joke, an April Fools’, what month are we even in right now?


Max tightens her grip on my shoulders. “Ali, Feeney is dead. Feeney died. She killed herself.” It must be true because Max is crying while she’s talking and she never cries. Seeing the wet streaks on her face makes it even less real.


I look between their faces, back and forth. They are pale and shaking and the reality of what they are telling me explodes in my brain, buckling my knees. I sit in my doorway, shaking and trying to process news that is unprocessable. They sink to the ground next to me. We sit there in silence gripping each other’s hands, paralyzed by a horrible truth.


“Feeney’s dead?” I whisper this question, I can’t give it the honor of my voice. It’s the question you have to ask, even when you know the answer in your bones. Santa’s not real? Dad’s not going to live at home anymore?


“Yes,” Max says, nodding. “Feeney’s dead.” Then she closes her eyes and claps a hand over her mouth like she might be sick.


I lean forward until my forehead touches my knees, the only sound around us the gentle chirping of crickets. The sweet innocence of their music is jarring. What did we look like, sitting there pooled under my porch light processing the loss of our mutual best friend? Three heads, blonde, brown, and red, filled with nothing but questions that will likely never be answered.


I finally lift my head and ask the thing I don’t want to ask but need to know. “How?”


Liddy flinches and starts, “She . . .” Then she shakes her head and can’t finish.


Max takes over, talking without meeting my eyes. “She took pills. She was at Drake’s Beach. A policeman found her in her car. Garrett called Liddy and she called me, and we decided to come over here.” She is as monotone and emotionless as an anchorwoman.


“Oh my God.” The words are a physical blow. My mind is flashing with scenes. Feeney and I laughing at an inane inside joke. Feeney kissing the tops of her daughters’ heads. Feeney swallowing pills. Feeney dead in a car.


I stand up so fast I see spots. I have to get off this porch. I turn and head inside, not caring whether or not they follow. They do.


I pull out a chair and sit at my kitchen counter. Max and Liddy join me. It’s the same worn wooden counter where the four of us have laughed, cried, drank, bitched, yelled, and drank some more, in the same farm chairs where we’ve discussed pregnancies, marriage crises, kid consternation, and celebrity gossip. It’s impossible that Feeney will never sit here among us again.


“How did this happen?” I ask. Then I do it again, as a statement this time, hitting my hand against the counter to the rhythm of my voice. “How. Did. This. Happen.” I search the faces of my friends, which look older than I have ever seen them.


Liddy holds her stomach and cries silent tears. Max’s expression is unreadable. She looks like she’s trying to figure something out, deep circles under her green eyes. “It makes no sense,” she affirms. “None.”


I prop my elbows on the cool countertop and drop my head into my hands, pressing my palms into my eye sockets. “I feel like I’m going to puke.”


Liddy pulls a glass out of the cupboard and fills it with water from the sink. We know each other’s kitchens like our own. She places it in front of me, but I can’t muster the energy to even reach for it.


“Did either of you talk to her yesterday?” I ask.


They both shake their heads, and I see the same guilt and pain on their face that’s coursing through my body.


A clock chimes from the living room, five bells echoing through the emptiness of the hallway.


Max clears her throat and shakes her short hair, as if to make it all go away. “I should go. Spence is probably worried about me. I barely told him what was going on then I ran out the door. Lids, I’ll drop you.” I hear them both slide off their chairs. Someone rubs my back. A few seconds later I hear the sound of Max’s car driving away. I can’t and don’t move.


I’m still sitting like that when Drew gets up. I hear him walk into the kitchen and stop. A few seconds later, he wraps his arms around me from behind. I flinch like I’ve been stung.


“What’s going on, Ali?” There’s love in his voice, but I also hear fear.


I open my eyes but not my mouth. If I say it, it’s real. I want to freeze that moment so I never have to render the truth with my own voice.


Slowly, I sit up. I look at my hands in my lap. They are stupid.


“Feeney killed herself.”


These are the worst three words I’ve ever had to say.


“What? No!”


“Yes.”


“How do you know? Are you sure?”


“I’m sure. Max and Liddy came here at four in the morning to tell me. You didn’t wake up.”


I know he’s reeling, but the last thing in the world I want to do is help him process this information when I haven’t done so myself.


I stand up for the first time in hours feeling cold and alone. I walk away as he makes a too-late effort to comfort me. But we’re already on separate planes by then. He, among the living and the whole, and me among the dead and broken.












The Time She Knew What to Do



Six years before





After having a normal pregnancy spiked with the typical barfy mornings and fat ankles, Liddy gives birth to a beautiful baby boy with slightly angled eyes and a flat nose. Nothing that would make anyone besides a doctor look twice.


Liddy’s husband Jack texts the three of us mere minutes after he is born—It’s a boy! His name is Luke! Come meet him!


A few hours later, Max, Feeney, and I arrive at the hospital with the requisite flowers, cookies and wine, only to find Liddy hysterical and alone in her hospital room.


We look at each other and at our less-than-four-hours-postpartum friend and are at a loss. Liddy is crying so hard she can’t form words.


There are some feeble attempts. I start a sentence with “Oh, Liddy, what . . .” and then just trail off. How exactly should I end that sentence? Is wrong? Happened to your baby?


Max, never short on words, keeps opening her mouth like she’s going to speak and then snapping it shut again.


Feeney, however, climbs into bed with Liddy and pulls her head over to her chest, stroking her hair whispering over and over, “We’re here. Everything’s going to be okay.”


Eventually, Liddy stops sobbing and just lays on Feeney’s chest. It’s eerily reminiscent of my own newborns lying upon my chest after the initial shock and chaos of entering the world. Max and I simply stood around like the labor nurses who become instantly irrelevant in the moments after a baby is born.


A whisper.


“Luke has Down syndrome.”


Max and I trip over each other’s words in a clumsy attempt to console her.


Me: “Liddy, that’s not the end of the world.” (Cringe.)


Max: “My mom’s cousin has Down syndrome and is awesome.” (Oof.)


But Feeney just continues her mantra. “We’re here. Everything’s going to be okay. We’re here. Everything’s going to be okay.”


It wasn’t until later that I realized that, if we were being honest, that’s all any of us should have been saying. What did we know about raising a child with Down syndrome? Those of us who only ever had to decide, with much discussion and hand-wringing, which vaccinations our children would receive and at what time? When to introduce solids? Whether an hour of screen a day would fry our children’s tiny developing brains while giving us time to shower and send a few emails, and, even if it did, whether or not we cared?


Instead, with the exception of Feeney, we rushed to normal, when it was anything but. I think that when you’ve known someone a really long time, it’s especially excruciating to see them in pain. You’re not just hurting for them right here and now, you’re hurting for the sixteen-year-old girl that used to imagine naming her two imaginary children with matching L names. You’re hurting for the nineteen-year-old girl whose mother told her she’d never make anything of herself because she wanted to leave university to go to art school. You’re hurting for the woman who had one healthy child followed by three brutal miscarriages before finally carrying this child to term. You’re hurting for the lost dreams of everyone, of which there are too many to name.


But Feeney met Liddy right where she was and didn’t try to fix the pain. She received it, held it, and responded in the only way that was honest—by reminding Liddy of our permanence in her life.


We thought it would always be this way.


I’m lying on top of my bed staring at the ceiling. My thoughts are terrible and circular. Feeney’s dead. She killed herself. I’ll never see her again. The loop never stops and never makes sense. I need to get the kids up for summer soccer camp, but I can’t bring myself to do it. I don’t want them to wake up to this day.


I force myself to sit up. My phone is on the nightstand, but the only person I want to call is her. It makes no sense. Feeney is dead, and I want to talk to her about it. I dial her number and listen to it ring. Where is it ringing? What happens to someone’s phone when they die?


Then, her voice. “Be honest. You were hoping to get my voicemail. Lucky you.”


The normality of her tone is almost more painful than the knowledge that she’s gone. The Feeney who recorded that message can’t possibly be the same one who died. The world doesn’t work that way. My world doesn’t work that way.


The tone shrills in my ear and I hang up, only to dial again. I do this five, six times in a row. With each listen, I press the phone harder to my ear, trying to catch some hint, some vocal cue, that makes sense of how we got here. Then I remember, with a dizzying swoop in my stomach, that I got a missed call from her yesterday and didn’t call her back. I got busy and distracted and told myself I’d call her back tomorrow, which is now today, and today she is gone. I drop my phone and run to the bathroom, barely getting there before emptying my stomach. There, kneeling on the cold tile in front of my toilet, is when the tears come. I cry with my head against the porcelain until there’s nothing left inside.


After what could have been ten minutes or an hour, I pick myself up and stare at myself in the mirror. I’ve never seen this Ali before, the one who has lost her best friend. I splash my face with cold water until it hurts. If I don’t go forward with this day, I’m afraid I’ll never leave my room again.


I knock softly on Lachlan’s door. He is thirteen, vacillating moment to moment between little boy and burgeoning man. There are grass stains on his knees and the beginnings of whiskers on his cheeks. He still loves snuggles, but I can’t kiss him in front of his friends. The musty boy smell that normally makes me roll my eyes is, today, my favorite scent on earth. It means sweat, dirt, grime, socks. It means life.


I sit on his bed and stare at his sleeping profile. I’ve never lost anyone before. I have four living grandparents. Our family dog, Boomer, died when I was eleven. I had been at summer camp, I came home to find his frayed collar on the mantel next to a photo of him jumping into a lake. I’m pretty sure I cried. When the kids’ betta fish died a couple of years ago, we flushed it down the toilet while singing taps. Drew played the kazoo. It was surprisingly emotional.


Now, everything seems precarious. I feel like I was happily climbing up a ladder when suddenly all the rungs disappeared. I’m hanging onto the rails with no way to go up or down.


Lachlan snores lightly, the same snore he’s had since he was a baby. I ruffle his hair.


“Morning, Loch Ness.”


He groans and rolls over, leaving just a sprig of his hair visible. Impossibly, I smile.


“We’re leaving for camp in half an hour. I need you up and dressed in ten minutes. Grunt once if you’ve got the message.”


“Unh.”


I walk down the hall to Devon’s room to repeat the ritual, feeling out of body yet grateful for the muscle memory that’s allowing me to move through this day.


Max never wanted children. We all knew this from the start. She and Spence have a tortoise named Dave and she’s the world’s best auntie to all of our children.


Lachlan is the eldest of our kids. My Devon and Feeney’s daughter Caroline, both eleven, couldn’t be more different girls. Caroline is mature and polite and seems totally unflappable. My Devon is pretty much all flap. Despite their differences they have a solid friendship, though it’s based not as much upon mutual desire as much as sheer time spent together. Hannah, Feeney’s youngest, is extremely shy and anxiety prone. Feeney was often reading books and articles about introverts, as if the very idea of it was a foreign concept to her, a nut she was determined to crack.


Liddy’s daughter Lily is nine and wise beyond her years, probably exacerbated by five-year-old Luke’s Down syndrome. We all love Luke to distraction. He is pure, unadulterated love incarnate. That said, he’s also a lot of work. And he has periodic health scares that are nothing short of harrowing.


I often feel like our kids are our engines, moving us forward into a world of unknowns. Their little bodies are constantly humming with the energy of life, the wonder of innocence, and the spirit to take it all on. We’re holding on to their coattails, not the other way around.


We liked it this way. The four of us were always able to exist in a bubble outside of the school, work, and community relationships that constantly seem to drain us of our life force. When we were together, we built each other back up, fed each other’s souls and fortified each other to go back out into our own real worlds. We were each other’s personal pit crews.


But the bubble has been ripped open. The world is garish and loud without the armor of our foursome. Everything seems dangerous, terrifying, loaded.


Maybe it will help to focus on the mundane. There’s dried toothpaste on the sink; I need to scrape it off. My birth control pills need to be picked up at the pharmacy. The dog has a bald spot—I should talk to the vet about that. My new rug is shedding, and there are dust bunnies hunkering in the corners of my living room. Feeney always called them fuzz rabbits.


Nope, not even the mundane is safe.


After drop off, I arrive back at the house and see that Drew’s car is still parked in front of our house. He’s usually off by now, working out or making sales calls. My heart sinks. I have no idea what I need right now, but I’m positive he can’t give it to me. If he hugs me, I’ll fall apart. If I talk, I don’t know what will come out.


I open the door, and he’s standing right there in the entry. There is naked emotion all over his face. He starts toward me and I freeze, my hands flying up, splayed out as if warding off an attack. “No. No, I can’t.” I drop my purse and weave past him, running up the stairs to our bedroom and shutting the world behind me.


As I’m leaning against the door, heart slamming, skin seething, a thought pops into my head, uninvited yet inescapable: I wish it had been Drew who died. I have to sit down for a few minutes to let the shockwaves pass.


The four of us were supposed to grow old together. I know that’s what you’re supposed to think about your spouse, but for me, it was my friends. When I imagined my golden years, it was always the four of us, a little stooped, a little shriveled, but together as always. My friends were my dock, each holding up an essential piece of what was keeping us all above water.


If Drew died, I’d be a widow. If one of my parents died, I could expend understandable grief and people would write me nice cards. But there’s no name for what I am. I’ve lost a best friend, a sibling I loved more than the one I’m related to, a soulmate I didn’t realize how much I needed.


I’ve lost more than I ever knew I had. There’s no word for that.


I want to crawl into bed and never leave. But the minute I lie down and close my eyes, Feeney’s face fills my mind. I flip onto my side and am confronted with a framed photo of Feeney, Max, and Liddy, one I’d taken recently and especially liked.


I have to get the hell out of this house.


I leave a note for Drew that I’ll call him later and slip out the front door, climbing into my dirty, ancient Jeep Cherokee with no intended destination. I start the car and sit in it while it idles. What am I doing? What am I going to do? What am I going to do without her?


Feeney in my life was like breathing—understood and necessary. Now she’s gone, and somehow I’m still here. My hands are right there on the steering wheel, freckled with sun and starting to get wrinkly. There are my knees, scarred from years of sliding into bases, peeking out from beneath my cutoff shorts. I’m so very here. Where the hell is she?


The “every other” times mock me. Every other time I sat in this same spot, ready to muscle the car into reverse to head off on some adventure with her. Every other time I put her on speaker to talk about our kids, our husbands, or nothing at all. Every other time I had courage to head out into life knowing she was in my corner.


Eventually I pull out of the driveway. I sense rather than know that I am driving to Max’s house. I don’t have any feelings about this one way or another, but it’s what I’m doing. Some part of my brain has taken over, flipped into autopilot.


Liddy’s car is already here. I feel the unwanted churn of jealousy. Why didn’t they call me? And why didn’t Garrett call me first? I park and exhale, willing myself to focus on what matters: Feeney.


I let myself in like always. Max is sitting in her favorite chair, her hands gripping a mug like it’s her handhold on life. The highways and intersections of veins on her hands stand out like a topographic map. She lifts her eyes to me. We don’t speak. I sit down in the chair opposite her, listening to the sounds of Liddy bumping around in the kitchen.


“I didn’t know what else to do or where else to go.”


“Yeah, me too,” Max says.


“I keep thinking I’m going to wake up and this will all have been a shitty dream.”


“Yeah, me too.” Max looks up at me, her eyes fierce with swirling emotions. “I can’t help but think it should have been me, Ali.”


I almost say, “Yeah, me too,” but I manage to keep it in.


Liddy comes into the room and startles when she sees me. “I didn’t hear you come in. Do you want some tea?”


“No, Liddy, I don’t want any tea, I want my life to make sense again.” I close my eyes and squeeze the bridge of my nose until I see stars. “Tell me again about last night.”


Liddy sits down next to me and goes through it again, her voice patient but robotic. It’s as if I pulled a string on her back and out came the awful details of the last twenty-four hours. But I needed to hear it again, the same way I need to push on a bruise to see if it still hurts days later. When she’s done she pauses, then clears her throat and turns her body toward me.


“Max and I were just talking. We need to go over to Feeney’s to see what Garrett needs and be there for Caroline and Hannah.”


My stomach heaves and panic rises in my chest. “No.”


Liddy’s eyes snap to my face and widen. “No?”


“I don’t think I can see Garrett.” I say. I run my hands down my face. My anxiety is full blown, roaring in my ears, prickling my scalp.


“Why not? He needs us, Ali.” There is no shortage of confusion in Liddy’s voice.


“I just . . . oh, God.” I feel like I can’t catch my breath. “I keep thinking this is my fault. I mean, I was her best friend! Shouldn’t I have known how she was?”


Max meets Liddy’s eyes before settling on me. “Ali, we were all her best friends. None of us knew this could happen. This is not on you, just like it’s not on us or Garrett.”


I wave off this logic. “You guys were never as close to her as I was. If anyone should have seen this coming, it is me.”


Liddy stands up fast. “Are you pulling rank? Right now?”


Max nods. “Yeah, this is some pure bullshit, Ali.”


I fling myself back on the couch, frustrated and pissed and bereft. “I’m trying to explain why I can’t face Garrett! I’m trying to tell you how I feel! Jesus, would you stop jumping down my throat?”


“No, Ali, you are establishing some sort of posthumous pecking order that never existed, and I can’t for the life of me understand why,” Liddy crosses her arms and tips her head to the side, amber curls sliding down her shoulder.


I sigh, anger slowly receding to pain. “She just, shared things with me. We were like sisters! I feel like I must not have asked the right questions or wasn’t paying enough attention.”


“Well, I have news for you, Ali,” Max says. “Feeney shared stuff with me too. Lots of stuff. Even dark stuff.”


“Yeah, me too,” Liddy adds.


I sputter. “Then why didn’t you know? Why didn’t Garrett know? How could so many of us who loved her have missed this? How the fuck does this even happen?” I feel myself careening toward desperation again. I’m mad and sad and jealous. I truly thought I was special to Feeney. Maybe she was just one of those people who made everyone feel special. It feels like another, deeper, more personal loss.


“There are way more questions than answers right now,” Liddy says. “But either way, we need to go over to Feeney’s to see how we can help Garrett and the girls. We are their family, and sitting here wondering who knew Feeney better or loved her more is doing nobody any good.”


God, there’s nothing worse than being pegged. Especially when you’re already as low in the hole as it goes. I can’t figure out who I’m angriest at—myself, my friends, Feeney, Garrett, Drew. All the people I love, and not one of them can make me feel the slightest bit better. “I hate you both right now.”


Max stands up and grabs her purse. “Fine. Hate us while we go check on Feeney’s family.”


I dig my nails into my scalp to center myself and do the breathing exercises I learned years ago in yoga class and never use. Little by little, my body starts to regulate. My skin stops being electric, my hands relax just enough to stop shaking.


Liddy holds her hand out to me, a peace offering and a lifeline. “Come.”


Resigned, I hold out my hand and allow myself to be led to the door.


I am sick to my stomach as we pull up in front of Feeney’s house. It stands there with improbable normality, a grey bungalow with white trim and a wrap-around porch. The Dutch door she and I spent weeks debating color choices for stands partially open. It’s Benjamin Moore Sunburst Yellow.


We trudge up Feeney’s aged brick walkway. How many times have we made this exact trip? How many times has Feeney swung this door open for us, arms and smile wide?


It occurs to me in a strange, disembodied thought that this is no longer Feeney’s house. I bat away the thought and swallow my rising terror.


“Hello? Garrett?” Liddy pushes the door open, and we step into the entryway, which already feels wrong and hollow. The sounds and smells are familiar, but it’s as if some stagehand has dimmed the lights. I feel like my skin is stretched too tight across my face.


We turn the corner into Feeney’s kitchen and stop short. There are other people here, random humans in our best friend’s house. A couple of men I don’t recognize introduce themselves; apparently, they work with Garrett and came to be with him when he called to say why he wouldn’t be in. The next door neighbor, Patty Sweet, is busying herself with a dishtowel. Ever since an incident involving her car and Patty’s mailbox, Feeney has called her Patty Not-So. Everything seems like it’s happening a few beats too slowly. We’re told by someone that Caroline and Hannah know and have been picked up by the mothers of school friends to keep them occupied while “arrangements” are made. We’re told by someone that Garrett is in his office calling family members. We’re told by everyone that nobody needs help, thank you very much.


For the next hour we are the silent audience of a bizarre play. Patty Not-So appoints herself master of ceremonies. She has a pink apron tied over her ample bosom. Is that Feeney’s? Did Feeney even own an apron? Did Patty Not-So put it on before she arrived? There’s been a suicide next door, time to don my pink apron.


Over and over we hear the doorbell ring, see Patty Not-So swing open Feeney’s Dutch door, and overhear a barrage of condolences. Patty Not-So accepts food and hugs from strangers while we sit in paralyzed shock in our best friend’s living room. Every so often someone we recognize will look over Patty Not-So’s shoulder at us with a searching expression. Perhaps they think we have answers. We do not.


It takes us a while to realize we are doing nothing and helping no one. Feeney always made us feel like the center of her universe when we were in her home, now we are superfluous. It’s for the best that nobody needs us to do anything because we are capable of jack shit. We tell the strange men to tell Garrett that we’ll be back and we get the hell out of there.


Back at Max’s, some of the blood starts returning to our emotional limbs. Shock begins to give way, and anger rushes in to fill the space. Our shared contempt for the people filling Feeney’s house smooths over the ice between us, at least for the moment.


“If I hear the word condolences one more time I will spit,” Max says under her breath. “‘Thanks for your condolences. Your condolences mean so much. Who uses that word in real life? It’s a word that’s only supposed to be printed on Hallmark cards. And don’t even get me started about Patty Not-So.”


Even Liddy is annoyed. “She was way too comfortable in there. Why was she wearing an apron? And did you catch a glimpse of Garrett in the back office? He had on a braided leather belt! Shouldn’t a newly widowed husband be wandering around the house in a bathrobe with a five-o’clock shadow?”


“You mean like how I look right now?” I ask. I am wearing black yoga pants that are now covered in fur from Feeney’s two cats, Roddy and Andi McDowell. I have on a decades-old, holey UC Davis sweatshirt, and my hair’s in a messy ponytail. I can’t imagine I’ll ever give a shit about how I look again.


“Do you think Garrett will talk to us about it?” Liddy asks.


I pull at the unraveling hem of my sweatshirt. “I don’t even know what to say to him. Do we ask him why he thinks Feeney did this?”


Max looks at me hard, and I can tell she’s revved up. “Trying to make sense of suicide is a losing proposition. Feeney obviously didn’t want anyone to know how she felt.”
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