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			To Jack, whose light illuminates us all

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			July 2005

			It begins with a T-shirt. In the clamor of the night, warm bodies gather close to the bar, and hips collide with carelessness as beads of sweat collect behind my knees. From a dozen yards away, a gentle wind stirs the Patuxent River.

			This is summer in Southern Maryland: warm and sticky, but touched by the merciful breeze of the Chesapeake Bay and the many rivers that feed into it. It’s air that feels like magic, a warm breath on the cheek or a kiss on the hand.

			As I take in the scene before me, a flash of blue catches my eye. I’m drawn in by the tepid hue. Not royal. Not navy. But calm, cool—like the ocean. Someone’s seven-dollar Hanes T-shirt, most likely, but still I feel compelled to get a better look.

			I can’t see much of the man who’s wearing it. He is inching his way forward in a throng of intoxicated bar goers, and his face reveals itself for only a moment before being swallowed by the commotion of the crowd. He’s taller than I am, anyway. At my height of five-foot-two, my eyes are just level with the simple pocket across his chest.

			“Claire, do you see that guy there?” I nudge my best friend beside me, lifting my chin in his direction.

			The words enter and exit my mouth before my brain has a chance to stop myself. Claire gives me a look of temporary puzzlement and then pulls my arm in his direction.

			I didn’t come to this bar tonight with the intention of meeting anyone. In fact, Claire had to drag me here nearly against my will. After a year of heart-shredding disappointment—first with the ending of my first real relationship, and then with the dramatic and ugly conclusion to a make-myself-feel-better fling—I had recently declared a hiatus from the opposite sex.

			But having abandoned that plan momentarily, Claire and I grab our drinks, two flimsy plastic cups containing the Tiki Bar’s signature drink, a syrupy pink concoction known as the mai tai, and edge ourselves closer to the boy I’m straining to get a better look at. He stands, leaning against a wooden bench, talking to a friend.

			With unimagined clarity, I hear my own voice. Abby, your life will not be the same if you don’t talk to this man.

			I don’t believe in love at first sight. The idea of something so tidy and wildly convenient in this messy, inconvenient real world seems implausible. However, I’m overcome by something outside my control. Whatever it is—a tug from the gut, a hormone-induced trance—I have no reason to trust it. At twenty-two years of age, I know very little about love.

			All I’m really familiar with is the hookup culture around me, a world where disconnection and disinterest are key. Men puff up their chests, pretend to be brave and cool and incapable of softness. Women mirror in response, pretend to be distant and uninterested and incapable of giving a shit. It’s all a farce—one I’ve never been very good at.

			But this young man strikes me as an outlier. His cocoa-colored eyes smile as he laughs in conversation. He runs his hand through his thick golden-brown hair, unaware of his handsomeness. His eyes remain fixed to his friend, not darting around the bar in search of those who might be checking him out or attempting to check out anyone else. He exudes sincerity. Comfort. An unwillingness to play the very game I’ve grown to hate.

			And so I do something I’ve rarely done in the past: I trust myself. I keep walking in his direction.
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			Later, I’ll choose to describe this night as magical. Fated, even. It’s far more romantic than acknowledging the truth: that TC and I met by chance and that everything that happened after was of our own making.

			Two twenty-two-year-olds from the same hometown who, by some unusual circumstance, had never crossed paths before. I recognized TC’s name the moment he said it. He was the good friend of one of my good friends, Lizzy, who had also been a college roommate.

			I don’t want to get married, I remembered Lizzy saying two years earlier, but if I did, I’d want to marry my friend TC. He’s literally the best guy I know.

			She’d meant it platonically, a means of emphasizing both her disinterest in marriage and her high opinion of TC, but I mulled over her words again that night as if I were listening for the first time.

			It was obvious right away there was merit to her assessment. TC was kind. He listened in a way I’d never before seen a boy (or man) listen. As I told him my story, that I’d been transplanted to St. Mary’s County five years earlier, a radical and unwanted shift after a childhood in sunny Arizona, and that in a matter of weeks I’d be moving again, up north to Philadelphia, where I was starting graduate school, he nodded with deep attention, never pausing to break eye contact.

			He too had a story to share. A Maryland transplant himself (by way of West Virginia), he’d graduated from Bucknell University just a month earlier. In a few days he’d start a new job, as a research scientist at a local marine lab.

			Our different paths lie outlined in the looming future, the finer edges still waiting to make themselves known. We never imagined we’d fall into each other so quickly, agreeing wordlessly to throw our efforts into a two-year long-distance relationship. Philadelphia to Maryland, then Philadelphia to North Carolina, when TC started graduate school at Duke.

			Or that another two years after that, we’d find ourselves standing on the bank of the St. Mary’s River, under the shade of a blooming pear tree, agreeing to belong to each other in plenty and in want, in sickness and in health, in failure and in triumph.

			As it always is, most everything was still unknown. There was only this: we’d found each other and began walking in the same direction.

			We never anticipated where that path would lead us.

		

	
		
			Part I

			Faith is the bird that feels the light and sings when the dawn is still dark.

			—Rabindranath Tagore

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			August 2012

			If a love story can be bigger than two people, if it can also consume the air those people breathe, the trees that produce the oxygen, and the city sidewalks traveled by the footsteps that merged two lives into one, it’s fair to say that my love for TC is bigger than us both. It is, at the very least, as big as Washington, D.C., the city in which we’ve built our life together.

			And this is where it begins: in the northeast section of the city, on the concrete stoop of our hundred-year-old redbrick apartment building, knees pulled to my chest, my fingers trembling around the pink silicone of my iPhone case. The phone I have just used to dial 911.

			Or maybe this is where it ends. It doesn’t matter anymore, really. Beginnings and endings are one and the same—harsh, unplanned delineations marking the passage of one life chapter to another. The Before. The After. And the giant, screaming gape between.

			The midmorning sun warms my face as I look out at the Capitol Hill sidewalk just beyond our building’s wrought iron fence. And even though it’s Saturday, my attention turns to the corner, half expecting to see TC walking the last footsteps of his evening commute, his tanned face and warm brown eyes smiling outward from a sea of happy families and young professionals.

			But he doesn’t come.

			Instead, I scratch at my ankles, willing the pesky mosquitoes to vacate the premises so that I can continue my rapid descent into shock without further bloodshed. However, in the grand tradition of sweltering mid-Atlantic summers, the mosquitoes show little consideration. They buzz about my bare calves, landing and biting every few seconds, ignoring my hand waves and persistent scratching. I suppose a woman in shock is no different from any other warm-blooded body they might choose to feed on.

			The policeman who’s responded to my call keeps his distance from me, maintaining his post on the sidewalk while he scribbles unknown notes on a tiny pad. I scratch at a fresh bite on my ankle as I watch him work. Is this a joke? I wonder. My husband is MISSING. What the hell is a single cop on a bicycle going to do about it?

			The reality is that TC’s been gone for only hours. Well, actually, I don’t know how to calculate how long he’s been missing. Does the countdown begin at midnight, when I discovered I was sleeping alone? Does it begin two hours earlier, when my worry dissolved into panic and the well of comforting rationalizations ran dry? Or does it begin last evening, at 6:30 P.M., when he kissed me on the cheek, smiling and excited to head out to the baseball game, as I fed the baby dinner and the door to our apartment swung shut behind him?

			All I know of police is what I’ve learned from television and the small collection of speeding tickets I’ve acquired over the years. But this much seems to be true: cops take you seriously only if you report a person missing after twenty-four hours. Maybe I should just be grateful to have this officer’s attention at all. Maybe I’d be wise to listen to the part of my brain instructing me to quiet the screaming in my mind. After all, the last thing I need right now is to be labeled a “difficult” woman. Still, I feel compelled to convey my terror, the seriousness of the situation. I need this gentleman, this officer, to understand that my husband is not the type to go missing. I need him to feel the weight of my life in his hands.

			He avoids my gaze and begins to ask me about TC.

			“His name is Thomas Maslin,” I explain, offering my husband’s legal name, which I haven’t used more than a handful of times in the three years since we stood in line at the St. Mary’s County courthouse applying for our marriage license.

			What was he wearing? I try to conjure an image of TC last night, in the moments before he headed for the ball game with his younger brother. “He was wearing shorts, I think. Khaki, maybe. And a T-shirt. It’s sort of a purplish color with a graphic that says Memphis.”

			The vision of my husband’s shirt appears in my mind with perfect clarity, just as it did the first night of our meeting. His style has not changed much over these seven years; his closet remains full of twenty-five-cent shirts and frayed cotton shorts. TC is as stubbornly frugal now as he was at twenty-two, when he was fresh out of college and content to live on a single loaf of wheat bread and a jar of crunchy peanut butter every week.

			“And what about his footwear?”

			I pause, taking a breath to visualize the four pairs of shoes that sit in a dark pile at the bottom of my husband’s small, messy closet. “I believe he was wearing flip-flops.”

			As I speak, my mouth twists in an involuntary half smile. TC’s brown sandals are the quintessential example of his low-key personality. He is oblivious to the fraying leather and the deep blackened grooves made by his feet. The flip-flops are well loved, much in the same way I might describe one of our son Jack’s ratty stuffed animals: utilized to the point of deterioration.

			It is all part of TC’s larger life philosophy. He clings to the simplicity that marked his early life as if upgrading his lifestyle might threaten his very livelihood. The suggestion of glass ceilings and climbing the ranks, designer suits and name-brand anything, repels him. In a city like Washington, where too many people are mostly interested in who you know and what you can do for them, TC is determined not to stray from his humble roots. It doesn’t matter that in many ways, he’s just like them: an overachiever with an impressive career trajectory and a windowed office overlooking Dupont Circle. In his mind, he is, and will always be, just TC Maslin. Helping his mother scrub church floors on Saturday mornings. Catching toads in a backwoods creek in the mountains of West Virginia.

			The policeman continues to prompt me for more answers. “And what was he doing last night? When was the last time you spoke to him?”

			“When he left for the Nationals game. With his brother, Sean.” I think back to TC’s good-night call at around 10:30 P.M. and the empty side of the bed that was even more alarming at 7:00 A.M. than it had been at midnight. The white duvet lay flat in the morning light, still tucked under the corners of the mattress; his pillow was free of any indentation.

			This is normal, I told myself, even as a feeling of unease began to take hold in my belly, and my thoughts flitted briefly toward darker explanations. TC’s absence was unusual but not an immediate cause for alarm. I assuaged myself once more. Things like that can’t happen to you.

			But as I sit, scratching my ankles, tying and retying my sneakers in an attempt to distract my hysterical fingers, my lies lose oxygen under the crushing weight of an inevitable truth that will not be ignored.

			My husband never came home. TC never came home.

			As I hold myself steady on the concrete stoop, I fight back tears. If I stand, I will fall. If I rise, I have nowhere to go. So I sit, praying for some logical answer, some explanation to assure me I have not stepped into a nightmare—that the reality and safety I’ve always depended on will return momentarily.
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			Our life is ordinary. It is of the utmost importance that I convince the officer of this underlying fact, as if our ordinariness is somehow the Get Out of Jail Free card that will allow everyone to dismiss the situation as one giant misunderstanding. There is an infinite number of small details I could share to help prove this point, but I don’t know where to begin.

			I could explain that I’m Abby Sullivan Maslin, a fourth-grade teacher at a D.C. public school, ten blocks west of here. Daughter of Marty and Kate, sister to Bethany. Still defiantly attached to my maiden name, having since adopted it as my middle one. Or that I grew up all over—New York to Arizona to Maryland—the flexible existence of a museum director’s child. I could give a history of how I came to live on the Hill, all the jobs I tried out before finally finding a home in my elementary school classroom. Or I could explain that my thirtieth birthday was ten days ago, an occasion for which my husband took me out for sangria and tacos—a milestone I actually looked forward to, having never forgotten my mother’s promise to me many years ago. Of all the decades, your thirties are the best, she insisted. These were the words I clung to during the tumultuous ride of being a twentysomething, and as I’d blown out the candles, I felt ready for my magical decade to arrive.

			I could say just as many things about TC. I could explain that we’ve been a couple since the first day we met. And that in those seven years, we’ve had three major fights: two about where to live, and one about money. I could explain that the worst thing about my husband is how annoyingly easy everything in life comes to him. That he seems to have been born under two competing stars: the one that destined him to a childhood of rural poverty and the one that ensured he’d be victorious in every attempt to escape it.

			It might behoove me also to explain that he is a workaholic, a quality not reserved just for his career. Most days he doesn’t seem to be able to sit still. If there’s a dirty dish or an unmade bed or an electric bill somewhere waiting to be paid, TC is on the job before I can blink, a quality that has a twofold effect. One, it’s made me quite lazy. And two, it makes me feel ever so guilty for those hours in which I long to collapse in a Real Housewives of New York City marathon.

			But I should probably start here: by explaining how excited TC was to go to the baseball game last night. The Nationals were playing the Mets, and they were giving away retro caps, which TC wanted to be there early to claim. Beyond that, it was his first time spending time with friends in longer than I can remember. He’d nearly backed out a few days earlier, plagued by the guilt of being away from Jack.

			“That’s ridiculous,” I told him. “Your son is nearly two. You don’t need to be at home every single night.”

			But it was pointless to argue. I’d watched the way fatherhood had changed my husband, had brought up all the questions and traumas of his own childhood. After Jack’s birth, TC developed a renewed interest in his own biological father, the one he hasn’t seen since he was ten.

			“Maybe I’ll drive out to West Virginia and try to find him,” he had remarked offhandedly throughout the summer, exploring the idea aloud.

			I bit my tongue. There was no right response. From my perspective, TC’s interest made no sense. He’d been fine without his biological father for all these years. Better than fine. Yes, things had been hard at first in those days after his mother took the boys and left. They had no money, no immediate place to stay.

			But eventually, Ruth remarried and life began to settle again. And during that time—those two decades that separate TC’s last memory of sipping root beer on a barstool beside his dad—his father has reached out only a handful of times, in the form of handwritten letters.

			I hoped it would pass, my husband’s existential need to reconcile the past. There was so much to be grateful for in this very moment; I hated the idea of TC being too preoccupied to enjoy it. For instance, he’d just gotten the big job offer from a competing firm in New York. And as if that weren’t enough, his current company had fought to keep him, offering a generous promotion that would root us in Washington. TC was a rising star in the renewable-energy field, even if he was too modest to admit it.

			I’d never met anyone who learned things as quickly as my husband. From the way he’d taught himself to play the guitar as a punky middle school kid, to the way he’d pushed himself at Duke while he was studying for his master’s, the drive and focus TC dedicated to learning something new was a jolt to my aimlessness. For although I’d been a bright and ambitious kid, young adulthood had zapped much of my natural curiosity and ambition. They had disappeared, somewhere in that space between self-awareness and self-criticism, where dreams go to die. Maybe this experience is a by-product of growing up. Or growing up female. In any case, TC somehow managed to avoid the loss.

			I ponder these disparate memories, struck for a moment by the possibility that I could be wrong about something. Perhaps missing some vital clue that would explain why my otherwise reliable husband failed to crawl into bed with me last night by midnight as promised.

			What if TC drank too much? Not just enough that he passed out on a friend’s couch (which is what I’m still holding out hope has happened), but enough that he’s made some deeply regrettable mistake. What if he’s with another woman? I force myself to imagine it for a moment: TC tucked under the thin sheet of someone else’s warm bed, his long, tanned legs intertwined with the limbs of someone who is not me.

			But it’s impossible. I know my husband. That’s probably the line all women say just before making the shocking discovery of their spouse’s infidelity, but I know. Know in my gut.

			And so I tell the officer this instead: I tell him about yesterday. The day TC went missing.

			Yesterday morning—Friday—he woke up early to go running. With characteristic discipline, TC set his alarm for 6:00 A.M. and left the apartment before sunrise. I woke up only after he returned, as he stood sweaty and breathless in our tiny bathroom, preparing to take a shower.

			“How far did ya go?” I asked, standing on my toes to kiss him on the cheek as his mouth overflowed with toothpaste foam.

			He bent over the sink to spit. “Down to the Tidal Basin and back,” he replied. “I don’t know how far that is. Maybe seven or eight miles?”

			I lifted my eyebrows in impressed awe. “Wow,” I mused, distracted by my examination of his post-run body. His lean ankles grazed the tops of his gray-and-orange Nikes. Perspiration glimmered from his light-brown sideburns. His damp T-shirt clung to the muscles in his chest. He looked good. Sexy. Strong.

			I’ve never run seven miles in my life, let alone before breakfast, but this is not a surprising fact. For years, I’ve eschewed any kind of fitness I deem as “not fun.” This includes anything having to do with boot camps, barbells, weight machines, spin class, and most of all—especially—running. Running has been, and always will be, for crazy, type A masochists, of which there are plenty in Washington, D.C. But it is most definitely not for me. I possess neither the will nor the motivation for something as joylessly difficult as running.

			Yesterday he went on a run. And then he went to work at his office downtown, where he prepared data models and fielded phone calls and did all sorts of tasks related to energy forecasting. He worked all day, then rode the Metro to the Capitol South station, where he popped by my classroom as I was unofficially “working.” Mostly, I was gabbing with co-workers I hadn’t seen since June and deciding where to arrange my bookcases for the upcoming school year. In his dress pants and shirt, he helped me move furniture. Then we picked up Jack from the nanny and headed home. An hour later his brother, Sean, arrived and they left again, into the buzzing city air, to join friends at the stadium. A one-mile walk from which TC wouldn’t return home.

			I would awake alone, although some part of me anticipated the discovery. My aloneness was not startling or surprising. I had tossed and turned throughout the night, let the dog out for several quick pees in the front yard, recognized that TC did not arrive home by his self-imposed curfew. Or by 2:00 A.M. Or by 4:30 A.M. I did not worry. I told myself husbands get drunk once in a while, even though mine rarely did. I told myself they sometimes need a night to crash on their old roommate’s couch. I told myself the mathematical probability of any other explanation was nearly impossible.

			And then I went back to sleep.

			The details play in my mind in perfect order. The same sequence again and again, as unchangeable and repetitive as the most persistent song lyrics. The details feel both terribly important, the only bits of straw I can grasp at to solve this increasingly frantic puzzle, and also profoundly mundane, nothing my brain would have cause to recall had the outcome of last night been different.

			I look at the officer and feel powerless. If my job is to convey to this stranger the value of my husband’s life, the entirety of our lives together, or the many reasons TC’s absence should panic us all, there are no words that will adequately do the job.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Life in Washington is not without its difficulties. The days are long, the streets are full of traffic, and everything down to a three-bite cupcake costs more than it rightfully should. But still I’m in love. Not with the city’s most notable features: The National Mall, lined by stately museums and bookended by the Capitol and the alpine Washington Monument. Or even the cherry blossoms that emerge annually, a sweeping carousel of color that makes it impossible to drive responsibly down Independence Avenue, so distracting is the backdrop of the delicate pink petals against the shiny, blue current of the Potomac and the imposing white marble of the memorials dedicated to presidents past.

			What I love most are those quiet, precious hours before the city wakes, when the grass of nearby Lincoln Park shimmers with dew and the brick sidewalks that form its perimeter sit bare. When I can sit on a park bench or the stoop of my building, a cup of coffee in hand, and consider the possibility of a day that has not yet unfolded.

			This quiet corner of the eastern side of the city has been our home for three years now, but it feels like much longer. I was eight when I first visited my godparents, Jim and Moira, on the Hill. They’d been living in the city since long before I was born, trading in their tiny Connecticut Avenue apartment on the opposite side of town for a slightly less tiny row home in Capitol Hill, where they could begin life as a family with their newly adopted infant daughter.

			Jim had been my dad’s best friend since 1975, the year they became roommates and colleagues at the D.C. office of the National Endowment for the Humanities. My family made the long trip from Phoenix to visit Jim and Moira in Washington whenever the occasion demanded it: christenings, holidays, my dad’s work trips. I should have suspected, given all those visits back east, that we’d eventually move closer to the city my father long considered home.

			I look out at the park now, where I can still see my sister and nine-year-old me dragging plastic sleds across the flat snow. We loved Capitol Hill, loved even more this tiny section of it known as Eastern Market, which contained not only the market itself, an indoor/outdoor treasure trove of fine foods and vibrant candies, but my godparents’ dollhouse of a home on Eleventh Street and the corner market that sold potato chips, a place Jim referred to only by the nickname Police, as it was often staffed by off-duty cops.

			That was back in the early ’90s, when Capitol Hill had a reputation for being highly dangerous and the city often felt like two separate cities, split along its western and eastern quadrants. That the capital of the country was also the murder capital of the country wasn’t something I knew until I was an adult, long after the seeds of  gentrification had been sown and the crime statistics had begun to swing in D.C.’s favor, taking the city’s real estate prices skyward with them.

			After a year living in a rented row home down the street from Jim and Moira, TC and I made our first meager offer on the only place in the neighborhood we could afford, our two-bedroom treetop apartment in an old brick building facing East Capitol Street.

			“Are you sure this is the place for us?” I remember asking him skeptically, taking note of the bright orange paint that lined the apartment’s long hardwood hallway and the narrow galley kitchen with appliances that predated me.

			But in his mind, my husband was five steps ahead, already signing the papers, the affordable listing price being the only feature of this place that really mattered. And even though the apartment wasn’t my first choice, I trusted TC’s instincts, confident that whatever place we chose, it would quickly become home.

			Five months later, Jack made his entrance on a perfect autumn afternoon. In true D.C. fashion, I went into labor on the day of the 2010 midterm elections. While the people of Washington sat stunned, chewing over their Democratic losses in the House, TC helped pull Jack from my swollen body, cut the umbilical cord, and held him in the sturdy crook of his arm, tightly swaddled in the hospital-issued white cotton blanket.

			“I’m hungry,” I croaked after the nurses disconnected the monitor and finished cleaning me off. But when am I ever not hungry? Labor had been hard, but not nearly as hard as I expected. Or maybe Jack had just made it easy for me. I had bounced on a ball the night before, bounced until I stood up just as the credits for Million Dollar Baby began to roll and my water broke all over the living room floor. But there was time. Time to take a shower. Time to apply makeup. Time to straighten my hair. We got to the hospital and there was more time. Time to settle in. Time to read a magazine. Time for an epidural. They told me when to push, told me not to expect the baby to come flying out in a few short minutes. I took it as a challenge and pushed down with every bit of force I possessed and then he was here. Seven pounds, blue eyes, my exact nose. A little longer than the few minutes they’d told me to forget. Jack Kieran. My million-dollar baby.

			TC came alive like I’d never seen. Jack was his most precious thing, and I, the protector of his most precious thing. Fatherhood made him go inward and outward all at once. Alive and fiercely in love, my otherwise mellow husband began to radiate a vitality I’d never sensed from him before. He began to sing to Jack, in a tender and surprisingly skillful voice I always wished he’d use more. And when we took our family strolls, TC insisted, passionately, on being the one to wear Jack in the Baby Bjorn, citing to me the collective evidence on parental bonding via baby wearing.

			It was as if Jack was TC’s pass to more fully occupy the world, to experience joy in its most intense, abrasive form. And then, at the same time, he buried the experience within. Kept Jack in a safe, sacred place where nothing could be spoiled or changed or morphed by anyone else’s interpretation. TC was keenly aware of his father’s mistakes. He would not avert his eyes or leave Jack unprotected, even for a moment.
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			Now, at twenty-one months old, Jack toddles the perimeter of the landscaped front yard, pulling blades of grass from under the wrought iron fence that separates the yard from the sidewalk. I look out past the shock of his baby-fine white hair, out onto the street, where I can’t stop staring. This is where we greet TC every night on his way home from work, his brown loafers made dusty from the dirt path that cuts diagonally across the park, his leather messenger bag slung casually over his shoulder, before walking into the apartment whose orange walls have since been drenched in muted blues and crisp whites.

			But the neighborhood I’ve built my life upon, the one that once felt as comforting and familiar as my own reflection in the mirror, has taken on an unfriendly foreignness now that my life is in crisis. A few yards from where I sit, Capitol Hill carries on in its usual charmed way. Families stroll infants along the perimeter of Lincoln Park while dog owners congregate on the open grass, throwing tennis balls and chatting with one another about weekend plans.

			The scene is playing out just as it always has during the three years of Saturday mornings we’ve lived here, but it no longer offers the reassurance of home. Instead, I feel like an outsider. Someone who has been unexpectedly and cruelly uninvited from the party.

			The longer I wait, watching this cop as he relays information back to some stranger on the other end of his radio; the longer I watch Jack play in the grass, oblivious to my rising anxiety; and the longer each passing second separates me from my last conversation with TC, I become more disturbed and frightened.

			What is it that has kept me in denial for so long this morning? Sleeping in late and frying bacon in TC’s absence, as if it were a normal routine for me to wake up alone? Is it that I was scared of overreacting? Or have I been in such a genuine state of denial that any attempt to make rational sense of the situation has been immediately rejected by my brain? TC is gone, and the only explanation remaining is one I’ve been avoiding until now: something very, very bad has happened.

			The truth is obvious to me now, and a universe of potential scenarios floods my mind. The worst word, the one that begins with M, has begun to wrap its claws around my imagination. I try to shove it away.

			Murder.

			Good God, could that even be real? My breathing halts as the word reverberates in perseveration. Murder. Murder. Murder. Now I can’t make it stop. Was TC robbed, shot, or left for dead somewhere last night?

			I think of Eve Carson, the young girl who lost her life in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, the year I worked at the university. She was a senior, the beloved class president, months from graduation, when she’d been taken from her home and shot dead in the street. The circumstances were unspeakably tragic, the details, unconscionably cruel. Eve’s murder rearranged my insides, made me sick with a grief I couldn’t understand, especially since I hadn’t known her. At the core of it was an embattled acceptance of something I’d never wrestled with before: that in the war of truly good and genuinely evil, evil might triumph.

			Now that the possibility of murder has entered my brain, there is no way for me to unthink it.

			TC’s graduate school friends, Ryan and John, are out scouring the neighborhood for their friend. I called them an hour ago, panicked, minutes after I called my brother-in-law, Sean, who now sits next me in solidarity, a pained, stoic expression occupying his face.

			“When’s the last time you saw TC?” I had demanded breathlessly into the phone, my stomach knotted with hope that Sean could clarify his brother’s absence.

			“What? Huh?” he’d responded, confused. “I left early last night. TC stayed behind with his Duke friends to have another drink.”

			Sean is three years our junior, TC’s only sibling. He rents a room in a house just a few blocks north of here, and with no kids of his own and no serious girlfriend at the moment, Sean seems content in his bachelor life. But sometimes I think of us as two members of the same club: the one where TC, our fearless leader, holds our hand and walks us through adulthood. TC’s the one we count on to help us understand the thousand tiny responsibilities that now fall squarely in our court. Income taxes. Dental insurance. Student loans. The minutia Sean and I are simply too impatient to work out ourselves.

			I can only assume that, like me, Sean is searching the pockets of his own mind for the simple explanation we must have missed. But there are police involved now. We can’t wait any longer to inform the two most important people in TC’s life.

			“Sean, you have to call your parents,” I urge quietly.

			“Now? Already?” he asks, unconvinced.

			“Yes, now.”

			This is not a call I want to make either. I cringe at the knowledge that we are about to deliver the most devastating of blows to his mother and stepfather. When people talk about the call no parent should ever receive, I’m pretty sure this is what they mean. Your son is missing. He never came home last night.

			I pretend not to listen as Sean opens up his cell phone and dials, but here is the truth: I am a coward who can’t bear the thought of talking to them myself. The sound of my mother-in-law’s voice is more than I can manage at a moment in which I am rapidly disintegrating into panic. So I leave Sean to handle the dirty work alone.

			As he speaks, I imagine Ruth on the other end, tucking her chin-length hair behind her ear, soft-spoken, trying to make sense of Sean’s strange words. I continue to eavesdrop, fighting the instinct to yell an apology into the phone, even though I know I am not at fault. I pray that TC’s stepfather, Don, is standing nearby, prepared to tell Ruth not to worry, that the whole thing is some type of misunderstanding, even if he himself doesn’t believe it to be true.

			After a minute, Sean hangs up, still staring straight ahead. “They’re on their way,” he finally says.

			And so are my parents. I called my mom nearly an hour earlier as my stomach began to twist in rising terror. Mom, I don’t know what to do, I chattered nervously. TC is gone. This has never happened before.

			Her voice was neither calm nor reassuring. In two unmistakable sentences, she resurrected the sharp, no-nonsense candor of my midwestern, Depression-era grandmother. With urgency, she directed me: This is not normal, Ab. Get on the phone and call the police now.

			I close my eyes and lift my fingertips to my temples. Now that everyone is involved, the reality of TC’s absence is inescapable. I can’t force my mind to think of anything, anyone, but my missing husband. Wrangling my fears is hardly within my control anymore. To imagine TC hurt is an agonizing visual, sending pain through every bone in my body.

			There is only one way to avoid these thoughts, to collect my breath and ward off paralysis. And that’s to figure out what TC might do. I look over at Jack, his chubby fingers reaching for the stem of a yellow tulip that pokes through freshly laid black soil.

			Jack cannot be here, I think to myself, acutely aware of how disturbed TC would be to know his son is witnessing this scene. I have to get him out of this place.

			I look at my phone once more, thumbing through my list of contacts, trying to decide what neighbor to call upon and how to briefly summarize the situation. I try a few numbers, but to no avail. A minute later my friend Vanessa, a former teaching colleague, picks up on the first ring.

			I hurriedly explain that I am standing outside with a police officer trying to find TC. I don’t need to mention the anxiety that keeps severing the flow of oxygen to my brain. She can hear it in the unsteadiness of my words, the panic that is amplifying the pitch of my voice.

			“I’ll be right there,” she promises.

			And then a call to my friend Rachel, the mother of the little boy with whom Jack shares a nanny. Rachel and her husband, Mladen, moved to Capitol Hill precisely a year after us, taking over our lease at the yellow row house on Kentucky Avenue we rented before buying the apartment. Mladen is a doctor at nearby Washington Hospital Center. Perhaps there is something he can do, someone he can call.

			As soon as I hear Rachel’s voice, the words spill out. “Rachel, I need you to ask Mladen something.”

			I relay the situation as quickly as I can and ask her to tell Mladen to call the hospital.

			She sucks in her breath, and I can hear her nodding on the other end. “Yeah, OK. I’ll have him call you back in a minute.”

			Out on the sidewalk, the activity begins to blur. Sean has risen from his seat beside me and is now standing, talking to John, who has returned from his neighborhood search. The officer has the radio lifted to his ear, and his eyes are soberly narrowed.

			I try to make sense of the scene as if each event is its own distinct puzzle piece, a fraction of the solution I am searching for. But something in my brain isn’t working right anymore. I can’t process the picture in its entirety.

			“Where are you?” John is asking someone, presumably Ryan, on his cell phone. And then, from the garbled static of the policeman’s walkie-talkie: body found . . . Eastern Market.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			The rule book wasn’t complicated. I’d internalized it long before the rules were ever explicitly taught to me.

			One, obey your parents. Do as you are told. It is not your place to question authority.

			Two, work hard. Get decent grades. Go to college and make something of yourself. You cannot sit around idly.

			Three, find someone who loves you, who will give you stability. Be good to that person and do not wreck the thing you have built with him.

			I took it upon myself to intuit the outcome, the dangling carrot my compliance to the rules would guarantee me: that I’d be immune to the bad things in the world.

			It’s embarrassing to admit how willfully I denied the randomness responsible for organizing the universe. But this is how we humans protect ourselves: by telling ourselves we are safe, in control. By insisting that if we play by the rules, no one can touch us, no grief can befall us, for we are exempt from the suffering in the world.

			I was exempt for so many years. A rosy childhood that lasted longer than most. Two married parents, sometimes even happily. A brainy, beautiful sister I actually got along with most of the time. Bethany is two years younger and my opposite in nearly every way. She is the leggy, dark-haired, intellectual counterpart to my petite, tawny-haired, emotionally driven self. While I approached school with a certain flippancy and sense of ambivalence, Bethany was the serious student that law school turned even more serious. For her entire life she’s been thoughtful, contemplative, and slow to judgment. Just like TC.

			Yet many of our friends say that we’re exactly the same. And I know precisely what they mean. We are different in every superficial way but identical underneath. We laugh the same, have the same offbeat sense of humor, draw our eyebrows high in response to the same utterances of bullshit and pompousness.

			I should have known how easily TC would slide into our sisterly dynamic, how he and Bethany, with their dense ambitions and sharp wits, would find so much to roast me with, a hobby I both love and hate.

			It took no time at all for my husband and my sister to develop their brotherly and sisterly rapport. TC is the one Bethany goes to for dating advice. Bethany is the one TC goes to for professional advice. I am the middle man, the glue, or in more generous terms, as my sister put it on my wedding day, “the heartbeat” of the operation.

			And it is as a threesome that we tackled the first jarring blow to my perceived immunity in life: my dad’s illness. I was twenty-five when it first took hold—a diagnosis of liver cirrhosis, followed quickly by the confirmation that he’d need a transplant in the not-so-distant future. Often the three of us took turns, trading places at his bedside to relieve my mother, in and out of the hospital every other week, my dad’s life and brain dependent on a steady dose of lactulose to flush the toxins from his brain and body.

			A few weeks before my wedding, I was at my mother’s side in the emergency room, my dad curled up in the fetal position waiting to be examined by the doctor. His eyes were open unnaturally wide like a newborn baby’s, but he could not talk or even move. He looked up at me, and there was no flash of recognition. He was trapped inside a frozen body and a cloudy mind, a strange and semiconscious coma called encephalopathy.

			If you want to know if your partner’s the type who can stick it out, try this: walk him through the experience of caring for a dying parent and witness his reaction. If he stays patiently at your side, boiling water for the tea, pouring innumerable glasses of red wine, and fetching the Kleenex to dry your heartsick tears, you can offer an additional challenge: planning a wedding you hope will precede your parent’s inevitable funeral. If still he stays, agrees to a rushed wedding following an even more rushed engagement, then asks for permission to work remotely so you can relocate to D.C. and be even closer to your family, he’s probably a keeper.

			I’d make it up to TC one day, I told myself. “Things will calm down,” I promised, after making my post-marital request to let my father live with us so he could be closer to medical care.

			“OK, but eventually we need some time for just us,” he insisted.

			I nodded in agreement.

			We made it through the wedding, through four months of being my father’s primary caregivers, and the liver transplant that followed soon after. But when I peed on a plastic stick and a tiny cross appeared two weeks after my dad’s successful operation, I wasn’t sure how much more I could burden TC.

			My pregnancy sent him spinning. “But we’re only twenty-seven!” he kept repeating, a fact that was true but hardly extraordinary. Plenty of twenty-seven-year-olds have babies, just maybe not in Washington.

			I kept quiet, gave him a week to process the latest tidal wave. After a few days, the news settled, and slowly his excitement began to bud.

			“I’m gonna be a father,” he’d say, and look at me in proud disbelief as I licked the vanilla soft-serve that had become my pregnancy companion.

			I tried not to laugh at TC’s wide-eyed expression, the baby dancing in my womb as a response to the sugary ice cream.
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			I don’t know what happens next, whether it’s the policeman’s response on his radio or the phone call from Mladen I’ve just received. My mind is too undone to follow anything chronologically. I just know that for a minute, I lose all my senses.

			TC is alive. TC is alive. TC is alive.

			Mladen’s voice replays in my head. He’s at the hospital. I’m headed there now.

			I know nothing more than this. Nothing about TC’s condition or whatever has happened to him. Still, hope surges through my chest as I announce the news to the group. The policeman looks up but maintains his blank expression.

			“Come on!” I yell to Sean and John, as I begin walking to the car. “We need to go now.”

			“Wait, wait!” the officer shouts, lifting one hand to signal me to stop. With the radio clutched in his opposite hand, he is receiving directions from an unknown voice. “You can’t go anywhere yet. You need to wait.”

			This command makes no sense. Mladen has confirmed TC is at the hospital and instructed me to get there right away. What reason is there to hesitate? The officer looks stressed, and my theory is confirmed when he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a pack of cigarettes. I can’t remember seeing a police officer smoke on the job before.

			He knows something I don’t. This much I can tell. But even if I summon up the boldness to press him for information, I must ask myself whether I really want to know whatever it is he knows.

			“What do you mean I can’t leave?” I hear myself push back. There is an uncharacteristic forcefulness in my tone. A sturdiness I hardly recognize. Under normal circumstances I would never question a police officer. But right now it’s not enough to just be me; I must also be TC. And TC has no qualms about asking for clarification, ever.

			Before he can answer, I point to the cigarettes in his hand. “Can I have one of those?” I demand. We are far beyond formalities at this point, and I’m assuming that if an on-duty police officer is smoking in front of me on my own sidewalk, then all the damn rules have gone out the window.

			He obliges but doesn’t answer my question.

			With Jack scooped up by Vanessa and unable to witness his mother’s moment of weakness, I lift the cigarette to my lips, trying to remember the years since I last smoked one, and my lungs instinctively relax. At various points this morning I’ve been forgetting to breathe. The steady pattern of inhalation and exhalation required by the cigarette allows the momentary return of oxygen to my body. For something so terribly unhealthy, this cigarette may very well be the only thing keeping me alive at this moment.

			Two minutes later, the officer is issued an update over the radio. “You can go now.” He dismisses us, offering nothing in terms of an explanation.

			I throw the keys to our RAV4 to John and jump in the passenger seat. Sean scrambles into the back. Before I can buckle my seat belt, I am directing John down Massachusetts Avenue, headed for North Capitol Street. He’s at the hospital. I’m headed there now.

			I don’t know what this means exactly, but my faith is now wrapped up in the two words he’s at. He. Is. At. The present tense. TC is somewhere, presently. And I can go to him.

			He’s at the hospital. I pause for a terrifying second, wondering if I’m somehow wrong about this. He’s at the hospital could also mean his body. Just his body. Zipped inside some cold plastic bag. I try to silence that ugly thought, but the image has already been formed. Just as with the word murder, I’ve brought it into existence. And now I can’t pretend it isn’t a possibility.

			In the seat next to me, John’s hands grip the steering wheel. Sean’s burly figure is spread out in the back. My phone lights up with another call from an unknown 202 number, the D.C. area code, and I answer hesitantly.

			“Hello,” greets a female voice on the other line. “This is Dr. Sanders from Washington Hospital Center. Is this Mrs. Maslin?”

			“Yes,” I answer, terrified anticipation audible in the fringes of my voice. “This is she.”

			“Mrs. Maslin, I’m calling to let you know your husband is here at the hospital.”

			“Yes, I know,” I respond breathily. “We’re on our way.”

			“Are you sitting down?” she asks gently. I tell her we’re already in the car. “Are you driving?” she asks next.

			I brace myself, certain as to why she’s asking. Doctors don’t deliver catastrophic news to people at the wheel of a moving vehicle. TC is dead. I feel my chest tighten. “No, I’m not driving. I’m in the car, but I’m not driving.”

			“OK,” she continues. “Your husband is here, but he’s in very critical condition. He suffered a massive head injury, and he’s in surgery right now.”

			I process her last words. “Wait, what kind of head injury?”

			“Well, we don’t know,” she admits. “But it looks to be an assault. Possibly blunt force trauma.”

			I’m not sure what blunt force trauma means except that I may have heard it on TV once. I think of the board game Clue and the playing piece shaped like a tiny lead pipe. Mr. Green, in the library, with the lead pipe. It’s ridiculous, but it’s all that comes to mind.

			I thank Dr. Sanders for her phone call, and before we hang up, she gives me directions to the trauma waiting room inside the hospital. Blunt force trauma. I don’t know what to make of this information. My mind returns to all the brutal scenarios I’ve imagined this morning: TC, robbed, left for dead in a ditch somewhere outside the city. TC, kidnapped and forced to use his bank card at gas stations and ATMs. TC, shot in the
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“A moving and valuable meditation on the nature of love—love that is hard,
and gloriously so.”—KELLY CORRIGAN, New York Times bestselling author
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