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Prologue

The day the world ended started out crystal clear, the sky so sharply, heart-stoppingly blue, it seemed it might crack. Although it was near the end of February, and freezing cold, Mickey and Jenna rode their bikes down the windswept road toward the barrier beach. They did this all spring, summer, and fall, but this was their first bike outing since the winter snows had receded.

Jenna’s favorite bird was the black-throated blue warbler, although it was too early in the season to see one. Mickey’s favorite bird—unseen by either her or Jenna, but loved for its mystery and elusiveness—was the snowy owl, and the rare-bird group had sent out an e-mail that one had been spotted on Refuge Beach. Such e-mails came every day, but this was the first snowy sighting that Mickey could remember.

“It’s freezing,” Jenna said as they pedaled south.

“I know,” Mickey said. “But just think—we’re going to see a snowy owl.”

“The e-mail didn’t even say where it was!”

“That’s because birders always protect owls. They’re so shy and timid,” Mickey said. “But don’t worry. The poster gave it all away when he mentioned cranberry bogs and holly.”

“There are bogs all along here!”

“I know,” Mickey said. “But only one that has a thicket of holly, too. Come on, it’s only another half mile.” They passed the information center, where the Refuge Beach park ranger lived. Mickey had seen the lights on late at night, when she and her mother came down on summer nights to have starlight picnics. Mickey saw his green truck and wondered what he was doing on such a cold, quiet day at the park.

“I can’t wait until we have our licenses,” Jenna said. “One more year. Do you think we’re being hopelessly immature, riding our bikes to Refuge Beach to see a stupid bird?”

“You didn’t think it was stupid last summer,” Mickey murmured, but Jenna didn’t hear; the wind took Mickey’s voice and whirled it over the dunes, out to sea. Her face stung from the cold, and her gloved hands seemed frozen to the handlebars. Jenna didn’t know how much Mickey needed to do this today. Her chest burned—with exertion, but even more from an aching heart. Her parents were back in court this morning.

“We’re getting too old to be birding,” Jenna said warningly. “I do want to see a snowy owl, but that’s it. Birds were one thing when we were younger, Mick. But frankly, I just don’t care about them the same way.”

Mickey nodded. She didn’t reply. Did Jenna have any idea what she was saying? Did she really want to join the ranks of all the other teenagers in their class, who seemed to be losing their spirits drop by drop, suddenly obsessed with stuff like makeup and iPods, clunky boots, and the perfect, cool bike-messenger book bag? Blowing sand grains whipped her cheeks as she pedaled harder.

Just before they got to the thicket, she noticed a construction truck parked on the sandy road. The truck bed contained a small bulldozer, lashed down by a thick chain. Wondering what it was doing there, she skidded and almost wiped out as she turned to look. But she righted her bike, signaled, and turned off the paved road into the small sandy parking lot.

They leaned their bikes up against a split rail fence, went running down the winding trail into the thicket. Mickey’s heart had been pounding, but it relaxed in here. The path was just two-tenths of a mile long, but it seemed to bring her into an enchanted realm.

The thicket was magic. Only the hardiest shore plants could survive in this harsh environment between the dunes and the road. The wind was so relentless, it kept all the bushes low and leaning away from the sea. Pitch pine, blueberry bushes, red maple, shadbush, bayberry, black cherry, red cedars, cranberry bogs, and—in this stretch alone, of the entire ten-mile-long barrier beach—many American holly bushes. The thicket was a haven for migratory and year-round birds, and Mickey had been coming here with her mother since she was a baby. She knew every inch of it by heart, and loved it nearly as much as her own home.

When she and Jenna reached the far end of the path, just over the narrow boardwalk that crossed the marshiest part of the bog—frozen now, from the long winter—Mickey motioned for Jenna to start watching.

They emerged from the shady thicket—all branches bare of leaves, but thick enough to have blocked the sky—into dazzling blue. The white dunes were topped with graceful windblown beach grass. The beach was endless, pristine. Not a house was to be seen for miles either up or down the strand—Refuge Beach had never been developed, due to its combination of wetlands and nesting habitats.

Mickey felt ghosts here. A U-boat had sunk just offshore during World War II, and sometimes she imagined she heard the spirits of the sailors who had drowned. She thought she heard them now, and a sudden shudder went through her body.

It might have been the cold. Taking a few more steps, she gazed over the beach. Her face froze in the sharp sea wind. Beach grasses bent flat sketched circles in the hard sand. A crooked old wooden jetty, battered by storms and covered with barnacles, meandered into the sea. Long waves flowed in. There was a legendary break off this beach, and surfers loved it here, even in winter. But today was too cold even for them.

Mickey’s heart kicked. She looked around. She had a sixth sense about birds, and she could feel the owl even before she saw it. Her eyes were drawn instantly: round and white, the snowy owl resembled a soccer ball sitting in the middle of the beach, just this side of the jetty, several feet from a silver, wind-blasted driftwood log.

“There,” she whispered, her hand on Jenna’s arm.

“Oh my God,” Jenna whispered back.

They stood perfectly still for several minutes. The snowy owl didn’t move. It was regal, elegant, pure white, the tips of some feathers flecked with grayish brown. Because it was midday, Mickey knew the owl was probably sleeping. The girls held their breath, not wanting to even breathe. Waves broke along the shore, the sea brilliant blue and fairly calm, despite the steady breeze.

Presently Jenna nodded; she was ready to leave. The friends backed away from the owl. Mickey stared at it as long as she could. She would have liked to stay in the dunes, waiting for dusk and the bird’s fly-out. To see a snowy owl hunting low along this stretch of Mickey’s beloved beach, so far south of its normal habitat, would feel almost miraculous to Mickey—and she knew she needed a miracle today.

“That was so cool,” Jenna said, once they were well into the thicket and unlikely to disturb the owl. “I can’t believe I finally saw one. Okay, check it off the list.”

“It was amazing,” Mickey said, pricked by Jenna’s attitude.

By the time she and Jenna got onto their bikes, she felt anger and frustration building in her chest. How could Jenna not want to wait a little longer? How could she be so cavalier about seeing a snowy owl—the bird she knew was Mickey’s favorite—for the first time in her whole life?

Something made Mickey turn around; she felt a flutter inside, and she was sure the owl was about to fly over. She saw that the footprints they had made on their walk into the thicket and over the dunes were already gone—erased by the relentless wind. There was no sign of the owl, but again she spotted the bulldozer and flatbed truck.

“I wonder what that’s for,” Mickey said to Jenna, gesturing at the equipment.

“It belongs to Josh’s father,” Jenna said, mentioning her boyfriend Tripp’s close friend. Josh Landry’s family had recently moved to the state, and his father was a well-known businessman who was always involved in controversial projects. Mickey had been so preoccupied with her parents lately, she hadn’t been keeping up on local news.

“What’s he going to do here?” she asked.

“Oh, something to do with that sunken submarine. Didn’t you see it in the paper? I guess it’s been snagging fishing nets, so they’re going to try moving it, or removing the periscope and stuff like that. Mr. Landry wants to help by getting it out of here. He’s going to take it somewhere so it can be turned into a museum.” Jenna was glowing as she spoke, as if she thought he was a local hero.

“Help our community?” Mickey asked. “By moving the U-boat? That’s not possible!” Incredulous, she spun her head around to look.

This time she noticed a young man standing beside the truck. He held fire—tall flames shooting up from his fingertips. Mickey’s mind whirled; having just seen the snowy owl, she thought he must be a sorcerer, about to do wild magic. Her eyes met his, and in that instant she recognized him as one of the surfers from her high school. His expression was dark, his hand blazing as he tried to duck back, out of view.

“We have to help him,” she gasped, realizing that he was burning.

As Mickey charged toward him, her bike skidded on the sand. She felt herself lose control—not in a bad way, but as if she had suddenly grown wings. She was a snowy owl, lifting, rising above the road, almost high enough to see over the dunes and out to sea. She’d swoop down, put the fire out, save him.

“Mickey, watch out!” Jenna screamed.

“Whoa!” the fire boy yelled.

Mickey let go of the handlebars. She felt her arms go up over her head, up into the air, trying to steady herself, grab on to something solid in the sky. She heard the bike tumble and crash on the pavement beneath her, and then she heard Jenna scream again, and then she felt herself come crashing down like a bird with broken wings onto the cold, sandy tar.
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Shane West held the flamethrower, stunned when he realized he wasn’t alone. He’d come to the deserted beach to make his stand. His teachers were always saying he wasn’t working up to potential, but this was just a different kind of potential.

Two girls rode by on their bikes just then—perfect but terrible timing. He recognized Mickey Halloran as she turned to stare at him, saw the fire. She looked panicked, and she must have thought he needed help, because suddenly she came charging at him on her bike. He tried to gesture “go away,” but she flew at him like a two-wheeled missile, and he had to admire her for it. He knew single-minded purpose when he saw it. But just then she went into a skid and took a header over her handlebars.

Dousing the fire in a sand dune, he ran across the road, as the other girl—Jenna Carlson, he thought—jumped off her bike, ran back, and dropped to her knees next to Mickey. Shane pushed past her and crouched, leaning over to look into Mickey’s eyes. He had never talked to her, but he’d noticed her around school. Her face was pretty, pale, lightly freckled; her enormous eyes were light green. Two long brown braids hung from beneath her dark blue knit cap. He could tell in one glance that it wasn’t good. She had hit her head when she landed, and blood was pooling on the pavement. But her eyes were still open.

“Mickey, why’d you turn like that? Oh God!” Jenna was crying, almost hysterical.

“Don’t move,” Shane said to Mickey.

“They’re going to move the U-boat,” she said. “And they’re acting like it’s a public service.” Her lips were blue; Shane knew she might be going into shock.

“Not if I can help it,” he said.

“You were on fire,” she said.

“Shhh,” he said. “Pretend you didn’t see that.”

Her eyes rolled back, and her eyelids flickered.

“Whoa,” he said, panicking. His heart accelerated, full blast. He hadn’t been there for his father, but he was here now. Back then, things had gone so wrong. This time he’d make sure they went right. He stared down at the girl. They were in the same class, but different crowds. “No going to sleep. Talk to me. Your name’s Mickey, right?”

“Yes, that’s her name,” the friend said. “And I’m Jenna, and she’s right, you were holding fire in your hand. What was that?”

“Mickey, hey,” Shane said, ignoring her friend. “Stay with me here. Dismantling the U-boat, taking it away? Changing the surf, and the way the beach is formed? How badly would that suck? Mickey?”

“Terrible,” she said, coming back from the brink, those green eyes bright again, full of life. “Can’t happen. The birds…snowy owl…need the beach the way it is…”

“Yeah,” Shane said, thinking how sweet she looked, seeing how hard she was trying to stay alert. “And surfers need that U-boat. Birds and surfers. Fly by air, fly by sea. Come on, Mickey. Stay awake.” He looked up at her friend. “We have to get her an ambulance.”

“Where? How?” Jenna asked, starting to cry again. She might not know exactly what was wrong with Mickey, but she could see the blood, and like Shane she knew it was bad. She was willowy and blond, and Shane took note of her pretty powder-puff looks and hoped she could be tough right now. “We’re five miles from the main road, and cell phones don’t work down here,” she said.

Shane had come the back way, through the frozen bog. His car was broken down, and he had no money to fix it. His mother was out of town, so he couldn’t borrow hers. Besides, cars left tire marks, and any idiot with a TV had seen enough forensics shows to know that treads could be traced. So he’d fit everything he needed into his pockets, carried the rest, and come to do what needed to be done.

“I’ll run for help,” he said, peeling off his parka. It was old, patched in places by silver duct tape. “You keep her awake and talking no matter what—you hear me?”

“Yes,” Jenna said.

“Don’t move her,” he said. “Not even an inch.”

Mickey was trembling. As he tucked his coat around her, careful not to jostle her, Shane touched her face; it was ice cold. She gazed up at him as if he was some kind of savior. The look in her eyes caught him like a fishhook because he knew he held her life in his hands.

“Does it hurt?” he asked.

Her mouth moved, but no sound came out.

“Think of that snowy owl,” he said. “Just stay wide awake, and wish, and the owl will fly overhead. Just keep your eyes open so you don’t miss it.”

“You saw it?” Mickey managed to whisper.

“Of course,” Shane said, staring into Mickey’s green eyes. “Every time I surf. It’s been here all winter.” Then, to her friend, “Remember what I said—keep her awake.”

“Okay. Hurry!” Jenna said.

Shane jumped up. “Watch for the owl,” he said to Mickey, and then took off running. In another phase of his life, he’d been on the track team. His event had been the hundred-yard dash, but he wasn’t a bad distance runner. Right now, although he had five miles to cover before reaching the state road, he ran as if it were a sprint—flat out, as fast as he could go.

He’d been young when his father had died, but if he could have run for help like now, he would have. Today, he knew failure was not an option. Surfing all winter, powering through the Atlantic cross-chop, kept him lean and mean, and he used the look in Mickey’s eyes to make him run faster than he ever had.

He headed up the road, the dunes at his right. The thicket had thinned out here, and an icy wind blew full force off the ocean. Sand had drifted right onto the pavement; he saw the drifty remains of the girls’ bike tire marks and admired them for riding down here on such a day. Hardly anyone loved this remote winter beach the way he did, not even most of his surfing buddies. They went for easy access, at the town beach. Mickey had mentioned the snowy owl. Was the bird the reason she’d come all the way out here in twenty-degree weather?

When he got to the ranger station, his stomach tightened. This wasn’t going to be pretty. He saw O’Casey’s green truck parked outside the low one-story building. Painted gray-blue, the color of the February sea, the ranger station blended into the sea and sky, into the beach itself.

Shane tore up the steps, into the office. O’Casey sat at his desk, dressed in his khaki uniform, glancing up over his reading glasses, looking just like the hard-ass authority figure that he was. Ex-Marine, people said. Shane wouldn’t be surprised, and he thought of his mother down at Camp Lejeune. Jerks. Standing there, not wanting the ranger to see how out of breath he was, Shane glared down. He watched O’Casey tense up, his hand inching toward the desk drawer. Did he keep a sidearm in there? Jesus Christ, Semper Fi.

“What brings you back here?” O’Casey asked.

“Call 911,” Shane said to his old enemy.

“What are you talking about?”

“There’s a hurt girl,” Shane said. “Hurry up.”

All at once the ranger was on his feet. One hand reaching for the radio—static cracking, the police dispatcher taking the information as Shane relayed it: “Injured girl, bike wipeout, Beach Road, mile marker 3, near the jetty”—other hand grabbing his jacket, a bulky green government-issue job, just about as beat-up as the one Shane had left covering Mickey.

In that second, registering that Shane didn’t have a coat, O’Casey thrust his at him. Shane refused to take it. He backed toward the door, hating to stand by the ranger. At six foot four, O’Casey towered over him. His shoulders were huge, but he somehow managed to look fit and trim for an old guy. His skin was weathered and lined, his hair nearly all gray. The way his eyes looked behind those reading glasses: like he’d spent most of his life either in battle or looking for one. That look sent a shiver down Shane’s spine.

Locking the door behind him, O’Casey followed Shane down the steps. They climbed into the beach truck. The bench seat was cluttered up with coiled lines, binoculars, gnarly old leather gloves, and a printer’s box of new Refuge Beach brochures—ready for next summer.

“What’s that smell?” O’Casey asked as he backed out of the sandy lot.

Shane knew he reeked of kerosene, but he just stayed silent, staring at O’Casey. It was a combination of disbelief and dare: disbelief the ranger could ask that when a girl was lying hurt in the road up ahead, and daring him to figure out what Shane was planning next.

“You’re on probation,” O’Casey said. “As far as I’m concerned, they should have taken your board away.”

“Just for surfing the tail end of a hurricane?” Shane asked.

“Try thinking about the rescue workers who would have had to go in after you,” O’Casey said, and that shut Shane right up. He felt himself go red, as if he’d suddenly gotten a sunburn. “Mile marker 3, you said?” the ranger asked, staring down the road.

“Right there!” Shane said, pointing.

But everything was different than he’d left it. The road was empty: the broken bike had been hauled off to the side, and Mickey and Jenna sat huddled together under Shane’s jacket. Shane wasn’t sure he’d ever felt this relieved: she wasn’t paralyzed.

Jumping out of the truck, Shane ran to her. Her brown braids and the side of her face were streaked with blood from a scrape along her hairline. Her face was nearly blue-white, and she cradled her left arm with her right hand. At the sight of Shane—or maybe the ranger—she began to cry like a little girl.

“Let me see, sweetheart,” O’Casey said, crouching down beside her, first-aid kit tucked under his elbow, tenderly pushing her hair back to see the wound. He must have jostled her arm, because she moaned in pain.

“Hey, watch it,” Shane said. “Can’t you see she has a broken arm?”

“Is that right?” O’Casey asked.

“My wrist, I think,” she said.

“It’s just hanging there, limp!” her friend said. “She can’t even move it!”

Mickey pulled back Shane’s jacket so O’Casey could see. Shane noticed that she’d bled all over the nylon, and he felt glad he’d been able to keep her warm. She wasn’t in shock, and she was sitting upright: two great signs.

“I moved,” she said, looking up at Shane.

“As long as you did it yourself, it’s okay,” he said, looking into her green eyes. “It’s when other people move you that it can be a problem.”

O’Casey had the first-aid kit open now. He eased Shane out of the way, pressed gauze to the still-bleeding wound on Mickey’s head. Shane watched the way he stared steadily into Mickey’s eyes as he gently applied more pressure. Mickey gazed up at the ranger as if he were her father, or the best doctor in the world. The trust in her eyes did something inside to Shane, made his heart tumble over, like a stone falling off a cliff.

“Can we get out of here?” Jenna asked. “It’s freezing, and we have to get Mickey to the emergency room.”

“We’ll take her there right now,” O’Casey said, and when they looked up the road, they saw the convoy: an ambulance and two cop cars.

“I don’t need them,” Mickey said, panic in her eyes. Shane wasn’t sure whether she meant the ambulance or the police.

Two officers and the EMTs walked over. One of the policemen gazed down with recognition. Shane’s stomach flipped, but the cop wasn’t looking at him—he was staring at Mickey.

“Hello there,” he said to her. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she whispered.

Shane concentrated on the spark in her eyes. He wanted to put his arm around her, help her into the ambulance. Were they just going to let her sit here on the cold ground?

The EMTs began doing their thing, with O’Casey giving them his take on her head wound and broken wrist. Suddenly they had her up and into the ambulance; they wrapped her in blankets and handed Shane his jacket back. Jenna was led to a squad car, their bikes loaded into the back of O’Casey’s truck. The ranger said something to the second cop. Shane saw their eyes flick over to him.

His blood was on fire. He knew he should run—start now and never stop until he got to California. There were places to surf out there that made the waves here look like they belonged in a bathtub. He could find his dad’s friends, and they’d hide him in dune shacks till he was older and grayer than O’Casey.

But he had a mission here on this beach, and he had to say one last thing to Mickey. Make her a promise that would help her get well fast. Something made him know that was necessary—the fear in her eyes was too familiar to him to let her just drive away without speaking to her.

He pushed past the EMTs, crawled right into the ambulance. She was already strapped onto a stretcher, orange straps tight across her chest. She was staring at him, eyes focused on his jacket.

“I bled on your jacket,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay,” he said. “It’ll remind me…”

“Of what?” she asked.

“Of the owl,” he said.

“The snowy owl…”

“I won’t let them chase it away,” he said. “If it’s the last thing I do.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Shane touched her face, and then he felt himself being hauled out from behind. The ambulance rear door was slammed shut, but he could still see her face through the window as the vehicle began pulling away. She’d seemed really shy when he’d seen her around school. And Shane had stayed back in grammar school—he’d had “adjustment problems” that they attributed to his father’s death. Whatever the reason, it had always made him feel like an outsider and he’d never approached her.

“The last thing you do,” one of the cops said. “Interesting choice of words.”

“Ranger O’Casey told us he smelled kerosene on you,” the other cop said. “So we looked around and found these.” He held up the Nerf pump-action ball launcher. Unfortunately, Shane had already soaked the Nerf in kerosene—he’d been seconds away from applying flame when Mickey had had her wipeout.

“Yeah, what about it?” Shane asked.

“You think acting like a moron, destroying Cole Landry’s heavy equipment, is really the best way to stop them from dismantling the U-boat?” O’Casey asked.

“What’s a surf slacker care about that?” Cop Number One asked. “It’s just a tin can full of dead krauts.”

Shane opened his mouth to let loose on him, tell him that the sunken U-boat was responsible for the most reliable swells on this stretch of shore, that its length, and the height of its conning tower, and the periscope and every other bit of barnacle-encrusted metal, caused a vortex, pulling so much water from below, creating waves that moved straight and fast, folding back on themselves and erupting in terrible, elegant explosions craved by surfers everywhere.

But O’Casey beat him to it.

“It’s a grave, Officer,” O’Casey said.

“Excuse me?”

“It’s not a ‘tin can,’ ” O’Casey said. “It’s U-823, and there are fifty-five dead men aboard.”

“Hey, Tim—your father’s Joe O’Casey, right?” the other cop asked.

Ranger O’Casey nodded, and nothing more was said. Even with his jacket back on, Shane was freezing. He tried to hold the shivers inside, under his skin, so the cops and O’Casey wouldn’t see. Not that the cops cared. One of them pulled out handcuffs, yanked his hands behind his back.

“You’re under arrest,” he said. “For the unlawful use of hazardous materials, destruction of property, and we’ll see what else. You have the right to remain silent…”

Shane listened as, for the second time that month, he was read his rights. He glanced up and met O’Casey’s eye. He nearly scowled out of habit, but then it hit him: O’Casey, while not exactly defending him, had pretty much just argued his case for not disturbing the U-823 wreck. He and O’Casey were, sort of, on the same side.

Strange, Shane thought. Very strange.

Then he let the cops lead him to the squad car—the one not occupied by Mickey’s friend—cover the back of his head, as if they cared whether he whacked it on the car roof, push him inside, and drive him to the station.
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Neve Halloran was pretty sure the tenth circle of hell was family court. The imposing stone building with massive granite columns, the marble floors, the individual courtrooms with their rows of dark wood seats, the judges in their black robes sitting above it all on the bench, gazing out at this local, hopeful sea of humanity—deciding fate with one blow of the gavel.

The problem was, the fates being decided affected not only the adults divorcing each other, but also the children of their marriages. Every time Neve walked through the heavy doors to the courthouse, she imagined herself holding Mickey’s hand—not that Mickey would ever let her! But the image guided her, kept her from giving up before it started, kept her focused on what she had to do.

She had a team: her friend Christine Brody, and her lawyer, Nicola Cerruti. They had been here for her countless times before—and now, although the divorce was final two years ago, they were back again. Today they had a hearing for Richard’s failure to pay child support. His thought process had become a great mystery to her, nearly as unfathomable as the mystery of how she had once loved him with her entire heart and soul in the first place.

She wore a blue suit, white blouse, sensible black pumps. Her auburn hair hung to her shoulders; behind wire-rim glasses, her eyes were soft blue. Her gold necklace had been her grandfather’s watch chain. She also wore the sapphire birthstone ring her parents had given her for her thirteenth birthday: talismans blessed by her family saints.

“Why am I even here?” she asked her lawyer, standing in the hall and waiting to be called into the courtroom. “Who needs him and his money? I work, I support Mickey.”

“You’re here because of him,” Nicola reminded her. “He’s defying a court order.”

“We’re here because it’s right,” Chris said. “The court ordered him to pay, and he’s not paying. Mickey needs things that cost money. It’s that simple.”

Just then the elevator doors opened, and James Swenson, Richard’s lawyer, stepped out. Neve felt the ground shift beneath her feet. It was just like being in seventh grade. She felt a cold rush of nervousness, in anticipation of seeing Richard right behind him. Would they speak? Would he explain to her what he was doing? Would he have his girlfriend with him? Would Neve be able to keep from attacking him?

But the elevator doors closed behind the lawyer—no Richard. Swenson was tall and thin, with the same basketball build he’d had in college, when he and Richard had played against each other. He glanced in Neve’s direction, turned away quickly. Not a smile, not a nod: no recognition at all.

“Oh man,” Nicola said.

“What?” Neve asked.

“I smell blood in the water….”

Nicola headed across the large hall, now filling up with other lawyers and their clients. Neve watched as she made her way over to Swenson, and felt gratified that she seemed all-business, with none of the collegial banter she sometimes saw between other members of the bar. Swenson had pulled some papers from his briefcase, stood erect as Nicola got in his face—or as close as she could, considering the top of her head wasn’t much higher than his elbow.

“Whoa, what’s going on?” Christine asked, huddled with Neve, watching the scene.

“Swenson does not look happy,” Neve replied.

“Good,” Chris said. “He shouldn’t look happy, considering what a creep he has for a client. Where do you think Richard is?”

Neve didn’t reply. Thinking of Mickey, she felt her heart sink.

“Let’s see,” Chris said. “He could be any number of places. Selling someone swampland in Florida. Courtside at the Final Four. Cruising the Mexican Riviera with Alyssa. Schmoozing with Senator Sheridan. Or somewhere on a bender…” Chris shook her head at all the scenarios that added up to the prize that was Richard.

Neve knew that Chris meant well—Neve had railed and vented to her through it all. But at the same time, what gripped Neve today was the wish that Richard could get it together, show up for Mickey the way she knew he wanted to. Loving Mickey had never been hard for him—it was holding himself together that had been the problem. Why couldn’t he just pay child support the way he was supposed to?

As Nicola turned from Swenson and began walking toward Neve with a satisfied smile on her face, the courtroom door opened and the sheriff beckoned them in before Nicola could fill her in. By now the procedure was routine: Neve and Nicola went to the table on their side of the courtroom, Christine sitting one row behind the wood rail, Swenson went to the other table, and all that was missing was Richard.

“Parties ready?” the sheriff asked.

“Yes,” Nicola said quickly, before Swenson had the chance to say anything.

“All rise!” the sheriff barked out. “Court is in session, the Honorable Dennis J. Garrett presiding.”

The judge entered from his chambers: black robes, salt-and-pepper hair, crooked glasses, bristly mustache. Neve had run the gamut of emotions with him during the divorce: elation when he’d given her sole custody of Mickey, outrage when he’d given Richard a share of her grandfather’s estate, and everything in between. Why did they call this place “family court,” when it was all about war and the aftermath, about families who had already torn each other apart?

Judge Garrett peered across his bench, frowned at Swenson.

“Well, Mr. Swenson. Where’s your client?”

“Your Honor, I’d like to request a continuance…”

“Objection,” Nicola said. “Mr. Swenson and his client had ample notice about today’s hearing, and meanwhile Mr. Halloran’s failure to pay child—”

Judge Garrett waved his hand, silencing her.

“Where is Mr. Halloran?” he asked, staring at Swenson with hard eyes. He reminded Neve of a strict father who’d heard one excuse too many.

“I…I don’t know,” Swenson admitted.

“He knew about today’s hearing?” the judge asked.

“Yes.”

“Then I’m issuing a bench warrant for his arrest. Failure to appear, failure to pay child support. His wages are about to be garnished.”

“Your Honor,” Nicola said, jumping to her feet, “since Mr. Halloran is self-employed, and claims that his real estate business is making no money, there are no wages to garnish. Meanwhile, as you see in our motion, he has made no payments on his daughter’s health insurance, has failed to—”

“Enough, Ms. Cerruti. I get the picture. Mr. Swenson, I suggest you encourage your client to come in voluntarily. We’re done here.” He gathered the papers together, pushed back his chair.

“All rise,” the sheriff called, and Neve and everyone in the court stood.

With a crack of the gavel, the judge left the bench. Neve looked at Nicola, saw the triumph in her eyes. Turning around, she saw Chris nodding with satisfaction.

They filed out of the courtroom, stood together in the hall. Swenson strode past them, already dialing his cell phone. Nicola could barely hold back her glee.

“They’re both toast,” she said. “Jim Swenson’s in trouble with the judge—did you see the way Garrett looked at him? He hates lawyers who can’t control their clients. And Richard’s in so deep, he might never get out of it. If he’s not paying child support, you want to bet he’s also behind on his legal fees?”

“What kind of man abandons one family for another?” Chris asked. “He certainly lives in a nice house, drives a big car, takes enough trips. He has money—he’s just hiding it from Neve. And now, with a new baby coming…”

Neve felt her lawyer and friend looking at her. Chris had seen Alyssa at the grocery store, reported that she was pregnant. Neve didn’t mind that he was getting on with his life; she was glad he’d stopped drinking almost the minute she’d kicked him out, that he was now thriving. But why was he acting like this now? It gave her no pleasure to think he was back in the bottle again. Her worst fear was that Mickey would be hurt even more than she already was. Mickey had felt discarded by Richard during his drinking years, and again during the divorce—it must have seemed that her father had traded his time with her to spend every minute with his new girlfriend. Now that he’d stopped paying child support, it was as if she no longer existed. Money was strange currency for a young girl’s self-esteem, but there it was.

While Nicola and Chris kept talking, Neve pulled out her cell phone. She had told Mickey she’d call her when she got out of court. Today was teachers’ conferences, so Mickey had the day off from school. She and Jenna had planned to go to the beach, searching for the snowy owl. If they found it, Neve was going to drive down so they could show her.

She had three messages. Three seconds into the first one, her stomach dropped. It was Jenna, crying hysterically.

“Mrs. Halloran, Mickey fell! She wiped out on her bike, oh, she’s hurt! We’re on our way to the hospital; come now, please!”

“Oh God,” Neve said, grabbing her bag, tugging Chris’s sleeve, running toward the elevator before the next message could even start. Her brain was on fire, and she pushed the elevator button, and it lit up and she thought she’d scream because the elevator wasn’t there yet.

“What’s wrong?” Chris asked, eyes wide at the sight of Neve’s panic.

“Mickey’s hurt,” Neve said, listening to a new voice, a man speaking calmly, telling her that Mickey had been taken to South Shore Medical Center. The elevator doors closed, and the phone connection was lost, and Neve felt her heart fly out of her body.

No ride had ever taken longer: the drive from Lambton to the hospital. Neve drove. Chris had offered, but ever since the start of the divorce, Neve had found strength and solace with her hands on the wheel, taking control of the car even as life spun out around her. Driving her own car to court, she felt a certain power. But right now it was gone. She hardly felt the pavement beneath the wheels.

“Whoa, watch it,” Chris said as a pickup truck passed them.

“I see it,” Neve said.

“Pull over and let me drive.”

“I’m fine,” Neve said. “It’s just a few more miles.”

The third message had been from the same man—he identified himself, but the connection was garbled, and he had a voice Neve didn’t recognize—still calm, quietly reassuring, telling Neve that Mickey had a broken wrist and a possible concussion, that she was at the ER and asking for her mother and father, but wasn’t in terrible danger.

It was as if Neve were connected to Mickey by fine, invisible threads—in spite of their delicacy, they had always felt so strong and unbreakable. But right now, driving south, Neve called up the image of her daughter in the emergency room, a stranger using her cell phone to leave Neve a message, and she felt everything was fragile, precarious, falling apart.

Her eyes blurred, and she slashed the tears away. Her thoughts went to Richard—where was he? The stranger had said Mickey was asking for her father; how would Neve tell her that no one knew where he was? The judge had issued a warrant for his arrest; Mickey would find out about that. She already knew he wasn’t paying child support; Neve tried never to talk badly about Richard in front of her, but she wasn’t a saint, and the last few months had been so hard financially. Little bits had slipped out, during conversations with Chris and with Nicola.

“Everything’s going to be okay,” Chris said now.

“I know,” Neve said.

“No, I mean it really will. The message said Mickey’s going to be fine. And the court is going after Richard. Do you know how much I’d like to be there when they cuff him?”

“Chris…” Neve said, feeling tears well up again, “I have to call him, to tell him about Mickey. Here, dial for me, will you?” She handed Chris her cell phone.

“Well, he couldn’t be bothered to get himself to court, so he should at least meet you at the hospital,” Chris said, scrolling through names, finding “R,” hitting Dial. Even from the driver’s seat, Neve heard it go straight to voice mail.

“Where is he?” she asked. “God, he’s going to be so upset.”

“You think he’s drinking again? He must be!”

“I hope not; I really hope he still remembers how to find AA.”

“I can’t believe you’re still so tenderhearted about him! After what he’s done!”

“I’m not,” Neve said, driving through the intersection, taking the next right. “Believe me…it’s just Mickey I’m thinking of.” Neve’s love for Richard was long gone, but what remained was a ridiculous, unshakable pity for him, mingled with occasional wild rage. Like right now: where was he when Mickey obviously needed him?

Flying down the exit ramp, she homed in on the sign: a big blue “H” for “hospital.” She turned left at the stop sign, drove along the marina road a quarter mile, past the wide harbor and all the empty docks, then into the South Shore Medical Center parking lot. She pulled up in front of the emergency room, parking in the first open spot she saw, and ran through the big glass doors.

She gave her name to the nurse at the desk and was immediately led through the inner doors—thrusting her insurance card at Chris and leaving her to deal with the paperwork. The nurse led her along a row of exam cubicles, most with curtains open. Neve glanced in every one, looking for Mickey. Finally they stopped, and Neve burst through the curtains—but there was no sign of Mickey: just a tall man in a khaki uniform sitting in a chair, as if he were guarding the empty space.

“Where is she?” the nurse asked.

“Still in X-ray,” the man said, and Neve instantly recognized his voice: the stranger on the phone.

“Tim, why don’t you head out now?” the nurse said. Then, turning to Neve, “And why don’t you come back out to the waiting room? You’ll be more comfortable, and we can take care of the paperwork.”

“Let her stay here,” the man said. “Her daughter will be back any minute. She needs to see her.”

Neve looked at him, unsure of whether he meant that she, Neve, needed to see Mickey or the other way around. Either way, he had it right. His gray-blue eyes were cool, his gaze detached, but his tone somehow insistent, as if the world’s balance hung on the nurse allowing Neve to stay.

“That’s fine,” the nurse said, walking away.

Neve glanced around the cubicle. A pile of Mickey’s things lay on the counter: her light blue sweater, knit hat, fleece mittens. The sweater was streaked with blood, its left sleeve sliced open.

“She has a broken wrist,” the man said. “They cut her sleeve, to make it easier to get off.”

“Are you the one who called me?” Neve asked.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m Tim O’Casey, from the ranger station at Refuge Beach.”

“I’m Neve Halloran,” she said, shaking his hand. “Thank you. How did you find me?”

“Mickey gave me her cell phone,” he said, reaching into his pocket, handing it back to Neve. “All she wanted was you and her father. She just kept saying so….”

Neve nodded. And she wasn’t there. She was in court, fighting over money. The sad stupidity of it made her weak in the knees. Their daughter was in the emergency room, and for the first time in her entire life, Neve had let her go through something like this alone—or at least without her parents.

“Thank you for being with her,” Neve said. “Did she come to the ranger station for help?”

“No,” Tim said. “She was with her friend Jenna—she was very upset, so her parents took her home. A…a young man actually came to get me, to let me know that someone was hurt.”

“Young man?” Neve asked, thinking she’d like to thank him, too.

“Yes,” Tim said. “A high school kid. He’s not here.”

“Oh,” Neve said.

She walked over to Mickey’s clothes, picked up her hat. It was made of midnight blue yarn, hand-knit by Neve’s mother. But as she held it in her hands, she realized it felt stiff but sticky, and when she looked down at her fingers, they were reddish brown.

“Oh God!” she cried, realizing that it was Mickey’s blood, that she hadn’t noticed it before because the wool was so dark.

“Yes, she cut her head,” Tim said. “She went over her handlebars. They did a CT scan first thing, but there’s no fracture, no concussion. She broke her fall with her wrist.”

Neve shuddered, holding Mickey’s hat, hearing a strange man tell her what had happened. He was so tall, he seemed to tower over her. His hair was brown, nearly all gray at the temples. His narrow face was weathered, almost gaunt, with deeply scored lines around his mouth and slate-colored eyes. She looked into his eyes and felt shocked by the darkness and intensity she saw there. He had seemed so gentle and kind, but suddenly something shifted—she felt as if he were looking straight into her soul, judging what he saw there.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Mickey told me that you and her father were in court,” he said.

“Yes,” she said, leaving it at that.

“She wanted her father here, too.”

“I can imagine that she wants that very much.”

“Can you call him?” he asked, his tone sharp.

Neve tensed. She felt this stranger stepping over a huge boundary, straight into her family’s problems. His eyes were practically blazing, and she felt criticism pouring from him. For what? Because she was divorced, or because she was fighting her husband in court?

“I tried,” she said. “He didn’t answer.”

“But you just saw him,” he said. “You were in court.” He accented the word “court”—Neve was right; he was judging her.

“I was,” Neve said. “He didn’t show.”

“Then I’m sure he’s in more trouble.”

“More trouble?” she asked.

Tim O’Casey narrowed his gaze. He ran his hand through his hair, staring at Neve as if trying to decide what to say. She felt her blood boiling—in the time she’d been divorced, she’d realized that not only did people take sides—usually it was men siding with men, feeling the women were out to get them, to soak them for all they could. She could barely look at him.

“When we first got Mickey here, she was crying and in pain, and she told me that you and her father don’t speak, that the only times you do is when you go to court or drop her off at his house. She’s got a broken wrist, but that hurts her a whole lot worse.”

“Do you have kids?” she asked, seething.

“A son,” he said. “And I’m divorced. I know what that did to him.”

Neve felt blood rush to her face. She stood there holding her daughter’s bloody cap, feeling the derision of a man she didn’t even know. She felt tricked by the fact he had at first seemed so sympathetic.

“You don’t know me. You don’t know us,” she said. “So don’t try to tell me what I should do when it comes to Mickey and her father. She—”

Just then a doctor came in. He was young and in a hurry, and he looked straight at Neve.

“Mrs. Halloran?” he asked. “I’m Dr. Freeman. The nurse told me I could find you here.” He stared at her in a way that made Neve’s heart freeze, made Tim O’Casey disappear.

“Where’s Mickey?” she asked.

“Asking for you,” he said, smiling. “She has a broken wrist, a few cuts and bruises, but she’s going to be fine. Come with me; I’ll take you to her.”

Neve followed him without a look back. O’Casey’s words, and the way he’d looked at her and spoken to her, still stung, but walking down the hall, she shook it off. He’d probably been burned in a divorce and wanted to strike out at ex-wives in general. The doctor opened a door, and there was Mickey, sitting on an exam table, her left arm in a cast.

“Mom!” she said.

“Oh, Mickey,” Neve said, throwing her arms around her. They held on to each other, and Neve felt herself trembling. When she pulled back, she saw the scrapes on Mickey’s forehead, the bruise on her temple, dry blood stuck to her hair. But her green eyes were bright, her smile as quick as ever.

“I have a cast,” Mickey said, holding it up.

“I noticed,” Neve said. “What happened?”

“Where’s Dad?” Mickey asked, looking around.

“Um, I left him a message…. Mickey, what happened?”

“Well, I wiped out on the sandy road…there might have been some ice, too. Jenna and I rode down to look for the snowy owl, and we found it, Mom! It was so beautiful, you wouldn’t believe it…sitting right in the dunes, next to a driftwood log, just like in the Arctic!”

“Wow, honey,” Neve said, excited for her daughter, seeing such an amazing creature. It seemed like the first bit of good news she’d heard all day, and Mickey’s enthusiasm made her want to go see the owl for herself. They’d always shared a love of nature, birds in particular.

“I’ll take you to see,” Mickey said.

“That’s a date,” Neve said. “Maybe we should get you home right now, though. Can she leave?” she asked, turning to the doctor.

“Yes, she’s free to go. I’ll be at the desk, signing her out of the ER,” Dr. Freeman said, walking out of the room.

“Yay!” Mickey said. She glanced down at her blue johnny. “Where are my clothes?”

“They’re in the other room. I’ll go get them,” Neve said.

“Mom, there was a boy from school, a surfer, who helped me. He ran to get the ranger, Mr. O’Casey, who’s been so nice! He came to the hospital with me, to make sure I wasn’t alone.”

“I know, I met him,” Neve said, making sure her tone gave nothing away.

“He looks after the beach, Mom, and all the birds and animals that land there. He said that same snowy owl comes back every year, and he makes sure the bird-list people never divulge the exact location—because he doesn’t want crowds coming to scare it away. Snowy owls are very timid, he said.”

“Sounds as if Mr. O’Casey knows a lot,” Neve said steadily.

“Mom, Jenna didn’t even care. Not really. It was weird; I mean, there was the snowy owl, and she didn’t even want to stay to watch it!”

“Well, it’s so cold out,” Neve said. “Maybe Jenna wanted to get home and get warm.” She touched Mickey’s head. Lately she’d noticed the two best friends growing apart; Jenna was maturing faster. She had a boyfriend, and she’d started wanting to hang out with other kids, go to the movies and the mall, do more teenage things, while Mickey still wanted to be outside in nature.

Mickey shrugged, frowning. “Shane, the boy who helped me, said they’re doing something to the beach. Jenna already knew, and she didn’t even tell me. I don’t get her. She never used to be like this. Oh, Mom—I told Mr. O’Casey to call both you and Dad. Did you see him in court? Is everything okay?”

“There’s nothing for you to worry about,” Neve said.

“That’s not the same thing as everything being okay,” Mickey said ominously. “I want Dad to be here. Is he in trouble or something? You have to tell me, Mom!”

“One thing at a time, Mickey. Let’s get you out of here. I’ll go get your clothes, and we can get you home.”

“If you see Mr. O’Casey, tell him I say thank you,” Mickey said, and in spite of whatever she was thinking about her father, she smiled again.

“I will,” Neve said.

And she would have, too. She swore to herself, as she walked down the hall to the ER exam cubicle, that she would hold her personal feelings inside and thank the beach ranger profusely for what he’d done for Mickey. On the way, the desk nurse came to meet her and told her that her insurance card was invalid, that she’d have to pay for Mickey’s treatment out-of-pocket.

Neve was beyond being shocked by anything today. By the time she reached the cubicle, it was empty. Ranger O’Casey was nowhere in sight. Mickey’s clothes were still on the counter. And there, resting on the top of the pile, was a business card. Neve picked it up. It bore the seal of Rhode Island, and said Timothy J. O’Casey, Park Ranger, Salt Marsh Nature Refuge, Secret Harbor, RI. On the back, he had written, “Take care of yourself, Mickey. I hope you’ll bring your mother back to see the snowy owl.”

“Thanks anyway,” Neve muttered. But she picked up Mickey’s clothes and hurried back along the hall, wondering where she was going to find the money to pay for everything, knowing how happy Mickey would be to see what the ranger had written.
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