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The news hit Janice unexpectedly, causing her to lose her grip on the saucepan, which went clanging to the floor.  She made no attempt to pick it up.  Instead she placed her wet, soapy hands onto the sink’s edge and held on, as if she, herself, might drop to the floor.

Karen stood in the doorway, more than 6 feet away, dressed in her usual oversized man’s white shirt and faded blue jeans.  Even at 55 years old, Karen turned heads.

Janice didn’t look at her.  Her husband was out there.  She had no room to consider Karen, whose son that was.  The distance between them had increased into miles in the short duration of their acquaintance.  The dislike was mutual.  Karen, her mother in law, be damned, thought Janice.

“What exactly did you hear?” Janice asked in carefully enunciated syllables.  The syllables jarred her teeth like ice and hurt her lips to say them.

Karen let out a long sigh.  “I heard,” she paused, “uh, they have a helicopter over the lake.”

“Oh, God.”  Janice couldn’t think of anything to say.  She was beginning to tremble.

“I know he always checks the weather reports meticulously; this wind just came out of nowhere,” Karen said, straining over the word “nowhere,” as if the word had thorny barbs or had put up hands in back of her teeth to keep from leaving her mouth.  Karen took a step into the kitchen, closer to Janice.  Both women held that same taut string, linking them to each other through the man who was lost in his boat somewhere on the waters of Lake Michigan.

One of the five major lakes of North America, Lake Michigan didn’t share its border with Canada as did the other four.  The United States claimed Lake Michigan as its own because it fell entirely within its borders.  Janice wondered if the lake had claimed her husband.

Janice felt rather than heard her mother in law approach her.  Whatever differences between them, and there were many, what they shared now made all those differences moot.  The impending tragedy pulled them to each other without their own volition.  Under different circumstances, Janice would never turn to Karen for anything.  The woman exasperated her beyond measure.  If Janice were dangling from a precipice and Karen reached down her hand, Janice would have rather drop than place her hand in Karen’s.  Yet, she wasn’t the one in danger.  Someone she loved was.  That someone also happened to be someone Karen loved.

Even now she wasn’t convinced she’d take anything the woman might offer.  It wasn’t as though Janice hadn’t tried to maintain at least a truce.  Janice often made allowances for Karen’s harsh attitude toward her.  She was, after all, the woman who had usurped her son.  But the woman was relentless in her critical remarks deprecating everything Janice did from her cooking to her dishwashing.

Feigning to be neutral, Mary, Janice;s best friend, had said that Janice build upon a moderate dislike to embellish everything into a gargantuan complicated conflagration.  She’d fallen prey to that mother in law syndrome that said all “mother in laws” were despicable.  Janice winced and countered that Mary didn’t believe it because she thought Karen was hot.  Janice accused Mary of looking at the situation as a lesbian.  Janice teased her friend about her sexual prejudices and called out Mary for looking at women as bed mates.  Of course that incensed Mary.  Their debates, while good-natured, became involved and intense.  Yet, no matter what Janice said against Karen, Mary would rush to her defense.  Mary hadn’t even met Karen.  She’d only seen her from a distance. Yet, for some unknown reason, she was her champion.
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