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      From the window [she] looked out.


      Through the window she watched for his return, saying, "Why is his chariot so long in coming? Why don't we hear the sound of chariot wheels?"


      —Judges 5:28 NLT


       


      Do dead people wear shoes? In the casket, I mean. Seems a waste. Then again, no outfit is complete without the shoes.


      My thoughts pound up the stairs, down the hall, and into the master bedroom closet. Greg's gray suit is clean, I think. White shirt, although that won't allow much color contrast and won't do a thing for Greg's skin tones. His red tie with the silver threads? Good choice.


      Shoes or no shoes? I should know this. I've stroked the porcelain-cold cheeks of several embalmed loved ones. My father and grandfather. Two grandmothers—one too young to die. One too old not to.


      And Lacey.


      The Baxter Street Mortuary will not touch my husband's body should the need arise. They got Lacey's hair and facial expression all wrong.


      I rise from the couch and part the sheers on the front window one more time. Still quiet. No lights on the street. No Jeep pulling into our driveway. I'll give him one more hour, then I'm heading for bed. With or without him.


      Shoes? Yes or no? I'm familiar with the casket protocol for children. But for adults?


      Grandma Clarendon hadn't worn shoes for twelve years or more when she died. She preferred open-toed terrycloth slippers. Day and night. Home. Uptown. Church. Seems to me she took comfort to the extreme. Or maybe she figured God ought to be grateful she showed up in His house at all, given her distaste for His indiscriminate dispersal of the Death Angel among her friends and siblings.


      "Ain't a lick of pride in outliving your brothers and sisters, Libby." She said it often enough that I can pull off a believable impression. Nobody at the local comedy club need fear me as competition, but the cousins get a kick out of it at family reunions.


      Leaning on the tile and cast-iron coffee table, I crane everything in me to look at the wall clock in the entry. Almost four in the morning? I haven't even decided who will sing special music at Greg's memorial service. Don't most women plan their husband's funeral if he's more than a few minutes late?


      In the past, before this hour, I'm mentally two weeks beyond the service, trying to decide whether to keep the house or move to a condo downtown.


      He's never been this late before. And he's never been alone in the wilderness. A lightning bolt of something—fear? anticipation? pain?—ripples my skin and exits through the soles of my feet.


      The funeral plans no longer seem a semimorbid way to occupy my mind while I wait for the lights of his Jeep. Not pointless imaginings but preparation.


      That sounds like a thought I should command to flee in the name of Jesus or some other holy incantation. But it stares at me with narrowed eyes as if to say, "I dare you."


      Greg will give me grief over this when he gets home. "You worry too much, Libby. So I was a little late." He'll pinch my love handles, which I won't find endearing. "Okay, a lot late. Sometimes the wind whips up the waves on the larger lakes. We voyageurs have two choices—risk swamping the canoe so we can get home to our precious wives or find a sheltered spot on an island and stay put until the wind dies down."


      I never liked how he used the word precious in that context. I should tell him so. I should tell him a lot of things. And I will.


      If he ever comes home.
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      With sleep-deprived eyes, I trace the last ticks of the second hand. Seven o'clock. Too early to call Frank? Not likely.


      I reach to punch the MEM 2 key sequence on the phone. Miss the first time. Try again.


      One ring. Two. Three. If the answering machine kicks in—


      "Frank's Franks. Frankly the best in all of Franklin County. Frank speaking. How can I help you?"


      I bite back a retort. How does a retired grocery manager get away with that much corny? Consistently. One thing is still normal.


      "Frank, it's Libby. I hate to call this early but—"


      "Early?" he snorts. "Been up since four-thirty."


      Figures. Spitting image of his son.


      "Biked five miles," he says. "Had breakfast at the truck stop. Watered those blasted hostas of your mother-in-law's that just won't die. Believe me, I've done everything in my power to help them along toward that end."


      I don't have the time or inclination to defend Pauline's hostas. "I called for a reason, Frank."


      "Sorry. What's up?"


      I'm breathing too rapidly. Little flashes of electricity hem my field of vision. "Have you heard from Greg?"


      "He's back, right?"


      "Not yet. I'm probably worried for nothing."


      He expels a breath that I feel in the earpiece. "When did you expect him? Yesterday?"


      "He planned to get back on Friday, but said Saturday at the latest. He hates to miss church now that he's into helping with the sound system."


      "Might have had to take a wind day. Or two."


      Why does it irritate me that he's playing the logic card? "I thought of that."


      "Odd, though." His voice turns a corner.


      "What do you mean?"


      Through the receiver, I hear that grunt thing he does when he gets into or out of a chair. "I had one eye on the Weather Channel most of last week," he says.


      What did you do with the other eye, Frank? The Weather Channel? Early retirement has turned him into a weather spectator." And?"


      "Says winds have been calm throughout the Quetico. It's a good thing too. Tinder-dry in Canada right now. One spark plus a stiff wind and you've got major forest fire potential. They've posted a ban on open campfires. Cook stoves only. Greg planned for that, didn't he?"


      "How should I know?" Somewhere deep in my brain, I pop a blood vessel. Not my normal style—not with anyone but Greg. "Sorry, Frank. I'm . . . I'm overreacting. To everything. I'm sure he'll show up any minute. Or call."


      From the background comes a sound like leather complaining. "Told my boy more than once he ought to invest in a satellite phone. The man's too cheap to throw away a bent nail."


      "I know." I also know I would have thrown a newsworthy fit if he'd suggested spending that kind of money on a toy for his precious wilderness trips when I'm still waiting for the family budget to allow for new kitchen countertops. As it stands, they're not butcher block. They're butcher shop. And they've been that way since we moved in, since Greg first apologized for them and said we'd replace them "one of these first days."


      How many "first days" pass in twenty-three years?


      His precious wilderness trips? Is that what I said? Now I'm doing it.


      Frank's voice urges me back to the scene of our conversation. "Hey, Libby, have him give me a call when he gets in, will you?" His emphasis of the word when rings artificial.


      "He always does, Frank." My voice is a stream of air that overpowers the words.


      "Still—"


      "I'll have him call."


      The phone's silent, as is the house. I never noticed before how loud the absence of sound.
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      It's official. Greg's missing. That's what the police report says: Missing Person.


      I don't remember filing a police report before now. We've never had obnoxious neighbors or a break-in. Not even a stolen bike from the driveway. Yes, I know. A charmed life.


      The desk sergeant is on the phone, debating with someone about who should talk to me. Is my case insignificant to them? Not worth the time? I take a step back from the scarred oak check-in desk to allow the sergeant a fraction more privacy.


      With my husband gone, I have privacy to spare, I want to tell him. You can have some of mine. You're welcome.


      I shift my purse to the other shoulder, as if that will help straighten my spine. Good posture seems irrelevant. Irreverent.


      Everything I know about the inside of police stations I learned from Barney Fife, Barney Miller, and any number of CSIs. The perps lined up on benches along the wall, waiting to be processed, look more at ease than I feel.


      The chair to which I've been directed near Officer Kentworth's desk boasts a mystery stain on the sitting-down part. Not a chair with my name on it. It's for women with viper tattoos and envelope-sized miniskirts. For guys named Vinnie who wake with horse heads in their beds. For pierced and bandanaed teens on their way to an illustrious petty-theft career.


      "Please have a seat." The officer has said that line how many times before?


      Officer Kentworth peers through the untidy fringe of his unibrow and takes my statement, helping fill in the blanks on the Missing Person form. All the blanks but one—Where is he? The officer notes Greg's vehicle model and license plate number and asks all kinds of questions I can't answer. Kentworth is a veteran of Canadian trips like the one from which Greg has not returned. He knows the right questions to ask.


      Did he choose the Thunder Bay or International Falls crossing into Canada? What was your husband's intended destination in the Quetico Provincial Park? Where did he arrange to enter and exit the park? Did he have a guide service drop him off? Where did he plan to camp on his way out of the park? How many portages?


      I should have sent Frank to file the report. He'd know. Greg probably rambled on to me about some of those things on his way out the door seventeen days ago. My brain saw no need to retain any of it. It interested him, not me.


      Kentworth leans toward me, exhales tuna breath—which seems especially unique at this hour of the morning—and asks, "How've things been at home between the two of you?"


      I know the answer to this question. Instead I say, "Fine. what's that got to do with—?"


      "Had to ask, Mrs. Holden." He reaches across his desk and pats my hand. Rather, he patronizes my hand. "Many times, in these cases—"


      Oh, just say it!


      "—an unhappy husband takes advantage of an opportunity to walk away."


      His smile ends at the border of his eyes. I resist the urge to smack him. I don't want to join the perps waiting to be processed. I want to go home and plow through Greg's office, searching for answers I should have known.


      Greg? Walk away?


      Not only is he too annoyingly faithful for that, but if anyone has a right to walk away, it's me.
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      I thought it would be a relief to get home again after the ordeal at the police station, which included a bizarre three-way conversation with the Canadian authorities asking me to tell them things I don't know. We won't even mention the trauma of the question, "And Mrs. Holden, just for the record, can you account for your own whereabouts since your husband left?"


      Home? A relief? The answering machine light blinks like an ambulance. Mostly messages from neighbors, wondering if I've heard anything. A few friends and extended family—word is spreading—wondering if I've heard anything. Our pastor, wondering if I've heard anything.


      I head for the bedroom to change clothes. The cotton sweater I wore to the station smells like tuna and handcuffs. Or is that my imagination?


      Quick census. How many cells of my body don't ache? You'd think I'd find this king-sized bed and down comforter impossible to resist. But it's another symbol that something's missing. Something's wrong and has been for a long time. Moving from our old queen-sized mattress to this king represented distance rather than comfort. For me, anyway. I needed a few more inches between us. A few feet. I guesanswers. My I got my wish.


      I throw the sweater in the wicker hamper, which ironically does not reek of Greg's athletic socks today. On the way from the hamper to the closet, I clunk my shin on the corner of the bed frame. The bed takes up more of the room than it should. Old houses. Contractors in the 1950s couldn't envision couples in love needing that much elbow room. My shin throbs as it decides whether it wants to bruise. That corner's caught me more than once. I ought to know better. About a lot of things.


      I pull open the bifold closet doors. Picking out something to wear shouldn't be this hard. But Greg's things are in here.


      If he were planning to leave me, couldn't he have had the decency to tidy up after himself and clear out the closet? For the ever-popular "closure"? How long do I wait before packing up his suits and dress shirts?


      One of his suit jackets is facing the wrong way on the hanger. Everyone knows buttons face left in the closet. Correcting it is life-or-death important to me at the moment. There. Order. As it should be. I smooth the collar of the jacket and stir up the scent of Aspen for Men. The boa constrictor around my throat flexes its muscles.


      With its arms spread wide, the overstuffed chair in the corner mocks me. I bought it without clearing the expenditure with Greg. Mortal sin, right? He didn't holler. The man doesn't holler. He sighs and signs up for more overtime.


      Maybe I'll find comfort in the kitchen. This bedroom creeps me out.
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      Greg has thrown us into an incident of international intrigue. Melodramatic wording, but true. We're dealing with the local authorities plus the Canadian police.


      Staring out the kitchen window at the summer-rich backyard proves fruitless. It holds no answers for me. I'm alone in this. Almost.


      Frank's my personal liaison with the Canadians—border patrol, Quetico Park rangers, and Ontario Provincial Police, the latter of which is blessed with an unfortunate acronym—OPP. Looks a lot like "Oops" on paper. I can't help but envision that adorable character from Due North, the Mountie transplanted into the heart and bowels of New York City. Sweetly naive as he was, he always got his man. Will these get mine?


      Frank will be much better at pestering them for answers. My mother-in-law would be better still. Pestering. Pauline's gifted that way.


      I'm no help. Big surprise. When I spoke with the north-of-the-border authorities, I either tripped over every word and expressed my regrets for bothering them or shouted into the phone, "Why aren't you doing something?"


      They are, of course. They're trying. Analyzing tire tracks. Interviewing canoeists exiting the park. Looking for signs of a struggle. The search plane they promised is a nice touch. Under Frank's direction, they'll scan Greg's expected route to check for mayhem.


      While I wait for yet another pot of coffee to brew, I brush toast crumbs—some forgotten breakfast—off the butcher shop counter into my hand. Now what? I can't think what to do with them.


      The phone rings.


      It's Greg's district manager again. He's the pasty-faced, chopstick-thin undertaker hovering just offstage in a lame Western movie.


      No, no word from Greg yet. Yes, I'll let you know as soon as I hear something. Yes, I understand what a difficult position this has put you in, Mr. Sensitive, I mean, Mr. Stenner. Can we request a temporary leave of absence for Greg or . . . ? Of course, I understand. Not fair to the company, sure. Only have so much patience, uh huh. God bless you too.


      Right.


      Oh, and thanks for caring that my life is falling apart and my husband is either muerto or just fine but not with me and either way he's a dead man.


      I slam the phone into its base station, then apologize to it.


      The sweat in my palm reconstituted the bread crumbs during the call. Wastebasket. That's what one does with crumbs.


      How long will it take me to figure out what to do with the crumbs of my life?


      And where will I find a basket large enough for the pieces?
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      Today's the day I call Dr. Palmer and ask for something to help me sleep. The over-the-counter varieties might work for pre-colonoscopy jitters or speeding-ticket insomnia or even the-mortgage-is-due-tomorrow woes. But they're no match for the knowledge that Greg found the escape hatch before I did.


      I open the bedroom blinds to another sun-drenched day. Perfect for gardening or taking the bike path through the park or maybe an impromptu picnic. Antiquing. Another good choice.


      No, I think I'll spend the day wringing my hands over my AWOL husband.


      Did he even dip his canoe paddle into his beloved Canadian waters? The park rangers say he checked in or logged in or whatever wilderness adventurers do. He didn't log out. That's not required, apparently. Maybe someone should rethink that detail.


      The view from our bedroom window is of a normal world. It stings my eyes. The neighborhood, green and flourishing, sounds noisy already with lawn mowers and kids on skateboards. I clamp one hand over my mouth to suppress my rant against normal.


      Greg's Cherokee is gone from the remote lot near the Beaverhouse put-in point, according to reports. What does that mean?


      Can't be a good sign.


      I think it would be smart to make people check back in with the ranger station just to say, "Great trip. Caught lots of fish. Nasty portage on Half Mile Point, isn't it? Say, if the wife calls, tell her I'm on my way home."


      I can't be the first woman to wonder.


      If signing out were a requirement, would Greg have stopped to do so? Or would he have been in such a hurry he'd forget? What or who would make him neglect a thing like that?


      Who? I should wash out my mouth with soap for voicing such slander. Greg Holden and another woman? Ridiculous. Not on his radar screen. He's the poster boy for faithfulness.


      Why is that not enough for me?


      I wander from bedroom to kitchen to family room, then open the sliding doors and slip out to the only place where I can breathe these days—the screen porch. Don't ask me why. Maybe I think this little slice of suburban nature anchors me closer to answers. Maybe I'm drawing some kind of warped comfort from the fact that if Greg's still alive but lost, he's looking into the same stratosphere. He's breathing this same mix of oxygen and carbon dioxide and whatever.


      I drop into one of the swivel-rocker patio chairs and lean back as though I'm about to undergo a root canal. If he's still alive. Somebody stop me from thinking that line again.


      It's not that I haven't prayed. I'm one of the prayer chain coordinators at church, for Pete's sake. I believe in the power of prayer. Well, you know what I mean. I believe God is powerful and moves mountains when we pray.


      But this is different.


      I can't put two sentences together that sound at all prayerlike. For three days now, all I've managed is Oh, Lord God! or Jesus, Jesus, Jesus! or What am I going to do? What am I going to do? repeated ad nauseam.


      Mylanta helps the nauseam part. I'm smart enough to know that buckets of coffee on an empty stomach form an invitation for trouble. I don't want to know my blood pressure readings. The pounding at my temples and the ache in the back of my skull tell me the numbers aren't pretty.


      A bird sings from one of the trees in the backyard. I want to shoot it from its sassy perch.


      How does one go about inducing a therapeutic coma? Is it so wrong to want to sleep through this? I'll deal with it eventually, whatever the outcome. But could I skip this middle part? The not knowing. The wait-torture. The imagination that is so wildly fertile right now, Miracle-Gro has nothing on me.


      I'm halfway out of my skin before I realize the apparition standing in the doorway from the family room to the screen porch is Jenika.


      "Thought I might find you here," she says.


      I can't even find me here. How can she?


      She drops into the companion chair to mine, the one Greg prefers. "Any word?"


      If she weren't more sister than friend, I'd shove those words back down her throat. She must read my nonanswer as a clear response. She's good at that. Without waiting for me to elaborate, Jenika slips out of her chair and kneels at my feet.


      Taking my worthless hands in hers, she rubs the back of them with her thumbs. Does she know some secret pressure point lodged under the skin? Will this ease the cramping in my belly that has nothing to do with coffee? Will it relieve the pain digging its claws into the mangled flesh of my heart?


      A pressure point? Of sorts. It's the trigger for the tears that haven't fallen until now.


      Jen could teach Greg a thing or two about friendship. I wanted him to be a friend. All he knew how to be was a loving, tenacious husband. And father. A prince of a guy . . . in everyone else's eyes.


      Long ago I learned to hide my tears from Greg. They made his frustration meter peak. He wanted to fix the tears, or me.


      "I'm crying for you, you big, dumb jerk!"


      Jen looks up. "For me?"


      The first words I produce in Jen's presence are harsh and ugly and not even directed to her. "Sorry."


      "You okay, Libby?"


      "Never . . . better." I hiccup the words.


      She collects the tear-soaked tissues from my lap—now that's a true friend—deposits them on the pine TV tray disguised as a lamp table, and hands me a bottle of water. Where'd she get that? And where'd the tissues come from?


      I take a sip of the icy water, surprised I remember how to swallow, then hold the bottle against my forehead between my eyes. Jen waits.


      I'm a wounded toddler, my normal breathing interrupted by sporadic sniff-sniffs. I may have ruined my sinuses forever. My eyes are hot hockey pucks stuck to the front of my face.


      Still, Jen waits.


      "Sorry about the waterworks."


      "Are you kidding?" She scoots closer in the chair she's reclaimed. Our knees almost touch. "You needed to do that. It was an honor to be present when it happened."


      I hold a degree from Self-Pity U. She's working on her master's from, well, the Master.


      "Can I get you something to eat?" she asks. "I brought chicken salad in cream puff shells. Nothing too heavy." She digs into the soft-sided cooler she must have carried in with her. "And melon cubes."


      "I'm not hungry."


      "And my chocolate pudding cake."


      "Okay." The speed with which I deliver that single word makes us both giggle. Just a little. Nothing dishonoring to the crisis.


      Enough to take some pressure off the aneurysm forming in my brain.


      "Jen?"


      "What, hon?"


      "Did Greg . . . did he say anything to you . . . or to Brent . . . about . . . about leaving me?"


      "Don't be ridiculous."


      "I mean, it's possible that he—"


      "Are you out of your mind?" That's my Jen. Warm-hearted comforter one minute. Truth-teller the next. "I told the cops the same thing. It's a ridiculous notion from the pit of—"


      "Wait a minute. You talked to the police?"


      She stops uncovering plastic containers of food. "You didn't know that? Standard procedure, I suppose, to take statements from friends and neighbors."


      "My neighbors?"


      "That bothers you? Aren't you grateful the police are working on this?"


      Since when does chocolate smell like handcuffs? "Jen, they questioned you?"


      "Well, not questioned as in interrogated." She's back to plating food as if her news is of no more consequence than the results of the local spelling bee.


      I lick a smear of fudge frosting from the edge of the offered paper plate before I remember I'm not hungry and may never be hungry again. "What, then?"


      "Libby, it's no big deal. They're trying to get all the details they can and follow up on any leads."


      "What leads?"


      "They don't have any. That's what's so frustrating for everybody."


      Grinding between my back teeth are the words you-and-the-whole-blessed-rest-of-the-world-have-no-idea-what-it-means-to-be-frustrated. I swallow that sour sentence and ask, "What kind of questions?"


      "They asked, 'Did you notice anything unusual with Greg's demeanor before he left for his trip? How long have you known the two of them as a couple?' "


      "How have they been getting along?" I offer.


      "That too."


      "What did you say?"


      She sighs and turns from tending the food to face me. "I told the officer it wouldn't be fair to paint you as the perfect couple."


      "That's a bit of an understatement."


      Jen hands me a fork, as if I'll use it. "But I also told him that your troubles were survivable. Nothing serious."


      Am I grateful or disturbed by that answer? Can a person be both? I wouldn't call our differences nothing serious. I'm having a hard time liking the man I'm supposed to love. I'm angry that he left me when I was about to leave him. That's not serious?


      "So, I'm no longer a suspect?"


      " 'Person of interest' is what they call it now."


      When I drop my chin and throw my shoulders back, she adds, "Kidding, Libby! I'm just kidding. Sorry if that was tasteless."


      "I'm not amused."


      "I see that."


      Neither of us speaks for a while. She takes a bite of chicken salad. I worry my cake into a puddle of moist crumbs.


      "Are Zack and Alex coming home, Lib?"


      "They just started their remote trek."


      "Oh, no." She drops her hands into her lap, jostling the plate resting there.


      "My sons couldn't have gotten summer jobs at the local Dairy Queen and Wal-Mart. Not my boys. The remote mountains of Chile. 'Great opportunity, Mom. Imagine how impressive this gig will look on our résumés. You can't beat an international experience, Mom.' And their dad and I said yes. What were we thinking?"


      "You were thinking of affording your children opportunities of a lifetime."


      I put down the cake plate. What's the point? "Now they're a trillion miles from home. And for the next week, they'll be so deep in the Chilean outback—"


      "That's Australia."


      "Whatever. They're beyond contact of any kind."


      "Even for an emergency?"


      "That was part of the allure. 'Cool, Mom. Research assistants so far from civilization, we have to cut our own trails. Ultimate adventure and college credit too. Sweet!' "


      "Can we ask to have someone sent out to get them? Or at least get word to them?"


      "What word? That their dad figured out a way to leave me and still save face? That Greg took a permanent detour on his way home? We don't know anything to tell them except that we don't know anything."


      "Won't they want to come home?"


      "They may have to, eventually. If we find—"


      A body. If we find a body. The stuff of nightmares.


      A bloated, gray body floating to the surface of crystal Canadian waters or careening like a log in a flume all the way to Lake Superior. No, wait. Hudson Bay, probably. A gaptoothed, cowlicked boy and his grandpa hook what they think is a trophy Arctic char only to discover it's my husband.


      How much therapy would it take to get over a fishing trip like that?


      Would I rather find Greg in a too-cheap-for-good-ad-copy motel in Saskatchewan? With a roommate named Trixie, a towel draped over the eyes of the Gideon Bible, and a smile on his face?


      Yes.


      No.


      I don't know. I want to leave my husband, but I have to find him first.


      The phone rings. I check the caller ID screen, expecting to see the French words for "No Tell Motel." Isn't the word morgue French already?


      It's one of the other coordinators on the prayer chain. Lord, this better be more significant than Myrna's cat's digestive problems again or I may have to develop a swear language.
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      Apparently, I'm in the guilt stage. I try the bedroom armchair again, but it might as well be upholstered with razor blades.


      This is all my fault. I'm not taking the blame for Greg's inattention or his failure to make me happy. I'm not ready to issue a pardon for his role in what happened to Lacey. But I do take responsibility for letting him go off without a companion. Not me, of course. A guy friend.


      "I'd like to try it alone this time, Lib." That's what he said.


      At the time, I hadn't noticed any twitch in the corner of his eye, any throbbing vein in his neck. I had no suspicions—no misgivings. But I do remember thinking, I'd like to try it alone, too, Greg. And I don't mean a vacation.


      I can't even count how many of these trips he's taken in the past. At least one a year. Sometimes two—spring and fall—if he can swing time off from work. But always with someone else—another crazed fisherman who finds warped satisfaction in surviving for a week or two without the conveniences that make life worth living.


      Frank serves as a companion paddler as often as he can. Greg's enlisted every male friend or potential friend from here to the Mississippi over the years. Old college buddies. Guys from church. His sons, the adventurers. Everyone but me. He couldn't sell me on the concept that the scenery and experience make up for the inconveniences. He's not that good of a salesman, which is why he's in the purchasing department at Greene's Grocery chain rather than sales.


      The chair's not working. I cross the empty room, pull open a dresser drawer, grab the socks I came to the bedroom for in the first place, and sit on the edge of the bed. Gingerly. As if Greg is napping on the far side. I hope that's not prophetic. napping on the "far side."


      He's never gone on a solo trip. Never seemed to want to. Until now. What does that tell me?


      I don't remember folding these socks without turning them right side out. I never skip that. As I look at the bumpy ridge of a seam that should be invisible, internal, I'm sympathetic to its plight.


      "Poor thing. You don't get any respect, do you? Today, you will be visible."


      I pull them onto my feet—left, then right, as always—proud of liberating an overlooked seam. If only life were that simple. what if I could redo the last three years but live them inside out?


      What if I could push past whatever bony protrusion kept me from giving full birth to my grief over Lacey? What if I could do it again and presume—for the sake of argument— that Greg was on my side? What if I allowed him the grace I depend on?


      What was I thinking, staying silent about Greg's solo trip? Of all times for me to clam up! Brilliant, Libby. Simply brilliant.


      About as wise as having our boys fourteen months apart and teaching them self-reliance. Now not only are they so gloriously independent that their college experience is thousands of miles from Mommy, they're also not in need of a live-in dad. they'll be okay. Greg didn't leave them. He left me.


      The muscles around my stomach spasm. Did he tell them? Did he take his sons into his confidence before he left?


      "Here, guys."


      "What's that, Dad?"


      "My new address. Do me a favor, will you? Keep this just between us until I have a chance to tell your mom."


      "When will that be?"


      "I don't know. Soon."


      Why wouldn't one of them snitch? I've kept their littleboy and hooky-playing-teen secrets and they know it. This is unfair. I should have a daughter with whom to share my own secrets. I should have a daughter.


      I lift my body off the bed, groaning like a woman twice my age. Now that my feet are clad, it occurs to me I should shower. i skipped that phase earlier when the sun blinded me.


      It's the Jeep. That's the thing. I've heard of cars careening off a steep mountain hairpin, staying lost in the brush for days before discovery. But there are no mountains between here and—what was that spot? Beaverhouse. With the highway patrols of two states and a Canadian province on the lookout, someone would have found it—him—if there'd been an accident. And neither of the typical border crossings have a record of his reentering the United States.


      He's still in Canada . . . somewhere. Doesn't matter where. He's not with me. He's not here in this house: The House of Grief and Guilt.


      I strip off the socks, undecided about seams and scars that show.


      I can't even shower without guilt. Guilt pokes at the cellulite on my thighs and tells me that's the reason Greg's gone. It traces the spider veins on my legs and says, "Well, no wonder."


      I'll wear jeans the rest of the day. It's too hot for jeans, but they cover more. Chambray shirt? No. Greg's favorite. Hardly seems appropriate. I'll wear the white tee with the hyacinth screen print. Or maybe not. I bought that in Ashland the year we celebrated our twentieth anniversary.


      Our anniversary trip. Hope showed new buds on that trip to Lake Superior's southern shore. How had Greg found that particular bed-and-breakfast for us? Second Wind Country Inn's rustic charm was perfect for us.


      I hadn't expected awe. I'd long since retired awe from my vocabulary. But perched on a high point overlooking Chequamegon Bay, the inn rose like an impressive log castle at the end of a long driveway meandering through close-cropped hayfields and long stretches of lawn.


      The isolation of the inn offered a sense of safety. Was that it? Was that the reason I allowed myself to feel something other than pain that weekend?


      As I towel-dry my shower-damp hair, noting that before long I'll have to make friends with Miss Clairol, I wonder why I let down my guard on that trip. Was I starved for beauty? Is that why my heart relaxed into something akin to peace in that place?


      Our room—our suite of rooms—lay at the top of a long flight of stairs. I questioned the location as we hauled our overnight bags up the steps. The questions ceased when the innkeeper opened the door and welcomed us into the sitting area. She pointed out the comfortable couch and fat, downy chairs. Who could pay attention with that breathtaking view staring us full in the face through a wall of twelve-foot-tall windows?


      So much sky.


      I pick up my wide-toothed comb and tackle the tangles in my hair. Working at them little by little, from the bottom up, the knots soon turn to wet but smooth silk. Where can I find a wide-toothed comb for marital tangles?


      Was the inn and what it offered us an answer to that question?


      We ate that night at a little bistro. Great ambiance. Not your typical franchise fare. Greg ordered brown sugar-smoked lake trout with wild mushrooms and dried cranberries over basmati rice. I had the grilled salmon with mango salsa and cilantro puree on a bed of fiddlehead ferns. Somehow the menu itself invited conversation. We talked as if we believed the map of our marriage led us into a quiet cove where we could lie naked on the beach and no one would know. We knew each other's warts and fleshy pockets well. That night, they seemed endearing.


      I remember Greg waking me at three in the morning. He dragged my resistant body out of bed and invited me to join him in front of the castle windows.


      "Isn't that something?" he breathed into space. His warm arm cupped my back at the waist.


      As soul-igniting as had been the daytime view through those mammoth windows, it could not rival the night sky.


      "Peppered with stars," he said, his voice low and reverent.


      A simple moment of moonlit camaraderie led to some of the most authentic intimacy in recent history for us. He wanted to share the sky with me. And I let him.


      When we finally peeled our bodies out of the luxurious log bed mid-morning, a divine Hand had changed the scene again. The windows revealed low-lying fog hovering in the brushy gullies and ravines.


      Greg stood at the windows, nursing a cup of coffee left on a tray outside the suite door by a silent, no-missed-details hostess.


      I hesitated to break whatever spell he was in. "Do you want to go down for breakfast, honey?" I'd asked, as best as I can remember. I think I called him honey.


      "In a minute," he said.


      I watched him move his head slowly, like a surveillance camera commissioned to take in the whole scene over the course of time.


      "Fascinating," he said. "The world is shrouded in mist-ry. wish I had my camera."


      This from a man who spends his day swinging deals on potato chips and paper towels for Greene's. A man with a calculator, a laptop, and what I thought was no imagination.


      Twenty years of marriage. In that moment, I feared I knew less about my husband than I ever had.


      I vowed to pay more attention to the man who shared my marriage bed.


      A few months later, Lacey died.


      The hyacinth T-shirt? No.


      Is there nothing in this closet that doesn't reek with memories?
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      I drain an ink cartridge printing out MapQuest's version of the distance between where I am in an empty house in the heart of Wisconsin and where my husband was supposed to be three or four days ago. With the maps spread on the kitchen table around which we were once a family, I follow the main highway with my finger.


      West or east? After he drove back to the Queen's Highway from the Quetico Provincial Park, did he turn toward Toronto or Winnipeg? Odds are he wouldn't have ventured farther north. Then again, who would have given odds he'd bail on his marriage and his career?


      "Nice blouse. Is that new?" Jen may have knocked before entering. I can't swear to anything these days.


      "You like it?"


      "Great color," she says. "For me. Not so much for you."


      "Oh, you flatter me."


      "I'm just saying that it's not your best color," she comments as she deposits something foil-covered into my fridge. "Unless you were hoping to look even more tired and washed out than you are."


      Remind me again why I love this person?


      "It was supposed to be your birthday present, Jen."


      "Well, thanks for test-driving it for me." The lilt in her voice is a blessing. How lousy would I have to be to offend this woman?


      I run my hands over the fabric where it covers my middle."I just couldn't . . . I had to have . . . the closet was full of . . ."


      Jen grabs a mug from the cupboard next to the sink and helps herself to a tea bag from the canister on the counter."Don't explain. Nobody expects you to think rationally every minute of this thing, Libby."


      "What did you sneak into my fridge?"


      "Supper," she says.


      "I'm still not hungry."


      "Two things. Number one, so what? You have to eat or you'll be in worse shape than you are already. Number two, by suppertime, I will be."


      "You're staying that long?"


      "I'm staying until, Lib. Until."


      I turn away from the table. I don't have a spare ink cartridge, so I can't afford tear-stains on these maps.


      A tissue floats over my shoulder, as do Jen's next words." Get a grip, woman. We have work to do."


      "Work?"


      "The way I figure it, I'm the one to tackle the Internet because, truth be told, I'm better at it than you are."


      "Sweet talker."


      She doesn't skip a beat. "And if you man the phone, we can call every Best Western, Super 8, and Holiday Inn between here and Calgary before nightfall."


      "Do they have Best Westerns in Canada?"


      Jen slides into the chair across from me, the one Greg likes, and drops her head as if the hinge of her neck let go. Slowly, she raises up to look me in the eye. "Welcome to the computer age, Miss Little House on the Prairie. We will find out on the Internet, thanks to Al Gore."


      "Do I want to find him?"


      "Greg or Al Gore?"


      I roll my eyes, surprised I have energy for it.


      "You tell me," Jen says.


      I want to know the answers, not have to figure them out." Why would I want to fall at his feet and beg him to come home? He chose to leave me."


      "You don't know that for sure."


      "What else could it be? He's not much of a target for kidnappers, with his Swiss cheese bank account and lack of connections to anyone who does have money."


      Neither one of us married for money. We have that going for us. Seems a pathetic tribute.


      Jen teases the tag on her tea bag. "Another possibility is that he's hurt."


      "You don't think I know that? And for how long? What if he fell and broke his leg two days into the trip?"


      "Libby."


      "That would mean he's been lying in pain for more than two weeks by now! Out of his mind, maybe. I've seen the documentaries. He might have had to use his fillet knife to amputate an arm."


      Jen sips her tea.


      "Or what if he's had a stroke?" I add. "I know he's too young, but it happens. Or a heart attack. There's heart disease all over his mom's side of the family. His cholesterol's been creeping up these last couple of years. Or if a tree fell on him or he somehow passed out and tumbled out of the canoe or tried to make it through a rapids and hit his head on a rock and he's been unconscious all this time or—"


      "Are you done?" Jen purses her lips like a school principal overseeing detention.


      It may be time to advertise for a new best friend. "Any one of those scenes is a very real possibility."


      "I know, hon. I've made a list of my own. But here's the deal. Dwelling on those what-ifs will drive us crazy."


      "I'm halfway there. It'll be a short trip."


      "What do we know for sure?" Jen asks, her face a portrait of concern.


      "My life is over."


      "Besides that." Concern morphs to chagrin.


      "Look, Jen, if you're expecting me to say something trite like 'God is good all the time,' it might come out sounding slightly fake at the moment."


      With both hands planted on the table, she pushes herself to standing, then paces the length of one counter. "We know God knows where Greg is."


      "That much we can agree on."


      She switches directions. "And we know that if Greg is intentionally AWOL, God is a much better seeker, finder, and avenger than we are."


      "I'd like to take a stab at it."


      Jen crosses her arms over her chest. "Sorry. Not your job." She's sensible to a fault sometimes. "And if Greg's injured or sick—"


      "If not, he will be when I'm through with him."


      She stops pacing and launches a balled-up paper towel at my head. "If . . . he's . . . sick . . . "


      I fill in the blank she's left for me. "The Lord also knows that." It comes out sounding like a sing-song Sunday school recitation, one I want with all my heart to believe.


      Jen uncrosses her arms and reaches across the distance between us to lay a consoling hand on my arm. "Is Greg alone?"


      "I sure hope so."


      "No, I mean, if he's stranded in the wilderness somewhere, is he alone?"


      "How can he still be alive? If he couldn't get word out to us, maybe he can't feed himself. Maybe he can't drink anything. And a person can only survive a couple of days without water. maybe he's lying in a pool of—"


      "Libby."


      "Or at the bottom of—"


      "I know you need to vent. And I know you might as well say these things out loud because the Lord knows your thoughts anyway. But it isn't helping to sit here paralyzed by fear about what may or may not have happened to your husband. I think God's given us a job to do."


      "A job? I can't remember to brush my teeth."


      She crouches at my feet again. Takes my worthless hands again. "Besides focusing on survival, Lib, I think God wants us to find Greg."


      "Yeah, right." She must be sleep deprived too.
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