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Danica

The first time he took me up, I thought I was going to die.

It was an accident, really, a stroke of luck or fate or happenstance that lured me into the cockpit that morning. Under normal circumstances I wouldn’t have touched with the tip of my little toe the small red-and-white Cessna 180 that Etsell used for teaching rookie pilots. But his lesson had been a no-show. And the plane was fueled up and ready to go, waiting on the runway for takeoff.

I was huddled in the hangar, arms wrapped tight against my chest to ward off the early-spring chill as Hazel yakked on endlessly about her grandson who was in the army. Later, I wondered if it was orchestrated, if she had baited me with a fresh pot of coffee and the pay-attention-to-me slant of her puppy-brown eyes. But at the time, all I could think of was that her steel-wire mop of hair could use a good wash and set.

“My grandson is going to be in the special ops,” she said with a grin.

I nodded, though I doubted that those sorts of things were determined in the first week of boot camp.

“He’s going to be one of those secret agents. Navy SEAL or something. Imagine that: Special Agent Jansen.” Hazel smirked at my halfhearted acknowledgment. Then her eyes slid past me and she tipped her head in the direction of the runway. “I think Etsell is waving at you.”

Etsell always waved at me. Or threw me kisses, winked my way, or fixed me in a gaze that made me blush. But I was grateful for the distraction, for the chance to break the eager hold that Hazel had on me. Although she wasn’t blood, she was more his mother than the woman who died in a car crash when he was eight. And I owed Hazel a certain deference for bringing up my husband the best way she knew how. It was nearly impossible for me to drop off Ell at the airport and not give Hazel at least a moment of my time, even though I all but counted the minutes. And yet, as I turned, I remember deciding to buy her a gift certificate for the salon. I could fix her hair without begging for the chance to do so. A daughterly gesture, even if I didn’t feel much like her daughter.

I raised my arm to flutter my fingers at Etsell, to offer him a quick, perfunctory farewell before he took off down the runway. But when I caught sight of my handsome husband, that blond-headed god who still took my breath away after nearly two years of being his bride, I realized that his gesture was far from routine.

Etsell was waving me toward him. Beckoning, actually, sweeping both arms in the air in wide, engulfing strokes as if he could, by will alone, draw me to him.

I was shaking my head no even as Hazel put her hand on the small of my back and gave me a hearty shove. “Go on,” she prodded. “It’s about time.”

“No.” I was cold-palmed at the very thought of climbing into the cockpit of that floating impossibility. If God had wanted us to fly, he would have given us wings.

“Don’t be selfish. It would mean so much to him.”

“I don’t care.” But even as I said it, I knew that today was the day. Why hadn’t I realized it before? I should have woken up sensing a fundamental shift in the balance of my personal universe. A me-sized tsunami, an earthquake of Danica proportions. It took Etsell gesturing before me for the world to tilt on its axis.

“My lesson canceled!” he shouted across the distance between us. “Come on!”

Hazel walked me over, her hand still firm against my back, and Etsell watched me come. He beamed, more accurately, and I knew by the twist of his lips that this was nothing short of serendipity for him. A moment of such destiny, such perfection, he hardly knew how to encompass the joy of it.

I think I would have refused him even then.

But when I was within arm’s reach, Etsell pulled me to him. His hands slid up my arms, and in the second before he knotted his fingers in my hair and kissed me full on the mouth, I caught the familiar scent of him as if he carried bits of life in his hands. Petrol. Thick, dark oil choked with dust, and above it all, the sharp tang of metal that made my jaw ache until his lips smoothed the sting away.

“Fly with me,” he murmured.

How could I say no?

Behind me, I heard Hazel laugh as she walked away.

Etsell had to half lift me into the cockpit, I was trembling so hard. He buckled the tangled straps of my seat belt, reaching around me as if I were a child. And I felt like one, shrinking and terrified as I watched his capable fingers work the shiny clasp. It was cold outside, but he had rolled up the sleeves of his Henley to the elbow, and sun shone off the pale hairs on his forearm. My golden boy, I thought, touching the halo of his honeyed head with my fingertips.

He growled and arched his neck to catch my finger in his flawless teeth.

“I bite,” he had teased me once, years ago when we were still dating. But I had known that from the very beginning. Just looking at Etsell Greene was a heartbreaking experience, a painful acknowledgment of the obvious truth that he was not, and would never be, tamed.

Thankfully, his bites didn’t hurt, not the real ones, and in the end he sucked my finger like a lollipop and kissed the very tip.

“You’re going to love this,” he assured me. “We’ll get matching planes when you fall in love with flying.”

I was too scared to shake my head.

Etsell shut my tin-can door and ran around the front of the plane so he could climb into the cockpit beside me. I noticed little things, details like tiny morsels that I plucked between my fingers and swallowed whole in an act of desperation: the orange vest he zipped up in one smooth motion, the weight of the headset when he settled it over my ears, the cracked plaque that nestled between a dizzying array of switches, dials, and round-faced gauges that proclaimed the airplane a No Smoking Zone.

“We’re ready to roll.” Etsell’s voice was detached and hollow conveyed through the static-riddled radio. My eyes flashed to him, anxious for some sort of reassurance, hopeful that if he saw the look in my eyes he’d call the whole thing off and let me keep my feet planted on solid ground. But he was tapping a dial, showing me what instrument would inform us when the engine was sufficiently warmed up. “There are plastic-lined paper bags in the little pocket at your feet,” he teased as he started the engine. “Don’t mess up my plane.”

Within minutes we were taxiing down the runway, steadily picking up speed as we neared the end of the long swath of blacktop. I squeezed my eyes shut, but the motion and the darkness made me dizzy. It was a drunken, spinning feeling, and I fought it until I was afraid I’d throw up before we ever left the ground. As the earth began to thunder beneath me, I opened my eyes in time to see the nose of the little plane point slightly heavenward and take to the sky.

It wasn’t quite what I expected. Liftoff. We didn’t shoot into the air like a stray bullet or plunge upward with the sort of vicious thrust I imagined necessary if we insisted on defying gravity. It wasn’t violent or gut-wrenching or wild. Instead, we rose in the sort of slow ascent that made me think of bubbles in cream, slow and heavy, drifting lazily from the tip of a stirred spoon. The wheels of the plane parted from the ground in a subtle act of departure that left me feeling weightless and detached. For just a moment, between the earth and the sky, it was if I didn’t exist.

“Nowhere to go but up,” Etsell whispered against my ear.

We were pressed together, arm to arm, hip to hip, leg to leg in a cockpit so tiny my shoulder brushed the door on the other side. I pushed myself against my husband, huddling in the hard line of his body as if I could make myself more a part of him than I already was.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said.

I had wanted him to say, “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

My stomach stayed behind on the tarmac as we flew, but after the almost surreal moment of separation, my heart was agonizingly present. It pounded out a rhythm that seemed to fill the cockpit as Etsell climbed higher and higher over the fields. There was a terrible beauty in the way he tapped dials and spoke softly to Hazel below. He wore his headphones loosely, the small microphone hovering beside his mouth as if waiting for a kiss while he whispered in a language I didn’t understand.

I hoped that if I watched him I wouldn’t worry about where I was. But turning my head made my stomach roll in concert with the rise of the hills beneath us, and in the end I had no choice but to accept the slant of the world below me as it slow-danced across the horizon line.

Somewhere in the back of my panicked mind I registered that it was a beautiful day. The undulating hills of northwest Iowa made a puffed patchwork quilt that seemed a thousand miles beneath my feet. And the sky was cloudy-bright, filled with canted swaths of light as the sun alternately shone against a periwinkle backdrop and hid behind clouds like bits of pulled cotton. The air was crisp and clean, and before I could grasp how high we had climbed, we were there among them, surrounded by hillocks of white that made me think of heaven. I could have opened the door and gathered a handful of mist. The thought made me shiver.

“Breathe,” Etsell scolded me.

I gasped in a mouthful of air that tasted of exhaust.

“It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?”

I nodded and discovered that once I started I could not stop the steady bob of my head.

Etsell was gentle with me, climbing slowly and drifting down on crosswinds so I could admire the tractors as they disked fields the color of night. It was lovely, all of it: the dark lines in the dirt that shone like fresh ink, the trees softened by buds on the threshold of splitting open, the grid of gravel roads where cars made snaillike progress. And a part of me couldn’t help but love it, couldn’t help but be thrilled by the change of perspective that made me feel like I was seeing the world for the very first time. Or maybe just through different eyes.

But most of all, I feared it. Feared it and loathed it with the sort of churning agony that made me frantic with the need to feel my feet on solid ground.

When we finally landed and Etsell turned to me triumphant, I could only choke out one word: “Never.”

The spark of joy in his eyes dimmed. “What do you mean?”

This time, I managed two words: “Never again.”
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Offerings

They brought things.

Like hopeful penitents or sojourners making the pilgrimage to a holy land filled with story and sorrow, they arrived with gifts. Most offerings were cradled by careful hands, and delivered with the sort of ceremony and circumstance usually reserved for sacraments. Even the serving plates were chosen with intention, exquisite and rarely used pieces that had obviously been rescued from corner curios and china cabinets. Rescued and washed clean, soap and water removing the accumulated dust of weeks or months. Sometimes years.

Dani accepted an oblong, curved platter adorned with impossibly tiny, hand-painted flowers. The artful, black-hearted pansies were dwarfed by still-warm squares of generous walnut brownies, stacked like soft bricks in a fragrant monument to her grief. And there was a stew in a fat soup tureen, a lidded, porcelain rarity that seemed to glow with the almost heady scent of beef roast and caramelized onions. It was thick and unnatural for a warm May day, and Dani held her breath when she placed it on the counter next to the small army of dinnerware that had begun to amass beneath her painted cabinets. Casseroles and baskets of store-bought fruit and cookies, cups of café au lait with heavy cream and raw sugar, just the way she liked it. If she was really lucky, or if her mom came, the caffeine fix was laced with a shot or two of something stronger. But even the Irish coffee was a waste.

People brought things because they didn’t know what else to do. Somewhere, below the tingling numbness that trembled against her skin, Dani knew they were trying, and she returned the favor with a reluctant grace, welcoming each well-meaning act of charity with heavy, outstretched arms. She assured every visitor that their gift was perfect. Just what she needed. The only thing she could bring herself to taste. How did you know?

The truth was, she didn’t want their food or their condolences. After they left, she upended the brownies into the garbage can, abandoning the stack of fudgy sweets to the cupboard under the sink, where they made her entire kitchen smell like a confectionary. With a long-handled spoon, she ladled the hot stew into the garbage disposal. Chunks of potatoes and whole baby carrots and bits of barley floated in the sink like putrid, autumn confetti until she flipped the wall switch and ground it into a sludgy paste that oozed down the drain. It was all she could do not to vomit.

They were an insult, all those filled plates, those ridiculous portions of food and drink. As if she could eat. As if a chicken-broccoli casserole could fill the space where he was supposed to be.

Nothing could touch it.

No amount of filling could ease the echoing ache of the fissure that had split open her heart, her very life, ripped it straight down the middle so that she knew what it was like to fall to pieces. You didn’t fall, not really. It wasn’t nearly so dramatic or drawn out. One word or two, just a few, and when the paralysis passed you looked down and realized that you were bleeding from a wound that would surely never heal. It didn’t hurt until you saw the blood, until you realized that you had been torn and what was taken from you could not be put back. Not without leaving a scar. Worse. There would be much more than a scar. She felt deformed. She knew she always would be.

Dani didn’t want another batch of oatmeal-raisin cookies. Or her friends, her sisters, her mother. Not even a funeral could give her closure. And in many ways she longed for exactly that. For the known.

Etsell wasn’t dead; he was gone.

That, Dani decided, was infinitely worse.
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They brought small sacrifices to the altar of her mourning, but the only oblation Dani accepted was the one that Benjamin offered.

He knocked on her door the day after she got the call, almost exactly forty-eight hours after Etsell’s plane went missing from the tiny airport in Seward, Alaska. Dani was furious at first because her reclusive neighbor was knocking on her back door, the whitewashed, creaking screen that opened on a little kitchen garden where nothing much deigned to grow. It was her private entrance and her secret escape, the passage through which she quietly ducked when the front doorbell rang with the insistent sound of sympathy that she longed to ignore. But her rage was rash and unfounded, it fizzled out as quickly as it flared, and Dani was left feeling bereft of emotion, of even the will to stand up and answer the door.

At first she tried to pretend that she wasn’t at home. She was sitting at the small breakfast table in the kitchen, a round-topped relic that she had refinished in black lacquer with a rubbed metallic glaze. Her hands were on the soft-ridged surface, her fingers following the almost imperceptible dips and whorls that traced the path of the rag she had used to polish the dark wood after she had sanded the corners and blown away the sawdust with her own pursed lips. Etsell had laughed as she labored over the table. He didn’t understand the almost sensual way she swept circles over the new, glossy paint or why her eyes narrowed to focus on every detail in the old tabletop.

“It’s nothing special,” he told her for the hundredth time. “It was cheap when your grandma bought it, and it’s no heirloom now.”

“I love the shape,” Dani muttered, barely registering that he was trying to provoke her. It was good-natured, it always was, and she wasn’t in the mood. The table was finally dry and she was lost in the art of unearthing hints of the original wood grain beneath.

“Oh, I know.” Etsell moved behind her, formed himself to her body as she bent over the smooth surface with a sheet of three-hundred-grit sandpaper clutched in her hand. “You like the legs,” he murmured against her neck. “The twisting lines. The old-world carved details and . . .”

“Ball feet,” she supplied in a whisper. The sandpaper was already slipping from her fingers.

“Ball feet,” he echoed. “And you’re finishing it . . . Art Deco?”

“With a French Provincial slant,” Dani agreed, shrugging a little so that the warm skin at the curve between her shoulder and neck rose to meet his lips. His breath was hot, and she stifled a shiver as he parted the curtain of her hair and spilled kisses against the hidden places beneath.

“I love it when you talk furniture to me.” Etsell’s voice was low and husky, and Dani couldn’t help but giggle.

She spun in his arms, ready to push him away and get back to the task at hand, but he caught her around the waist and lifted her onto the table. “I have work to do,” Dani protested, but Etsell was already lowering her, laying her back so that the strawberry spill of her long hair shone like burnished gold against the obsidian wood. She didn’t fight him. Didn’t want to.

When Benjamin knocked, and an instant later when he unnecessarily announced his presence through the open screen, Dani was remembering the afternoon that Etsell proved he listened to every word she said. As he slid her T-shirt over her head, he whispered about the expeditionary decor of the corner bedroom that she had turned into an exotic library retreat with splashes of wicker, bamboo, and an oversized leather chair accented by tarnished brass rivets. And the way she married a more masculine Mission style with shabby chic touches in their tiny master bedroom. The vertical slats of the well-balanced bed were softened by chenille pillows done in snowfall whites and subtle, minty greens that gave off such an impression of newness that the room felt cool and fresh even in the middle of a Midwestern July.

As his hands spanned her waist, Dani realized for the first time that Etsell listened. He knew her, even though he teased her about furniture restorations and groaned when she insisted on hemming curtains while he watched Monday Night Football. Of course she knew her husband loved her, but the understanding that he heard every word she said nearly choked her as she sat at the very table where he covered her body with his own. The words he whispered were more intimate even than the way he moved above her.

And Benjamin’s interruption of her solitary reverie was anything but welcome.

So she sat at the table and held her breath, hoping her backyard neighbor would go away. But he knocked again, and called again, using her given name and then one that made her face flush with heat as if the sun suddenly beat down on her cheeks.

“Danica? Mrs. Greene? Are you home?”

She pushed herself up from the table and crossed the kitchen in a few short strides. Though the door was hidden by the half wall where her refrigerator stood sentinel, Dani could see Benjamin nearly as soon as she stood. He filled the narrow doorway, his frame as long and gangly as the narrow pieces of white molding that encased the door. Though he wasn’t obscenely tall—all legs and arms and joints that seemed to turn in unusual directions—he did have to bend a little to peer inside the sagging screen of her door. He could have poked his nose through a tiny hole in the screen, Dani realized. It looked like he was about to.

“I’m home,” she told him unnecessarily. Her voice was gravelly and unused, and she cleared her throat quietly, ashamed of the evidence that she was alone. “Call me Dani. How many times have I told you to call me Dani?”

“Sorry. May I?” But he was already letting himself in.

She backed away, giving him space to enter her kitchen uninvited, and took stock of the man before her. In many ways, he was the antithesis of her Etsell. It was strange to be looking at Benjamin in the flesh while Etsell already seemed consigned to the mist and magic of her memory. The two men were night and day, light and dark, and seeing her neighbor’s wiry frame only made Dani long for the sturdy breadth of her husband’s arms.

Benjamin gave his head a little tilt to let his dark hair fall back from his forehead, and offered Dani a slow, measured smile. It surprised her because it didn’t seem to Dani that he smiled often, and when he did his straight, white teeth were overshadowed by a neat goatee. It was the sort of carefully groomed mustache and small, pointed beard that were so carefully maintained they looked more like accessories than a part of his facial structure. Much about Benjamin seemed deliberate, and he gave off a faint, esoteric vibe as if he was a brooding poet or maybe a tortured artist. He made Dani feel a bit nervous, he always had. At least, she realized as she studied his charcoal pants and long-sleeved dress shirt, he wasn’t wearing his clerical collar. The top two buttons of his shirt were undone and the only thing that adorned his bare neck was the exaggerated line of his collarbone.

They stood there for a moment, just staring at each other. Dani always expected Benjamin to be smooth, the sort of confident, easy-talking pastor who had populated the darkened spiritual corridors of her youth. But the man who lived in the blue bungalow across her backyard didn’t fit any stereotypes. In fact, whenever she saw him in his starched, white collar, it seemed mildly offensive to her, as if he were wearing a Halloween costume out of season.

Benjamin shuffled his feet against the stained linoleum of her kitchen floor, and all at once Dani dredged up manners from somewhere deep in her wounded mind. She opened her mouth to offer him something to drink, but before she could utter a word he took a step toward her and thrust out his hands. Her eyes fell to the span of his long fingers, surprised that she hadn’t even noticed that he was carrying something.

“I didn’t know what to bring,” Benjamin said in the same slow, calculated way he said everything. “So I brought asparagus.”

It was true. He cradled a thick bundle of fresh-picked spears, the grape clusters of their smooth heads so plump and tight, Dani was sure that she could catch the faintest whiff of the ground from which they came. The stalks were slender and even, the color a crisp balance between olive and moss.

“Where did you find them?”

The corner of Benjamin’s lip pulled up conspiratorially when he said, “I have a spot.”

Nearly everyone in the small Iowa town of Blackhawk had a spot, and each one was a secret that was carefully guarded and maintained. When the asparagus grew wild in the ditches every spring, people took to the roads and combed the deep grasses for the treasures that lay hidden beneath. Sometimes a lucky hunter would stumble across a trove, but usually finding the sweet spots took patience and planning. Of course, later in the summer, when the plants had gone to seed it was easy to spot where asparagus had grown. Soft-tufted bushes blew like banners in the breeze announcing every missed opportunity. But finding them back in the spring was a challenge, the sort of undertaking that required forethought and planning, surreptitious groundwork that would not come to fruition for many long months while northwest Iowa lay blanketed in snow.

Benjamin’s stoic forbearance had obviously paid off because this was the first of the asparagus that Dani had seen. It made her mouth water.

“There was a gentleman in my church who paid his hired hands to dig up the asparagus plants on his property,” Benjamin said when her silence stretched on uninterrupted. He seemed nervous, anxious to fill the space between them with words, even if they were meaningless. Dani forced herself to look at her earnest neighbor. “Why would he do that?”

“He was sick of people harvesting in his ditch.”

“My grandfather once chopped down an apple tree because kids kept taking the fruit it cast off,” Dani responded without thinking.

Benjamin’s eyebrows lifted in wonder. “Imagine that.”

“Is that where you got these?” Dani made herself reach for the asparagus.

“What do you mean?”

“From the guy in your church who dug up the plants.”

“No,” Benjamin turned over his hands and emptied the cool stalks into Dani’s palms. “These were a surprise. A gift.”

She turned her gaze to the long lines of the vegetables in her palms, and felt a prickle of wonder at the heft of the bundle, the weight of the spears that seemed too willowy to weigh much more than air. “Thank you,” she muttered. And for the first time since people began showing up at her door, she meant it.

Benjamin didn’t say anything, but Dani looked up in time to see him nod his acknowledgment. He was already leaving, his hand on the door, and though she was grateful to see him go, Dani felt a pang of loneliness stab through her like a subtle knife. Of course, Etsell wouldn’t have been coming home tonight anyway, but just knowing that he couldn’t, that he was somewhere off the known map, made her feel like she was the last person living in a hollow, futile world.

“Thank you,” she said again.

Benjamin responded by closing the screen door with a gentle click.

It was enough. The sound of the latch falling home, the unexpected kindness of a relative stranger, the evidence of life in her hands. When the first sob wracked Dani, she went weak in the knees and sank to the kitchen floor. Gone, her low moans seemed to whisper. Gone. But that wasn’t true, it wasn’t for sure. Not yet.

The Civil Air Patrol had told her that Etsell could very well be making his way back to Seward even as they sent out helicopters to search for him. Planes went down slowly sometimes, they landed in meadows or on the sides of mountains that seemed too craggy for even sure-footed goats. And his emergency transmitter could have been low on batteries or disabled during a bumpy touchdown. There was hope. There was always hope.

Dani didn’t feel very hopeful.

But when her tears stopped, when the heaving of her chest became nothing more than the slow shudder of her spent fears, she saw the detritus of green around her and felt a longing so deep it made her shiver. She had dropped the asparagus when she fell, and the stalks lay in geometric designs in her lap and over the cold, gray linoleum of her floor. They made a strange puzzle of discarded produce, clean and new and freshly plucked from the unknowing ground, waiting to be devoured like little promises.

Dani picked one from the pile on her thigh and snapped off the woody end. The spear was delicate, impossibly thin, and she put it to her lips. It was cool and firm, it crunched beneath her teeth with an unexpected juicy pop. She ate it quickly, grabbing the next before she had swallowed the first. It soothed her somehow, Benjamin’s gift, and she feasted on his offering until her stomach hurt.

In the absence of all that mattered, it felt good to be filled with something.

Danica

Hazel told me that Etsell wanted to be a pilot from almost the moment he heard that his mother had died.

“Have you heard of the song ‘I’ll Fly Away’?”

Of course I had. But instead of justifying her question with a response, I blew a bubble with the watermelon gum I was chewing. It popped against my lips and I had to pick the sticky, pink mess off with my fingertips. I was nineteen. Engaged to the man she considered her son.

“I think that’s what he wanted to do,” Hazel continued, seemingly unperturbed by my obvious disinterest. “To just fly away, far from here, from every reminder of her.”

“He had his dad,” I reminded her. “It’s not like he was completely alone.”

Hazel pursed her lips and slid me a reproving look. “Dani, honey, you’re young, but you’re not stupid. At least, I didn’t take you for stupid. Owen Greene was a sorry drunk. There wasn’t a mean bone in his body, but he loved the bottle more than he loved his son, and that’s a fact. Etsell lost everything when he lost his mom.”

Except me, I thought, remembering the first time that he looked my way with eyes so full of intent I didn’t have to wonder if he wanted me or not. Love would come later, I reasoned, giving in to daydreams as my naive idealism painted pictures of our future together. They were watercolor soft, an impressionist fantasy. How could they not be? Etsell was beautiful. A dark, tortured soul hidden beneath the guise of a handsome, small-town co-ed—the very epitome of every romantic stereotype and cliché.

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad he has you,” Hazel said. Her words startled me. Had I spoken aloud?

I nodded, assured of my own value in Etsell’s world.

“It’s just a tough situation all around. I think Ell reminds Owen of her too much. Or maybe not enough.”

Etsell’s father might have been a raging alcoholic, but his illness was a sort of slow suicide. He tried to make sure that he was the only one affected by his addiction, but no action can exist in a vacuum, and Ell grew up in a home that reeked of sorrow and booze. I should have been furious with the man who failed at raising my soon-to-be husband, but it was almost impossible to hate someone as broken as Owen. He was the sort of simple soul that was afforded but one love in life, and his heart belonged exclusively to his dead wife.

I never met Miss Melanie, but she was ubiquitous in Blackhawk, a part of local legend and lore. Everyone called her Miss Melanie because she taught a generation of second graders at the elementary school before she was miraculously blessed with a child of her own. I’m told Etsell was born a charmer, a prince who stole his mother’s heart the very moment she first caught a glimpse of his sweet baby fist. But the tiny curl of his chubby hand was the only thing she saw for quite a while, because immediately after delivery Miss Melanie had an eclampsia-induced seizure and slipped into a coma for almost three days.

Owen didn’t blame Etsell, not exactly, but apparently he wasn’t much of a father even after Miss Melanie recovered. He was too old, too set in his ways, too comfortable in the life that he had spent a quarter of a century perfecting with his wife. When she was killed, they might as well have buried him with her. He would have preferred it that way.

Hazel sighed heavily and put her hands on her hips with a sort of finality. “I’m glad he has you,” she repeated. “But as much as you hate to hear it, you’re just a little girl.”

I nearly swallowed my gum in a gasp of indignation. Little girl? Etsell and I had been together for three years—a lifetime—and we had weathered much as one. I considered myself his bride, body and spirit, even then. But before I could assure my fiancé’s surrogate mom that I was a woman, she gave my shoulder a hard squeeze and walked with purpose out of the hangar. It was only then I realized that Etsell was coming in for a landing, the wings of his aircraft mimicking the perfect plane of the horizon beneath him.

Owen Greene was undeniably lost in a world of his own wretched design, but he had the sense to buy his only son an airplane for his fifteenth birthday. Of course, it was a rusted hunk of junk, and of course, Etsell couldn’t fly it alone. But he loved it with the sort of passion some boys reserve for cars or sports or girls. By the time he celebrated fifteen years of life, he had already logged thirty hours with a flight instructor and was well on his way to receiving his student certificate. In just one more year he officially claimed the status of student pilot, and when he turned seventeen he held his very own pilot’s license.

I met Etsell the week after he took his pilot’s exam and passed the medical evaluation, the final check ride, and the FAA written test without a single definable mistake or insufficiency. He wanted to take me up in his plane. I refused, but he asked me out anyway.

One Friday night in early fall, we went to Pizza Hut and devoured a medium pan-crust supreme. Afterward, when Etsell took me to Blackhawk’s tiny airport under the cloak of a deepening night, I let him hold me against the corrugated metal side of the hangar and kiss me until I didn’t know where he stopped and I started.

It was the beginning of everything. The moment when we breathed into each other and the rest of our lives sprang forth like a new bud, filled with the potential of all that we could be. At the very genesis of our relationship, we made an unspoken covenant, the sort of binding commitment that lashed his broken heart to mine as if pressing the hurt against my wholeness could only result in healing. He leaned into me and I let him come, wounded child, lover of air and sky, things above.

I was his ground.

“I want to be a bush pilot,” Etsell told me after I had officially accepted his proposal. It seemed a difficult admission for him, the sort of confession that ranked up there with a full disclosure of infidelity. He was studying the way our hands twined together, the interlocking weave of his thick fingers twisted through mine. But when I didn’t answer immediately he looked up, eyes the color of slate-rimmed sky hidden beneath dark lashes, and gave me a crooked, hopeful smile.

“I know,” I said.

His brow wrinkled in confusion.

“Hazel.” Her name was clarification enough.

“And you’re not mad?”

I shrugged.

“Would you . . . ? Could you see yourself living in Alaska?”

No. Land of the Midnight Sun, of glacier fields and boundless, uncharted territories. Bears. Moose chewed on geraniums in suburban backyards. I had seen the pictures. And I had read the employment guide that Etsell had downloaded from the Alaska Pilot Exchange and conveniently left on the table in his father’s immaculate galley kitchen.

The front page of the hefty booklet declared ALASKA BUSH PILOT in bold capitals and featured an uninspired photograph of a float plane in front of a dreary hangar. It made me depressed just to look at it. But I read it anyway because he left it for me to find, and because I wanted to know what I would face as his bride.

It was a terrifying document. After a brief introduction in which the authors explained that some people believed the dangerous days of the bush pilot were relegated to history, they went on to disprove such comforting notions. Modern technology aside, they cited extremely adverse weather conditions, unpredictable hazards, and the need for dead reckoning when equipment failed. I knew that Etsell often flew by wind triangle when he had a route memorized by heart, but the thought of blind navigation over thousands of square miles of mountains and water and tundra filled me with a quiet dread like thick sediment seeping into the spaces between my bones. It was a helpless feeling, the sort of realization that made me certain my future would be shadowy and unpredictable.

I pictured myself a frontier wife, a woman lined with years and worry, clad in steel-toed boots and red flannel. She was almost unrecognizable, the woman I had become, and her eyes were bleak and haunted as she searched the blackened sky for a flight that would never make it home.

But I couldn’t say any of that to Etsell. He was looking at me with his lips slightly parted, his gaze hesitant and hopeful, as if I held the key to his happiness in the palm of my hand. He was a child to me, unruly and impetuous, but desperate for my approval all the same. For the soft touch of my validation.

“Why Alaska?” I asked.

Etsell opened his mouth and closed it. Let a stunned breath escape from between his lips. “Because,” he murmured. He seemed confused, distracted, like he didn’t know how to explain the feel of the wind on his skin to a fish. I was the fish.

“Because it’s Alaska, Dani,” he finally managed. “Because it’s vast and gorgeous and savage.”

I cringed a little, but he was too enamored with his subject matter to notice.

“It’s where pioneers belong, and entrepreneurs. And thrill-seekers, wanderers, adventurers . . .”

And little boys, I thought. Grown-up little boys with broken hearts.

“We’ve got nothing tying us here,” Etsell whispered, unraveling his fingers from mine so that he could cup my face.

“My mother,” I reminded him. “Hazel. My sisters.”

“They’ll visit. We’ll take them salmon fishing.”

I could see him for just a moment, a man on the bank of one of the rivers I had read about online. The Kenai, the Yukon, the Koyukuk. The water was bottle-green and ice cold, and we were all lined up on either side of him like wings. Wings of women who would hold him up. Help him rise when he fell.

“Yes,” I whispered. But I wasn’t saying yes to Alaska, I was saying yes to him. I couldn’t cross my fingers as I stretched the meaning of my ambiguous answer, but I considered the long plait of my braided hair, the way my legs intersected at the ankle, the line of one wrist over the other.

I let him kiss me, and as his lips met mine I imagined the dross of every splintered vow anointing our heads like Arctic snow. They were white lies, inconsequential, nothing. But necessary all the same. It was part of the process of coming together, the way we dulled our sharp edges on each other, made promises we had no intent to keep.

We had done it before. Pretended we fit like the hollow of earth beneath a rock that had rested against the same dirt for centuries. Millennia. And when the raw truth of our differences felt harsh and uncompromising, we shifted positions, tried again. It wasn’t deceptive, not really. It was who we were.
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Genesis

When the phone rang after midnight, Dani wasn’t asleep. For a moment her heart swelled with hope, but the tinny trill that shattered the silence of her troubled night was coming from the handset that rested on the kitchen counter, not her cell phone. Etsell would never call the landline.

Dani leaped off the couch all the same, and stumbled bleary-eyed and stiff into the kitchen. She yanked the phone off the base and pressed the talk button with a trembling finger. Five days. The thought flashed through her mind like a spark of something so white-hot it left the memory of a burn against her skin. She felt singed knowing that her husband had been missing for five entire days. They were the points of a star, the fingers on her hand, a number that seemed to signify an end, a completion.

“Hello?” she said before the headset was even against her cheek.

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Hello? Mrs. Greene?”

“Yes, this is Mrs. Greene.” Dani fell against the counter as if someone had shoved her. Very deliberately, she placed the palm of her free hand against the smooth edge of the laminate before her and anchored her fingers to the cool, steadying surface.

“Good evening, Mrs. Greene,” the gentleman continued in a voice too accustomed to disaster and loss to betray any hint of what he had called to say. “My name is Blair Knopf. I’m with the Civil Air Patrol in Seward, Alaska. I believe you spoke with my colleague Tim Mason yesterday?”

“Yes, sir.” Dani exhaled.

“I’m calling this evening to apprise you of our current situation. I’m not calling too late, am I?”

Dani glanced at the clock on the stove, where 12:17 blinked back at her in an eerie, gleaming blue that made her think of moonlight shattering on ice caps and fathomless glacier lakes. “Not too late at all,” she muttered, remembering that it was three hours earlier in Seward. Still light as day. No glowing alien pools of darkened frost and snow.

“Good.” Blair seemed to waver for a second, to gather himself before spilling the information that Dani could hardly force herself to listen to.

This is it, she thought, digging her fingernails into a counter that wouldn’t give.

“Are you alone, Mrs. Greene? Do you have someone with you?”

Dani ignored the quiet hum of the refrigerator and the crisp, uneven slap of her own heart against her chest. She was absolutely alone. But she didn’t want to tell him that. He might try to track down a nonexistent pastor to pass along the news or even call the local police station. A gentleman down the street had been informed of his son’s fatal car accident that way—a blue cruiser with flashing lights pulled up to the house. Later he confessed that the Grim Reaper had been forever altered in his imagination. Death didn’t wear black robes, he wore a starched uniform with a gun and holster.

“I’m not alone,” Dani lied.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Blair said slowly. “Ma’am, I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but as of this evening we are calling off the official search for your husband’s plane.”

The little gasp that thudded in Dani’s throat was born of shock, not horror. “I thought you were calling to tell me he was dead,” she whispered.

Blair swallowed audibly on the other end of the line. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Greene. Truly, I am.” It sounded as if he didn’t perceive much difference between an abandoned search and an accounted-for corpse.

“But you didn’t tell me that he’s dead,” Dani cried, her desperation finally clawing its way through the numbness that had shrouded her since she first learned of Etsell’s disappearance. “He’s not dead. I mean, you don’t know that. It hasn’t even been a week.”

“Five days, ma’am. We’ve followed every protocol. We’ve had flights in the air almost nonstop. Civilians, volunteers, CAP . . .”

“How can you call off the search?” She wanted to weep, to scream and hurl insults at the seemingly unruffled stranger who called from a world away, but the reservoir of her tears was dry.

“I’m so sorry,” Blair said again, “but we’ve done what we can. Your husband didn’t file a flight plan, and we don’t even know where to begin. It’s like searching for a needle in a haystack.”

“What do you mean he didn’t file a flight plan?”

“It’s advised. Highly suggested,” Blair explained patiently. “But pilots aren’t required to file a flight plan in Alaska. The Seward airport is just one of six hundred airports and another couple thousand airstrips up here. If Tim hadn’t seen your husband before takeoff, we wouldn’t have even known he was gone.”

Dani’s forehead bloomed with a bright burst of pain. She closed her eyes against the Technicolor light of a sudden, bone-deep headache, and forced herself to speak calmly. “You must be mistaken, Mr. Knopf. Etsell wasn’t leaving from Seward. He was landing in Seward. He called me before he left the hunting lodge where he’s been working for the last three weeks. He was flying a load of cargo back, spending the night in Seward, and then he was supposed to come home.”

“He made the drop,” Blair told her. “Safe and sound. We believe Etsell went missing after that.”

For a few seconds, Dani couldn’t speak around the lump in her throat. “Excuse me?” she finally choked.

“I thought you knew.” Blair sounded confused. “He took off out of Seward. About two hours after he landed, as far as we can tell.”

“Why? Where was he going?”

“That’s what we’d like to know.”
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Dani was still leaning against the counter when she heard the unmistakable click of her front door opening. Blackhawk was a small town surrounded by a prairie of Midwestern nowhere, such a well-kept secret that it was hidden on the map between the curling line of the Big Sioux River and the shaded border of a sprawling state park. It was a forgotten place, and it didn’t cross Dani’s mind to be concerned that someone was sneaking into her home in the middle of the night. It was probably her mom. Or her sister. Katrina often crashed on the sagging couch in the living room when she didn’t feel like going home.

“You up?” a smoky voice whispered from the foyer.

Dani answered without thinking. “In the kitchen, Mom.” Once the words were out of her mouth, a part of her wished she could snatch them from the air and swallow them whole. She could pretend that she was hidden in the depths of her small Craftsman home, surrendered to the sleep of the drugged. One of the first things Dani’s mom had brought over after the news of Etsell’s disappearance broke was a half-empty bottle of prescription sleeping pills. Though Dani hadn’t availed herself of the narcotics, they would have made the perfect excuse.

But it was too late. There was the sound of shuffling feet—her mother struggling through the shag carpet in her predictable four-inch heels—then Charlene Vis burst through the old-fashioned salon door that separated the kitchen from the rest of the house. She came in on a breeze of cigarette smoke and cheap perfume, something floral and overpowering that she bought half-price at a flea market two summers ago. She blinked a few times, looking for all the world like a startled bird, a waif of little more than brittle bone and tanning-bed brown skin. But it wasn’t the recent skin cancer scare and her mother’s continued frequent trips to Tan World that set Dani off. It was her hair.

“Throw those damn clearance boxes away and let me color you!” Dani hissed at the sight of Char’s teased coif. Her mother’s thinning strands were perched on the top of her head like a windblown nest, and though the gray roots were covered, the amber brilliance of her newly dyed locks leaned far more toward crossing guard orange than brunette.

“You know I like to go with the mood of the day,” Char quipped. She gave her T-shirt a slight, attention-seeking tug. It was a subconscious gesture, a small act of self-arrangement that was as natural to Char as blinking.

Dani turned her eyes from the sight of her mother’s freckled cleavage where it was framed in the deep V-neck of a revealing top. “It looks terrible.”

Char ignored the biting comment and stitched up the distance between them with a few quick, staccato steps. Giving her daughter a smacking kiss on the cheek she asked, “Why aren’t you in bed?”

“Because I was expecting midnight company.”

“Don’t be cheeky.” Char clucked her tongue. “I gave you sleeping pills. You should be sleeping.”

“I don’t want to.”

“You’re being ridiculous. You’ll need your energy to nurse Ell back to health when they find him in that godforsaken wasteland. You should have never let him go up there in the first place. He’s probably fallen off a cliff or something. You’ll have an amputee for a husband.” Char’s gaze raked over the bare counter, the empty table. “Got anything to eat?”

Dani sighed. “Check the fridge.”

“I thought people were supposed to bring you meals.”

“I thought waitresses were supposed to get free food at the end of their shifts.”

“Half-price,” Char humphed. “And if I have to eat another onion ring this week I swear I’ll drop dead.” She rummaged through the nearly empty fridge and came up with a carton of Boston cream pie yogurt. “Toss me a spoon, will you?”

Dani stifled a groan, but it was too late to tell her mother to leave. Instead of arguing, she stalled for just a moment and read the names and numbers she had copied onto the piece of paper in her hand one last time. Then she painstakingly folded it in half and half again and slid it into the back pocket of her jeans. The soft crinkle of the paper was a consolation of sorts. Some small corner of her soul could draw a shaky breath at the simple assurance that it was there.

Wrenching open the cutlery drawer with more force than necessary, Dani extracted a spoon for her mom and considered throwing it across the kitchen just as she had asked. But the older woman was already sitting cross-legged in a hard-back chair, peeling the foil off the yogurt container with her teeth so that she could preserve the plastic nails she had glued on. She looked to Dani like a little girl instead of a fifty-something woman.

“Here,” she said as she handed her mother the utensil and plopped into the chair across from her.

Char scooped out a spoonful with an eager half smile on her face. She closed her eyes for just a second, apparently savoring the texture, the taste, before she made a sound of disgust in the back of her throat and fixed Dani with an accusatory stare. “You don’t have anything else?”

“Asparagus.”

Char pulled a face. “Asparagus? Where in the world did you get asparagus?”

“From Benjamin.”

“Your neighbor? That preacher from the country church?”

“That’s the one.”

“He’s weird.”

Dani lifted one shoulder noncommittally and watched as her mother shoveled another bite of the offending yogurt.

“I want to hear all about the search,” Char mumbled with a full mouth. “I came here to be a listening ear. A shoulder to cry on. But I need sustenance first.” She swallowed. “What do you have to drink?”

“There’s a little bit of Crown in the cupboard above the fridge.”

“The good stuff,” Char hummed. “Coke?”

“Diet Pepsi.”

Char grimaced. “It’ll have to do.”

While her mother mixed herself a strong drink, Dani put her cheek on the cool surface of the table and let her eyes drift closed. The headache that had blossomed as she spoke with Blair from Civil Air Patrol was now a dull wash of angry color that invaded her peripheral vision. She felt sick to her stomach, hot, dizzy. And though she wanted nothing more than to curl up into a ball and die, there was something settling about having Char around. She wasn’t a comfort, not exactly, but Dani was grateful for the chatter even if it grated. For the silent thrum of another heartbeat in the house, mingling with the crooked cadence of her own.

Dani startled when Char finally reclaimed her chair and slammed a glass of dark liquid on the table. “Oops.” Char hit her seat heavily and licked up the little pool of whiskey like a cat. “Damn heels. My feet are killing me.”

“Wear comfortable heels when you work,” Dani intoned, but the words were devoid of meaning, rote. She had suggested the same thing to her mother dozens of times. Hundreds. Her advice always fell on deaf ears. As did her not-so-subtle admonitions to lay off the drinking and stop bringing strange men home from the bar. Etsell had assured Dani once that her mother was not an alcoholic—he knew the signs from experience and in his humble opinion Char just enjoyed a slight, permanent buzz. But not even Etsell, Char’s only son by birth or marriage and a virtual god in her estimation, dared to comment on her penchant for one-night stands.

“I know, I know,” Char moaned, leaning beneath the table to undo the ankle straps of her rhinestoned heels. “You’re so sensible, Danica. Sometimes I think you’re the mother and I’m the daughter. I should listen to you more often, shouldn’t I?”

Dani didn’t respond, but she pushed herself up on her forearms and took a few gulps of her mother’s drink. It burned going down, but she didn’t do it for the taste or even for the soporific effect of the hard liquor. She did it to take a bit off the top. It was obvious this wasn’t her mother’s first drink of the night.

“Good girl,” Char said as if her daughter was eight and had just taken her cough medicine without complaint. “That feels better, doesn’t it?”

Dani cleared her throat. Didn’t bother to nod.

“So,” Char began after taking her own generous swig. “Update me. When’s our boy coming home?”

It was a cruel thing to say, even if Char didn’t mean to give her words bite. For a moment Dani tried to picture her husband living off survival-ration bars and freeze-dried camping food pouches. He could dip water from some glacier-fed stream and use his magnesium fire starter to ensure that he would always be warm. Or at least that he wouldn’t die of hypothermia. Maybe he was alive somewhere. Maybe he was sending up flares, anxious for rescue, dreaming of her, the same way she couldn’t close her eyes without seeing him.

But try as she might, Dani couldn’t get the picture to focus. She couldn’t see the label on the silver packet of food. He could be eating turkey Tetrazzini or Mexican-style chicken. For all she knew, he could be eating dust. And her imagination refused to fill in the details of the reality she hoped he still existed in—the black-and-white world she tried to conjure faded to a hundred thousand shades of gray at the edges, a blank space to remind her that no matter how hard she wished for it, her daydreams were likely little more than fairy tales.

“I don’t know,” Dani whispered. She didn’t even realize that she had given her mother an answer of sorts. Her comment was an admission to herself. A declaration of failure on a hundred different fronts. There were so many things that she didn’t know.

“But you’ve heard something,” Char pressed, her voice almost scolding. “They were going to give you daily updates.”

“I spoke with someone from the Civil Air Patrol about a half hour ago,” Dani said.

“Who? I thought the army took care of this sort of thing. The air force?” Char worried her bottom lip, leaving a smudged line of cherry-colored lipstick on her bleached teeth. “The cops,” she finally declared. “They’re in charge of disappearances and such.”

“Not in Alaska. At least, not in this case. Not when planes go missing or . . .” Dani shook her head and caught handfuls of her hair in her fingers as if she intended to pull them out by the roots. “Look,” she huffed with more force than she intended. “We’ve been through this all before. Besides, it doesn’t matter anymore. They’re calling off the search.”

Char’s response was almost comical. Her mouth was empty for once and she let it drop open, a crooked gash that tore across her face and accentuated the lines that she tried to hide with antiaging makeup and drugstore night creams. “What?”

“What do you mean what?”

“I mean, what does it mean that they’re calling off the search? They’ve found him, or . . .”

“Or nothing. It’s over. They’ve done all they can.”

“But it’s Ell, Dani. You can’t just—”

“I know.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know.” Dani pulled her hands across her head and let her palms slide down her temples to the place where her cheekbones slanted in perfect symmetry. She covered her eyes because she couldn’t bring herself to face the decision she had already made. But there were phone numbers in her pocket. People to call, steps to take, plans to be made. She didn’t want to do it; she didn’t have a choice.

“I’m going,” Dani whispered.

“Excuse me? You’re going where?”

“To Alaska.”

Danica

Etsell left for Anchorage the day after his twenty-seventh birthday. We had been married for over seven years, and together for almost ten—an entire decade of oneness that ensured I could not remember my life without him. There was no me, only us, and in the wake of the announcement that his enduring, childhood dream was about to get a long-awaited test run, I felt for the first time as if I was married to a complete stranger.
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