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“We don’t see things as they are, but as we are.”

—ANAÏS NIN




“Transformation … Transformation is a marvelous thing. I am thinking especially of the transformation of butterflies. Though wonderful to watch, transformation … is not a particularly pleasant process for the subject involved.”

—VLADIMIR NABOKOV, 1951 CORNELL LECTURE ON
THE METAMORPHOSIS AND DR. JEKYLL AND MR. HYDE
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I used to imagine it sometimes, what would happen if one day I just didn’t come home. Not that I ever considered running off—I could never actually do that, even if I occasionally had that fantasy about driving south and checking in to some hotel. Someplace with bathrobes, for sure. I love those. But, no, the thought was less about escape and more about some cruel intervention of fate. What if, say, the clichéd bus hit me as I crossed the clichéd street? The Mack truck. Whatever it was, something terrible would happen and my family would have to return home to find all the daily pieces of my interrupted life. My husband would see my cup of coffee, half finished, a curve of my lipstick on the brim. My mother would see my flannel pajamas with the Eiffel Towers on them in the laundry basket and the ChapStick on my nightstand. My book would be on the bed, open to the place I’d left off, and my hair would still be entwined in my brush. There would be my really expensive wrinkle minimizer, which honestly didn’t minimize much of anything, and my phone charger still plugged into the wall. This is how it would look, I would think. This stuff here.

Whenever I had to get on a plane, I played that game in my head, too. I worried about what people might find afterward, at my house. You know, if we went down in a fiery ball, wearing our yellow flotation devices with the helpful little whistles attached. Does anyone else do this? Fixate on impossible and pointless mental puzzles? I don’t know. Flying used to be fun, but after 9/11 I did this stupid thing where I would wonder if I should have hidden certain stuff before I left home. Not that there would be much to hide—I’m not guilty of too many things. But I’d worry about those few old love letters, the ones I’d kept from the early days with my first husband, which Ian would have hated to discover. And that half bottle of Vicodin from that root canal, which I’d kept in case I was hit with some emotional crisis I couldn’t handle. Oh, and that red lace thong-thing that Ian gave me one Valentine’s Day. I don’t know what he was thinking. If I never came home, my daughter might see it and think I actually wore it. That particular mental image might scar the poor girl for the rest of her life.

That’s pretty much been the extent of my secrets. I guess you could say my conscience works overtime. And while I never actually moved the red lace thong or hid the pill bottle before I traveled, I did wipe up spilled stuff in the microwave and remove that big slab of fluff from the dryer vent that wasn’t supposed to be in the dryer vent. I made sure my house was clean. Tidying up my domestic crimes so no one would find out that I made messes and couldn’t keep my appliances under control, which is probably some home version of the wear-clean-underwear-in-case-of-an-accident idea.

These head games—I guess they’re you, in your small way, trying to psych out the here-gone-ness of life, or maybe they’re about the awareness that comes after a certain age of inevitable grief hovering nearby. Or maybe they’re just about wanting to be good, even in death. Avoiding humiliation even when you’re stone-cold gone. I don’t know. But what I do know, what I’ve thought about since that day, is that it was always me I imagined suddenly missing. I never imagined finding anyone else’s pill bottles or the slippers that had formed to their feet, now ditched under the bed. I didn’t think about discovering someone else’s breakfast dishes or the change from their pocket left out on the dresser, their presence sitting right next to their absence.

That morning, well, the objects around me have no more significance than they did the day before. It seems wrong, doesn’t it? His reading glasses on the nightstand don’t send me some big message. His water glass doesn’t tell me the things I should know. I’d been dreaming—I was up high somewhere and I was scared and there was some kind of pounding noise, but when I open my eyes, I realize it’s a dream trick and that the sound is real. It’s outside my window. Our boat must have gotten loose or something, and it’s banging against the dock.

I lie there, catching up to the facts of my life as one does before first getting up, looking at the white of the curtains and trying to guess what the weather’s like. Dim white, likely cloudy. In Seattle, cloudy is a good prediction no matter what the season. I don’t check to see whether he’s there next to me or not. I guess I just assume he’s there, because it’s still early. We have one of those astronaut-foam-type mattresses, where you can thrash around and the other person won’t even notice. I think the advertisement shows a glass of water, which sits still and undisturbed on the bed in spite of some guy jumping next to it. Anyway, the dog can get up there, and you won’t even know it until you open your eyes and find him staring right at you.

I roll over. I’m trying to remember as best as I can. I recall expecting to see the hill of his shoulders turned away from me, his tidy black hair on the pillow. But I see only the empty bed next to me. Wide, empty, glorious space, and I stretch my legs over to his side and I’m happy about it, that space. I listen, trying to determine if he’s home. There’s that stupid banging, but the house seems still. Maybe he went for a run, or to work, even though it’s Sunday, which wouldn’t be unusual. Yeah: I realize there are no footsteps, or the sound of the toaster lever being pushed down, or the hum of television voices. He’s likely gone, and I’m relieved. I’m sure I’m not the only wife who feels that—the small relief at his absence. I love him very much, I do; but the house to yourself … No need for conversation or company or the press of his presence … Ah—coffee in bed, the thrill of aloneness, and a couple of Oreos on a paper towel for breakfast—bliss.

But first there’s that banging.

I get up and walk downstairs. God, I feel it then, the banging in my own head, a nasty throb from too much wine at that horrible party the night before. BetterWorks, Ian’s software company, had released a new product, something that would change the way we share large video files. I don’t really know the details. I should, but I don’t. I want to understand it all, but my mind has its own instant off switch that’s tripped by lengthy explanations, instruction manuals, and rules to board games read aloud. I have a college education, but, I swear, the minute someone wants to enlighten me about how a fax works or how to play hearts, the mental doors slam shut.

The party was one of those swanky affairs, held in the beautiful lobby of the BetterWorks offices on Queen Anne Hill. The night was all shiny black behind those high, high glass windows, and the city sparkled below us. The Space Needle was right there, in all its George Jetson–Tomorrowland glory. Ian’s partner, Nathan Benjamin, was at the party, and I like Nathan. I liked him even before I met him years ago, because he has those two first names, which makes him sound friendly. But the room was full of other people, too, of course—programmers and project managers and investors and investors’ wives, eating fancy little foods off tiny napkins and making witty conversation, and later in the evening the party spilled over to the wide, damp lawn of Kerry Park, which lays adjacent to BetterWorks. All night I pretended not to be shy, even though I’d rather have been home eating popcorn and watching the Travel Channel. I kept pulling at my hem, because Ian had bought me this tight black dress and asked me to wear it and I was mad at myself for agreeing. A Band-Aid would have covered more and cost a lot less. I had heels on, and the floor was slippery, and I kept thinking of the way my sister, Amy, and I used to roller-skate in our garage when we were kids, inching our way around by clutching the workbench and then the bicycles and then the lawn mower.

Reasons for too much wine, right there.

“Oh, no, Poll. Pollux, boy. He didn’t let you out?” My Pollux, my sweet black mutt, he’s getting old. He has to be taken outside the minute you wake up, poor guy. I wipe up the puddle. The thrill of unexpected alone time gives way to irritation. It’s him I’m irritated with. Ian. Overlooking my, our, sweet old dog, who now looks ashamed. The pee requires practically half of a roll of paper towels, and there’s that banging and my pounding head.

I step over my heels, which have been abandoned by the door. What a night. I can’t remember ditching them there, or even coming home and getting into bed, to tell you the truth. This isn’t normal for me, I should also say. I rarely have more than a glass of wine, two at the most. I’ve been truly drunk maybe only twice in my life, once way back in high school with Tommy Truello and wine in a box. We drank it before going to dinner at the Velvet Turtle restaurant on our way to the homecoming dance. I was spinning and sick the rest of the night. It scared me. I don’t like to lose control.

Pollux recovers his dignity and trots behind me as I open the door to the back deck. The front end of our small sailboat has come loose, and it’s slamming into the dock with each wave of the lake. I’m glad Ian isn’t here to see it. He’d be pissed. I kneel down; I make a couple of grabs for the boat before catching it, and then I examine it for scratches. It looks okay. I even run my hand along its surface, in case there’s something I can’t see but he’ll surely notice. I was the one to tie it down when we came back in from our sail Friday evening, so it’ll be my fault that the rope hasn’t been secured properly. Narrow miss. He’ll never know, and I’m glad. Ian doesn’t make those kinds of mistakes, and he’s not particularly patient when anyone else does.

He’ll never know I was out here in my robe, either. He’d have an issue with that, as crazy as it sounds. He’s possessive, and it gets irritating. From the way he acts, you’d think the sight of me would draw in the crowds of drooling men out there on their boats. My mom robe, with the bleach stain on the front and the Kleenex in my pocket, is sexy as hell, and all of them will be lining up for sure, just waiting to get a glimpse of me wrapped in terry cloth. Not a big thrill, I promise you. Maybe our neighbor, old Joseph Grayson, might think so, but he’s stoned half the time.

It is a cloudy morning, but they’re the kind of clouds that are rushing off as if they have better things to do. The sun is fighting its way out. I tie the boat down and I’m struck by how beautiful it is on the lake. It hits you sometimes like that, and so I stand there and take it all in. After we’d been married for two years and Abby had graduated and headed to the UW dorms, we moved to Lake Union from The Highlands, that neighborhood on the other side of the bridge that held so much of our tangled history. We (well, Ian) bought our large houseboat at the end of the dock. Whenever I say houseboat to people who aren’t from the city, they think we drive it around. I have to explain that it’s not a boat but a floating home, like in Sleepless in Seattle, only Meg Ryan had better hair than I do. Ian has better hair than Tom Hanks, but Pollux has better hair than all of us, and he’s so humble about it, too.

The view from our home is similar to the one from Ian’s office up on Queen Anne Hill, but at the houseboat it’s spread out in front of us rather than seen from above. Lake Union, the Space Needle, various boats chugging past, seaplanes landing—you feel as if the city is yours out there, that you belong to it, and it to you. I never want to live anywhere else, Ian said once. I could die here and be happy. I knew what he meant. It feels so great right at this moment, even after wiping up pee and with a bad headache and with the feeling that things had gone wrong again between Ian and me the night before. I still feel mostly good, because some ducks paddle past, and then so do a pair of kayakers. The woman in the back waves and I wave, too, and I breathe in and notice that the daffodil bulbs in the pots on the deck are coming up, little arrowheads of green.

I decide against going back to bed. I put a pot of coffee on. Ian must have been in a rush to get out of here this morning, I think, because he hasn’t even made any coffee, and Ian needs his coffee. I also think this: He could be out at Louisa’s right now, bringing us home a pair of foamy lattes and some raspberry muffins, and if he shows up with that fabulous white bag and two cardboard cups, I’ll just consider this batch of French Roast my coffee appetizer. So the pot burbles and I pour Pollux his same old brown breakfast that he’s so thrilled about every single day, and I take that perfect first cup of the morning onto the deck, along with a couple of aspirins. I sit on one of the Adirondack chairs we have out there. I smell the arrival of Northwest spring, and the smell of bacon cooking somewhere, and the smell of gasoline drifting over water. All three of those smells I love. Pollux trots out again, with water droplets on his beard. He squints into the early sun and looks out over the lake like the patron saint of sailors he’s named for. What a good boy.

I sip that coffee, and the steam rises up in the coolness of morning, and Pollux lays his old self down in a spot of sun. I have one of those moments where you simply feel grateful. My headache is giving up, and the irritation is leaving, too, maybe swept away in the first exhilarating rush of caffeine. A sense of peace takes its place. A rare moment of peace, the kind you take in and vow to hold on to but never can. Those moments are gone at the first traffic jam or botched bank statement, in spite of your best intentions. But it’s there now.

I have no idea is what I’m saying. What I keep trying to say.

I have no idea that my husband has vanished.
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Every now and then you hear someone say it: I’ve got no regrets. It always seems astonishing to me. It sounds so bold. And freeing. And kind of wonderful, but hard to believe. I mean, if you have a conscience at all, you’ll have regrets, won’t you? If you’re honest about your mistakes, small and large? Or even if you only face the facts about how things in your life didn’t turn out the way you imagined they would. I have regrets from just yesterday, when I yelled at Pollux for laying down right in the doorway. I have regrets from back when I was fourteen and I kissed Ethan Gunter out by the Totem Bowl on my first date ever, even though I didn’t like him. He was a little strange. He wore a weird felt hat, and I didn’t exactly say yes to the kiss, but I didn’t say no. I was already giving things just because other people wanted them.

And if you’re a parent—well, right there. Can you honestly say you have no regrets? With all the ways you mess it up, when it’s your best and most important dream to get it right? Parental regrets, those are at the top, all right. Oh, I wanted to be a perfect parent, I did. I read all the books. But my dream of perfect was gone already before my daughter was born, the moment I chose her father. I didn’t know that when I was nineteen. But you can’t avoid messing up somehow as a parent, can you? I imagine that even those mothers with their perfect organic baby food and their perfect preschools and their perfect gifted programs still send their kids screaming from their loving arms. Too much perfect will likely result in years at the therapist’s office, same as too much imperfect.

But I have other, non-mothering regrets, too. Big ones. The biggest. I have wanted other people’s lives and other people’s houses, and once, this one time, I wanted another woman’s husband. I wanted Ian badly, and what a mess that made. Well he also wanted me badly. Still, you don’t toss that kind of guilt away in some flip comment like I have no regrets. I’ve been selfish, but I’m not at heart a selfish person. I’ve hurt people, and I’m ashamed of that.

And this is what I’m thinking about as I wait for him to come home that morning. I’m thinking about our life together and how it came to be. This isn’t some sort of fateful timing; I think about it a lot. Too much. It bothers me. I’m still trying hard to understand where I am and how I got here. My mind picks it up and works on it whenever I have spare, quiet moments, same as some people pick up their knitting.

Peace and gratitude, the peace and gratitude I feel there on that dock with my fingertips rubbing one of Pollux’s silky ears—as I said, it’s a slippery thing. I guess that a sense of peace is slippery for everyone. Regular life and its noises barge in, little daily earthquakes, and any feeling, especially happiness, isn’t allowed to just be for long. But for me, it often feels especially hard to hold on to. When it’s good, I don’t always feel that I’ve earned my life or that I got it fair and square.

Of course, there are a hundred reasons why Ian’s divorce happened, most of which have nothing to do with me. I sometimes forget that. It was a marriage of two real and flawed people who had met very young and who’d barely fit together then, and later not at all. Not for a long while. It would have been someone else if it hadn’t been me; I know that. Still, in a way, I’d stolen it. Him. I’m not a good thief. I’d be the one in the bank heist saying, “I’m so sorry. Really. Whatever you can spare. This isn’t even a real gun.” I’d have to return the next day to give the bags of money back with a note of apology. No matter what the reasons, no matter how well things turn out in the end for everyone, you do wrong and it sits with you, and that’s probably how it should be.

If Ian had gone to Louisa’s, he’d be back by now, I realize, so I pour myself another cup of coffee. I rearrange the chairs outside so that I can sit in one and put my feet up on another. Someone’s dog is swimming out by the adjacent dock. Pollux stands and watches, as if weighing the pros and cons of his own cowardice. He hates the water. As far as athletic endeavors go, he takes after me. More than once, I’ve rowed a kayak smack into the path of a large boat and then, to Ian’s embarrassment and mine, screamed when I finally saw it coming at me. If reading counted as a sport, I’d be a gold medalist. I was an expert at the V-sit in high school P.E. Abby, though—she takes after her father. She’s my daughter, and she’s athletic? It seems a miracle. She’s brave. When she was in Little League, she’d stand there at home plate as the baseball whizzed right past her face, and she didn’t even flinch. I always flinched.

That’s where Ian and I fell in love—a Little League game. Our daughters were on the same team. I met Ian when he was there being a father. Maybe it wouldn’t have happened if we’d met somewhere else. If we bumped into each other on the street or at Safeway, say. I think, for me, something about those gangly twelve-year-old girls with their ponytails sticking out of their caps and the ping of the ball against the metal bat and the cheering—the dust, and the cut-grass smell, and the mothers in their sleeveless tops—it felt like safety, like the kind of childhood you wanted to give your kids, so different from the kind I thought I was giving my daughter. Yeah, that’s it exactly. I think I wanted Ian for her, for Abby, as much as for me. He was a better idea of home.

Of course, he had his own daughter out there. And Abby had her own father.

Ian and I caught eyes at a baseball game, and then we fell in love, and then more deeply in love, and it was passionate and important. So it sounds unromantic to say this, but I wonder if it could have easily been another man for me, just as it would have eventually been another woman for Ian. I was looking for rescue. Because up there behind the chain-link barrier of the team bench stood my own husband, Mark Hastings, assistant coach of the Pink Dragons. The girls chose their own name, and Mark ranted about this one night in bed, going on about how wrong it was that the Cardinals and the Braves and the Giants were gone now in place of the Sweet Rainbows and the Angel Kittens, and probably he had a point. He’d used the word integrity. Sports brought out the heroic in him. Sports were the country he was patriotic about. Still, the parents thought he was too intense. I could hear them talking. You could see it on his face right there, as he gripped the chain link of the dugout in his fingers and shouted, Follow through! Follow through! Don’t be scared of the ball! Those parents had no idea. His face would get into mine, right up close, and he would scream until I couldn’t hear anything anymore. That hollow, faraway sound would come into my head, the one you hear when you hold your breath and dunk your head underwater and stay there for a moment. His mouth would be moving, but I would watch it as if it were something separate from him, a curious undulating creature. People flinch at loud noises, or a baseball, or a raised hand, but after a while a flinch can become a permanent condition.

I went to every practice, and so did Ian’s wife, Mary. Mary, who had the name of a Madonna but who was a real person, as we all were. I wonder how that name worked on Ian, though, with his Catholic upbringing and with his own religious mother. Subconsciously, or whatever. I remember seeing Mary there at those practices before I met Ian, talking on her cellphone. I remember an overheard conversation about her husband, who was away in Europe. I remember how she flirted with one of the fathers, Jessica Halloran’s dad, a too-handsome short man who built up his muscles to make up for his stature, the way short men often do. He’d made some joke about her big breasts, which she seemed to somehow be known for, the way some people are known for a particular talent, like playing the piano. She enjoyed his appreciation, I could tell. He lifted her up over one shoulder and carried her around, and her dark hair fell down his back. She laughed teasingly, and after I met Ian, this image replayed in my mind. It said something important about their marriage, I thought, something maybe even he didn’t know.

He showed up at the second game, home from his trip. I only vaguely noticed the back of his expensive-looking T-shirt and jeans as he stood next to another dad during the pregame parent meeting. It was sunny, and all of us were gathered on the sidelines of the baseball diamond in our suburban neighborhood. There was a pool down the street, and an elementary school, and a tennis court. Here, every life looked the same from the outside. Same house, different floor plan; same cars; same backyard patios with barbecues and Costco faux-ceramic pots; same women with their matching outfits and manicures. My own hands were plain and I knew my own secrets, and so I felt different. My front door was painted in a designer shade just as theirs was, but what happened behind it was mine alone. I thought so, anyway. Probably I wasn’t the only woman whose stomach clutched up in worry whenever her electric garage door went up, that rumbling, grim sound that meant a husband was home. But I felt like I was. The suburbs are one of the loneliest places on earth.

On that sunny spring morning of the Pink Dragons’ second official game, though, as my tennis shoes got dusty from the newly raked baselines, and as the team mom passed around some new, unnecessary handout, Ian turned and looked at me and held my eyes, and something passed between us. I’ve always known right away when someone is going to be important in my life. I’d felt this way with Mark, too, and with all the people who’ve been significant to me. Something shifted. An internal mountain range moved over. One look, and it felt huge. I felt it in my whole body. It seemed like an arrival: of God or fate or the future. Change, announcing itself with silent but circuit-blowing undercurrents.

You could call it love at first sight; we did. It had all the required components of love at first sight—eyes connecting, an electrical charge rarely experienced in a life. Walk around someplace with a lot of people—the mall, an airport—and you realize how great the odds are against such a thing. But rarely, too, do you happen to meet a person whose jagged notches match perfectly with your jagged notches, their key to your lock, damaged roots meeting rightful, barren soil; there are too many metaphors here, but you get the idea. I’ve come to believe that love at first sight is more likely recognition at first sight—a complicated, instantaneous recognition made by a shrewd and cunning inner Cupid. It doesn’t have to be ruinous if what you are viewing from that deep, crafty submarine scope of the unconscious are the best qualities of old Mom and Dad. But if it locks on to the worst ones, as so often it seems to do, the key opens the lock, and you’re a perfect match, and love at first sight is also disaster at first sight, only you don’t know it yet. You can’t know it or hear it over the roar in your chest.

Out on the dock that day, with my coffee cup warming my hands, I relive that particular feeling: I recognized him. We barely spoke, yet there it was. This is the part I often play over and over again in my mind—our matched gaze, the sense of importance. Our meeting felt like a reunion. I didn’t attribute this to anything tragic or doomed, not then, anyway; I didn’t see the ancient, wrecked ruins of childhood all around us. No, it felt magical. A coming together again after a long time apart. There was a sense of relief at his appearance in my life—the way you feel when you’ve been standing at the roadside for far too long and then the tow truck arrives. Oh, there you are, I wanted to say. Finally. He felt the same way, he’d tell me later. Like we’d been living in wrong, separate countries, lost to each other until right then. Yeah. Just—at last, you.

We caught each other’s eyes, and then he smiled. He looked slightly taken aback. He made some joke, and I laughed. I laughed the way Mary had laughed with small Mr. Halloran, and my laugh felt tacky to me. This is what happens within the daily confines of the suburbs, flirtations and affairs and bored people making passes at other people’s spouses at drunken summer parties as the kids play tag on the cul-de-sac. I didn’t like it. I hated it, actually. It was a cliché, for starters (well, that entire neighborhood was), and it was cheap. The kind of cheap of slurred words and vicious gossip and dirty secrets. It wasn’t the kind of life I wanted. I liked to go to sleep at night knowing my conscience was clear. I liked simple days of pancakes and the library and helping Abby with some school project involving glue and old magazines. And I liked to think I was a better person than that.

I was aware of his presence throughout that whole game, though. I would watch Mark pace along the baseline, socking his fist into his mitt with a resolute thwock, thwock, and I would cheer for Abby when she came up to bat, her eyes serious under her little helmet, and I would watch that new set of shoulders, which were now hunched on the bleachers near me. I had no doubt he was aware of my presence, too. He would glance over his shoulder every now and then. Something had unfurled inside, like a plan, but a plan that had materialized. I guess that’s what fate feels like. I might as well have been sitting in a red plush seat in a theater, watching a film, because I knew that what was going to happen had already happened. It was being set into motion, and it was thrilling and terrifying but, more than anything else, it was a fait accompli. Yes. Even though I hate it when someone throws a French phrase into their narrative, that’s the right phrase. Something had finally begun, which meant other things were over. My life wouldn’t forever be what it had been. It was one of the largest moments of my life. Still, if I could undo it all now, I would. I would be braver than I was. I would do things the right way.

You want to be a person who holds your head high, but you are not always that person. This is what happened when our eyes met. Love and wrongdoing were that particular truth.

Inside the houseboat, the phone rings. I’ve been thinking so hard about Ian that I’m sure it’s going to be him, calling from his office. I take my coffee cup inside, and Pollux follows me dutifully. He’s such a hard little worker.

“You’ll never believe what the idiots across the street are doing now.”

It’s not Ian.

“What?” My mother has regular disputes with her neighbors. Garbage-can conflicts, encroaching tree branches, cats using her flower beds for litter boxes.

“They’ve been cleaning up their yard, and—what a fool I am—I thought it looked great. A nice big patch in the middle of the lawn … I’m expecting maybe a hydrangea, some nice heather … but, no. Can you hear that?”

I can hear her TV on in her living room, that’s all, and the regular old buzz from the open phone line. Since my mother booted her companion, Douglas Hanks, from her home years ago, she’s lived alone. Douglas Hanks had a roving eye, and, in a last fit of fury, my mother stomped his cowboy hat flat and tossed his collection of 78s. Right afterward, her hair went white, as if shocked by the cruel vagaries of love.

She’s back again. “It’s a damn chain saw! It’s been going all morning!”

“I don’t know how you can stand it,” I say. “What are they doing, cutting down a tree?”

“I wish. You ready for this? They’re making a totem pole! A fucking totem pole!” The women in my life—my mother, my sister, my good friend Anna Jane, even my daughter—they swear like construction workers. I’m the nun in the family, as far as that goes.

I picture it—a tower of vacant eyes and downturned mouths, the wings of a raven outstretched on top—and I want to laugh. The neighbors are a retired couple who golf a lot and wear matching sweatshirts. They have an American flag flying out front, too. It is bad, though. The large windows of my mother’s Northwest contemporary home face that yard, and the totempole raven will be permanently staring in. “Oh, no. Chain-saw art.”

“You should see the old guy who’s doing it, too. He’s even got suspenders. He looks straight out of Deliverance.” My mind clicks along. Deliverance, Burt Reynolds, a flashback: my mother’s stashed copy of Cosmo when Burt Reynolds was the first male centerfold. I was maybe seven or eight when my sister and I found it in her cedar chest. It’s funny what you remember. I can still see Burt with his deep-black hair and furry body on that white rug, an ashtray beside him. He had those rugged, 1970s sideburns, from the days of gas shortages and Shake ’N Bake and Moon Boots. Isabel Eleanor Ross, my mother, she liked rugged. A collector’s item, she’d explained, before snatching it back. Ha.

Right then she gives her voice a hillbilly twang. “ ‘Did you ever look out over a lake and think of somethin’ buried underneath it? Man, that’s just about as buried as you can get.’ ”

“You lost me,” I say.

“It’s from the movie. I just watched it again last weekend. Held up pretty well, I thought. Some of those old films look ridiculous now.”

“I made Abby watch Born Free with me once. God, I loved it when I was a kid.”

“You cried like a baby over that lion.”

“Elsa. We couldn’t get through more than twenty minutes of it. Abby made fun of me for days. ‘I could see why that made you cry, Mom. I was sobbing myself, it was so bad.’ She thought she was hilarious.”

My mother has stopped listening, though. She’s peeking out her front window again, I’m sure. “I’m going to chop that thing down in the middle of the night.”

Well, she might, too. The evidence supporting that possibility piles up like a memory traffic jam: The time she pulled the stakes out of the Beckers’ tent after she and Patty Becker got in an argument on one ill-fated family camping trip when we were kids. The time she poured a drink on my father’s lap when some woman started dancing provocatively in front of him at a party. The time she screamed Creep! at my high school boyfriend when we found out he’d been cheating with Carla Cummings, whose talent, if I recalled correctly, was woodworking. Which brings us full circle.

“Remember Carla Cummings?” I say.

“Who?”

“She won some award in high school for wood shop. Bobby’s girlfriend after me.”

“Well, it’s not her. It’s some old geezer. Honestly, I’m supposed to look at this thing the rest of my life?”

I open the fridge, take a couple of spoons of apple crisp from two nights ago. Apple crisp—a reason to love life. I drop Pollux a bit. He keeps licking his lips afterward, which shows what good taste he has.

“Hey, Mom? I’ve got to go. I think Ian’s home.”

And it’s true. Someone has stepped onto our deck. You can feel when this happens. The houseboat is a large two-story home, one of the largest of the three hundred twenty-four on the lake, but there’s still a slight dip whenever anyone sets foot on the house’s floating platform.

“Where’s he been? It’s Sunday morning! You two have another fight?”

I should never tell her anything. “He was just getting us coffee.”

“Well, that’s better than pulling the wings off insects.”

“Stop,” I say.

“It’s brutal. I should call PETA.”

“That stuff is his father’s. You know that.”

“I’m going to fill my yard with garden trolls and flamingos. See how those idiot neighbors like that.”

“Good luck, sweetie. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

I wait for Ian. And I wait. Since he doesn’t come right in, I listen for the creak-woosh of the outdoor faucet turning on—maybe he’s giving the plants a bit of much-needed water. But that doesn’t happen, either. I expect to hear him talking with the neighbors or dumping his trash in the recycling, something, but there is no other sound.

I open the front door. A padded envelope falls across the doorway. I pick it up. It has his name on it, but that’s all. I don’t think twice about it. He gets packages all the time. I set it on the kitchen table, where he’ll see it when he comes in. The funny thing is, I’m not even curious.

A few hours pass. I eat a bowl of raisin bran for lunch and promptly rinse the bowl, because raisin bran has a death grip if you let it sit. I’m getting a little pissed—at least he could have left a note. I call his cellphone. It rings and rings, clicks over to his voice mail. This is Ian Keller; I’m not available to take your call … I hang up. I call back and leave a message. I huff around at his bad behavior

“You know, I would never do that, Poll. I wouldn’t. It’s inconsiderate.” Pollux agrees, I can tell by his eyes. Dogs are most helpful as an excuse for talking to yourself.

I think about what to have for dinner. I stare at the contents of the freezer for far too long. I consider making some cookies for Ian, which means I want them for myself. Instead, I gather up a load of laundry and toss it into the wash.

On the way back downstairs, I pass our small office. It’s part den, part hobby room. Ian’s desk and leather chair and books are squeezed in there, but so are the two cabinets of thin drawers, the narrow table, and the shelves with supplies stacked neatly on them. After that day at Kerry Park a year ago, that supposed picnic, I don’t think he touched this stuff again. Everything in the room looks the way it has for many months: the spreading board, the boxes of glass-headed pins, the killing jars, and the small bottles of cyanide. They were his father’s things, passed on to Ian while he was still married to Mary, an old pastime of Paul Hartley Keller’s that Ian dutifully tried to take on. I avoid that room. I work from home, doing part-time website design and graphics work for a handful of clients, but I prefer to spread out across the kitchen table rather than use that office. I don’t like the pictures on the walls, those rows of monarchs and painted ladies trapped behind glass. It is brutal. He once showed me how to relax a butterfly’s wings so that they could be spread open and pinned down, but I couldn’t stand to watch. I had to leave. I told him I thought the whole thing was gruesome.

People have collected butterflies for years. Scientists, he’d argued.

I don’t care, I’d said. It’s creepy. It’s cruel. You’re not a scientist.

It’s a way of appreciating their beauty, Dani. Think of it as paying them homage. You’re keeping them perfect forever.

You pay homage by taking their lives? That makes sense.

If you don’t get it, you don’t get it.

I don’t get it. I thought you hated hunting, I’d said. You think hunters are terrible people.

It’s not the same thing at all. Look, Dani, I used to do it with my dad, okay? It means something to me.

I’d end the argument then, because Ian’s father, Paul Hartley Keller, was the shiny, unattainable prize of Ian’s childhood. His love and approval were always just out of Ian’s reach, which meant that Ian’s feelings for him were as unpredictable as a compass with no true north. We had dinner together, Paul and Ian and me, not long before Paul died, a meal in a restaurant with white napkins and fine wine. He’d flirted with the waitress in spite of his fleshy jowls and the droops of skin under his eyes. He must have thought she didn’t notice these signs of age, or maybe he didn’t notice them himself. To his credit, in spite of the jowls, he looked like a large lion with a gray mane, powerful like that (all right, even virile), but I could hear him breathing heavily. It made me wonder if I remembered any of that CPR we did on that Annie mannequin in high school. How many puffs, how many chest compressions? Paul Hartley Keller’s ego—it was sizable. It was his personal butler, opening doors for him, announcing his presence, never leaving his side. It served him well, too—attracting people to him and then pushing them away when he was through. Ian could become a defenseless, angry, needy (take your pick) little boy around his father. That much was clear. How are things going with your start-up? Paul Hartley Keller had asked at dinner, long after Ian’s company was successful. It’s going great, Ian had replied, seething, stabbing his meat with the tines of his fork. Profitable. Too profitable. Ian was being a bit oversensitive, I thought. Paul Hartley Keller, well, I’ve got to say, he charmed me right out of my good sense.

The butterflies … I’m sure Paul didn’t want that crap in his house anymore. Paul also went through his garage once, shortly after Ian left Mary, when Ian barely had two snitched forks from his old house. Paul gave Ian a bunch of stuff for his new place. He was trying to be helpful in his own way, probably. “It’s the dream kitchen of the 1970s,” Paul had supposedly joked, which was pretty hilarious, I thought, and true, too. There was a harvest-gold fondue pot, an air popcorn popper, an electric carving knife, and a microwave big enough to drive. Most of it was useless to Ian, but he kept all of it anyway. He saved that stuff for years.

Mary had encouraged the butterfly collection, the passed-down hobby. In their home, Ian had an entire voluminous “bonus room” for his supplies, not just the two cabinets we’ve made space for. He had a wall of bookshelves and oak worktables to spread out the plates of glass and foam boards. He had an antique umbrella stand for his father’s old nets with the polished maple handles.

For the most part, I keep my mouth shut about the butterflies, in spite of my feelings about them. That kind of silence is what you end up with when you get together the way we did. At first you’re sure that love is larger than any obstacle, but then love comes to feel flimsy measured against what’s been lost—family and friends and a history. There’s pressure to make it all worth it. So you keep quiet about things you maybe wouldn’t ordinarily. To keep peace. To keep you both believing that a lack of conflict means you’re happy. Happier than before. He’d fallen prey to disappointment in his previous life, and I didn’t want history to repeat itself.

This is how it goes: When you go looking for rescue, you end up trapped in your own weakness. You are a butterfly who needs to lay her eggs and sees the perfect leaf, realizing too late that the leaf is not a leaf at all, but the green cotton shirtsleeve of her captor.

The afternoon passes, and Ian has still not called back. It’s getting late. I keep checking the clock. Ian is usually considerate about these sorts of things, unless we’ve had a fight. We haven’t had a fight, not exactly. I don’t think anyone yelled. Raised voices, maybe, which is different than actual yelling. Truthfully, I’m having a little problem remembering who said what. In the car on the ride home, he was pissed, but I stayed silent. I hadn’t wanted the night to slide further into ugliness, especially since we were dressed up. It always seems worse to fight when you’re dressed up, doesn’t it? The disappointment is larger. Arguments aren’t supposed to happen when you have your fancy purse or when it’s Christmas or when you’ve gone to the trouble to curl your hair. As he drove home, his handsome mouth was set in a line, and wrongness lay between us. But the night had become a blur of late hours and too much wine, and in the car, the party began to feel far away already, and in my bright kitchen on that sunny Sunday, it feels like weeks ago. I pick up my heels off the floor. They’re caked with dried mud, and I rinse off their bottoms.

I try to read, but I’m restless. Restlessness: unconscious unease. I don’t yet recognize this uneasiness. I’m still just thinking that it’s taking him too long to call back. Mostly, I’m irritated. I’m guessing that he’s sending me a message about the night before, how displeased he is. Great. Super. Got it, thanks. I stay busy filling in the blank space of his absence with my own stories. He’s pissed, which means a fight is inevitable when he gets back. Or else he’s at work. Maybe Nathan’s there, too, and they’re having some long talk. He’s been wanting to get the oil changed in his car for weeks, too, and that place nearby us always has a long line. I’m trying to guess what might be in his head—something I’ve spent a lot of time doing over the years of our relationship, that’s for sure.

I’m not uneasy, not yet, but then I decide to go outside and look down the street for his car. It feels a little plaintive and a lot pathetic, but I can’t help myself, and when I head out, I remember doing a similar thing once, when I was already divorced but Ian hadn’t left Mary yet. He was coming to see me and he was late, really late, and I walked out into my neighborhood street without my shoes on. It was a summer night, and the asphalt was cool on my feet, and I wore a sundress and perfume, and I stood at the entrance to our cul-de-sac and looked for his car, which never came. He just never came, and it ended up becoming the second time we tried to break things off.

Now, though, I step from a house that’s ours. Our own home, on our own dock-street, which is full of activity—Josh Harban fussing with his sailboat, Joanie Andresen washing her windows. Mattie and Louise are coming back from a trip to Home Depot, from the look of it. Their arms are strung with plastic bags, and Mattie holds a blueberry bush in a pot. “Plumbing problems,” Louise says to me, and raises one arm of bags as proof of her home-repair intentions. “Ha, at our age, isn’t that the truth.”

“Your age,” Mattie says. “Don’t put us in your category yet, right, Dani? I don’t get ads from AARP.”

I smile. “I’m staying out of this. Good luck, though.”

“I get the fun part,” Mattie says. She nods toward her new, robust plant.

“It’s as big as a second-grader,” I say.

“Blueberries for the whole dock.”

They head toward their house and I walk on. Houseboat living is close. Everyone knows one another’s business. I could tell you a lot about my neighbors, and we’ve been here only a year: Mattie and Louise are a happy couple, or else they fight quietly. Jack and Maggie drink too much, which is obvious on recycling day. Kevin and Jennie are exhausted parents with short tempers and a new baby who squalls throughout the night, and the Andresens’ daughter has friends who look like trouble. Here, problems aren’t hidden behind perfect lawns and SUVs. There are no lawns, of course, only unruly gardens spilling from flower boxes and pots. White lights are strung merrily down the dock in every season. It’s as quirky and jovial and messy as Joseph Grayson, the aging hippie next door, who races his electric toy boat out on the lake on sunny days. He chases the ducks with it sometimes, which seems mean. They handle it well, though. They ignore him and swim on, looking especially bored, which is basically the same strategy I use whenever I walk past a scary guy at a bus stop.

I reach the parking lot at the other end of the dock. And that’s when my restlessness turns to worry, because Ian’s car is there. I can’t believe it. The black Jaguar is parked right in its spot next to Blue Beast, my old Honda. It’s there and locked up, just as it would be if he’d left it for the night. I think: He’s got to be around here somewhere, then. Yeah, you could walk up to Louisa’s for breakfast and you could run into a friend and you could talk as long as Ian might want to talk, and you’d still be back by now. You could go to Pete’s Market, but you’d have to examine every item in every squished aisle in that small place to be gone for this long.

The car—something is wrong. Something isn’t right here, I know, and I clutch my sweatshirt jacket closer to my body as I walk back down the dock. There is some terrible squeezing beneath my breastbone, near my heart, in that place where we feel all loss, both imminent and actual. I listen again for Ian’s voice, maybe laughing with Jack Long or with the other software guy on the dock, Josh Harban, who lives with his quiet wife. Maybe he’s helping a neighbor with a fixing-type problem. Something is always breaking down on one houseboat or another. But the stories I’m using to fill in the blank space are becoming more and more far-fetched. Ian’s not very social with our neighbors. He’s polite, always, even to the point of primness. He takes pride in his good manners. But he’s not willingly the stop-by-and-chat sort. And he wouldn’t be anyone’s choice to help with a repair. Jack Long is the one who fixes things around here. We have a hammer and a screwdriver for hanging pictures, and that’s about it. They’re a part of the small, orderly tool set that Mary gave Ian one Father’s Day, which folds open to reveal an indented place for each object. That set has barely been touched. I did use the measuring tape once, to buy a correctly sized rug.

I stop by Jack and Maggie Long’s place. Ian is friendliest with them, of all the neighbors. Jack works near Ian, and they sometimes drive in together. Everyone is friendly with Jack and Maggie, though. They’ve lived on the dock longer than all of us, and so they’re Dock Mom and Dad, Mayor and Mrs. Mayor of Fairview Moorings. They were the ones cooking bacon that morning, I can tell now, even hours later. Their house still smells of it when Maggie opens the door.

“Dani!” Maggie’s got her pink polo shirt on and a pair of jeans shorts that show her thick, sturdy legs. Their cat, Lulu, slips past me and escapes out the door.

“Hey, Maggie. I was wondering if you’ve seen Ian.”

“Ian?” She scrunches up her face. “No. We’ve been inside all morning. You okay? You’re worried.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing. I just can’t find him.”

“Aw.” She waves her hand in the air, pushing away my concern. For all she knows, I might be one of those nervous wives who fret when their husbands drift toward the food table at a party. I am not one of those nervous wives.

“His car is still in its spot. He’s not answering his phone.…”

“He’s probably having a little guy time, right?” Maggie says. Jack—now, he would like guy time, football-buddy time, slog-back-a-beer-and-talk-about-wide-receivers time, but not Ian. I don’t think Ian even knows what a wide receiver is. I can hear the TV on in Jack and Maggie’s living room, a baseball game by the sound of it. “You want to come in?” Maggie steps aside in invitation. On the houseboat docks, this is what you do. You go into one another’s houses; you visit. Someone is always heading in or out of someone else’s place, carrying a bottle of wine for an impromptu dinner or a plate of fresh-baked cookies. Ian and I, we sort of stick to ourselves. The neighbors probably think we’re snobs, but we’re mostly just quiet people. Ian had done all that, the neighborhood parties, back with Mary in the suburbs.

No, Ian likes being home. When he’s mad, though, he can get punishing. Not answering his phone. Snippy retorts. Hard, icy shoulders turned away from me.

“Thanks, but I think I’ll head back.”

“One time Jack got pissed at me and walked all the way to his brother’s place in Kirkland. Across the floating bridge! I didn’t hear from him for two days. I almost called the police. Wait a sec. Hey, honey?” she shouts. “Have you seen Ian around?”

“What?” The baseball noise dims incrementally.

“Have you seen Ian, from next door?”

“Not since yesterday.” The volume rises again.

“You guys looked great last night,” Maggie says. “Some party?”

“Ian’s work.”

“You guys moved in, and I said, ‘Now, that’s a beautiful couple.’ ”

“That’s very kind.”

“I could never get my ass into a dress like that!”

“I don’t think mine was all the way in, either.” I smile.

“My husband stopped looking at me like that twenty years ago.”

I laugh. “Oh, I’m sure that’s not true.”

“He’ll turn up,” Maggie says.

But he doesn’t turn up.

I call Nathan, who says that he hasn’t seen Ian since last night. I call Bethy and Kristen, his daughters, who both seem to find it amusing that I can’t locate him. He’s probably at the movies. Maybe he took a trip. I stop at old Joe Grayson’s to ask if he’s seen Ian around, but no. I consider calling Ian’s sister, Olivia, who lives in Kirkland. I try to imagine Ian walking across the floating bridge to his sister’s house, same as Jack, but I can’t see it, Ian in his nice, expensive shoes, the back of his sports jacket flapping in the gust of passing cars. I think about calling Mary’s house, speaking to Mary. I imagine this, too. I’ve lost our husband, I would have to say. She kept him in fine shape all those years, and look what happens now that he’s in my hands.

And what if it goes like this? I make that humiliating call. Mary answers. She says, Oh, he’s right here, but he doesn’t want to talk to you. He’s relaxing in their family room, in front of that huge, movie-theater-sized television that everyone has in the suburbs, sitting in the soft folds of the leather couch that everyone has, too. He’s eating fish crackers from an enormous Costco box, snacking on cut-up vegetables from an enormous Costco platter, and Mary simply hangs up her phone and resumes her rightful life.

I keep making trips down the dock, watching the street, looking at his car as if it has something to tell me. More than anything, I want to shout, Where are you! Where, goddamn it! I feel like screaming at him at the top of my lungs, though this is obviously a bad idea. First, it’s pointless; second, it would scare the poor kid bagging groceries at Pete’s. I’m sure he already thinks I’m a lunatic after watching me try to pick out a cereal.

Finally, I write a note. I tape it to the banister so Ian will see it when he walks in. Call me! I’m worried sick. Left to look for you! It’ll look crazy and slightly hysterical when he finds it, but who cares.

I grab my purse and clip Pollux to his leash. I stick him in the passenger seat of my own car, where he sits like a good boy and watches the streets intently for his own kind as I drive to BetterWorks. I look at those tall panes of glass and that metallic sheen and that curving sculpture outside on the lawn and wish, wish, wish, for Ian to turn a corner. Be there! Please!

My worry is turning into something more urgent now, bordering on panic as the afternoon turns dark. BetterWorks has high security; software companies in Seattle are all like that—employees wear important identifying badges around their necks and doors open only with the touch of a particular palm. You can’t even make the elevator work without swiping a certain pass in front of the red button. I thought it was funny the first time I saw it all. As if hidden behind those doors was the recipe for a nuclear bomb or an imminent cure for cancer. It reminded me of that old Willy Wonka movie, when the chocolate-factory spy sneaks in to obtain Gobstopper secrets. But now the security is maddening. I find the evening guard, and I have to wait outside while he checks Ian’s office. He seems
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