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For the women who learned

to live without him,

and the men who, in the end,

found their way back.

"The thing about a Maine winter is that it does not, by any external indicator, ask you whether you are ready for it."

— Anonymous

"There are some men a woman does not stop loving. She only stops waiting."

— Anonymous
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The Wednesday Before Christmas

Day One

Margot Kavanagh is closing the small specific careful storefront of Kavanagh Flowers at 4:48 PM on the Wednesday before Christmas, in the small coastal Maine town of Port Mariah, with the small specific particular quality of a forty-two-year-old florist who has, in the past two years since her divorce, organized her small specific particular professional life around the small specific quality of being the kind of florist whose Wednesday-before-Christmas is, by every external indicator, finished by 5 PM and whose evening, by the same external indicators, is going to be spent in the small specific careful kitchen of the small specific careful Cape on Spruce Lane she has, in the past two years, in fact bought back from her ex-husband.

She is alone in the shop.

She has, in the past forty-eight minutes, by the small specific careful quality of having ten orders out and three walk-ins absorbed, in fact, by every small specific careful measure, finished the small specific careful day three days before Christmas the small specific careful way she has, in the past two years, in fact preferred to finish a small specific careful day three days before Christmas: with the small specific careful inventory recount done and the small specific careful next-day delivery list confirmed and the small specific careful greenhouse heater set to its overnight small specific careful temperature and the small specific careful front-door bell at the small specific careful threshold of producing the small specific careful end-of-day note Margot has, in two years of being the owner of Kavanagh Flowers, in fact preferred to hear it produce.

The bell rings at 4:51 PM.

Margot, in the small specific careful back office with the small specific careful inventory ledger open on the small specific careful desk, says without looking up: "We close in nine minutes. If you need a Christmas arrangement, I can do you a small one. If you need a Christmas arrangement for tomorrow morning, you would have needed to call yesterday."

A voice from the front of the shop, low, says: "Margot."

Margot Kavanagh, in the small specific careful back office at 4:51 PM on the Wednesday before Christmas in the small specific careful coastal Maine town of Port Mariah, hears the voice.

She does not, in the moment of hearing it, look up.

She does not look up because, by the small specific careful quality of the past seven years of her life, the small specific careful voice that has just said her name from the front of the small specific careful shop is the small specific careful voice she has, in those seven years, by every small specific careful measure of who she has been doing the small specific careful work of becoming, in fact organized her entire small specific careful adult life around no longer expecting to hear.

She does not, in the moment of hearing it, allow herself to assume the small specific careful voice is, in fact, the small specific careful voice.

She finishes the small specific careful entry in the small specific careful inventory ledger.

She closes the small specific careful ledger.

She walks to the small specific careful doorway between the small specific careful back office and the small specific careful main floor of the shop.

She looks up.

* * *
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The man at the front of the shop is Cal Kavanagh.

He is forty-six. He is wearing a dark canvas barn jacket Margot has not, in the past seven years, ever seen him wear. He is wearing dark canvas pants and dark boots that are, by every external indicator of how the boots have been worn, the small specific careful boots of a man who has, in the past several months, in fact been walking through the small specific careful kind of terrain that the small specific careful boots are, in fact, the small specific careful boots for. He is carrying a small specific careful canvas duffel bag in his left hand. The duffel is, by every external indicator of the small specific careful way it has been packed, the duffel of a man who is, by the small specific careful arithmetic of what he is carrying, traveling with everything he in fact owns.

He is the small specific careful man Margot Kavanagh married in a small specific careful Vermont meadow in the small specific careful summer of 2014.

He is the small specific careful man who left her, in the small specific careful summer of 2018, for the small specific careful war-journalism assignment in the small specific careful country of Yemen that he had, in the small specific careful months between January and June of 2018, by the small specific careful escalation of small specific careful conversations they did not, by the small specific careful quality of those conversations, in fact resolve, in fact, by his own decision, accepted.

He is the small specific careful man who was declared, by the small specific careful US State Department, in the small specific careful third week of October 2021, missing and presumed dead, after the small specific careful incident in the small specific careful village outside the small specific careful city of Aden that the small specific careful subsequent reporting did not, in fact, by any small specific careful subsequent inquiry Margot had, in the years after, in fact made, in any version of the available record, in fact resolve.

He is the small specific careful man Margot Kavanagh has, in the past four years and two months since the small specific careful State Department declaration, by every small specific careful measure of who she has been doing the small specific careful work of becoming, in fact accepted as the small specific careful man she had, in fact, lost.

He is standing in the small specific careful front of the small specific careful Kavanagh Flowers on the small specific careful Wednesday before Christmas at 4:51 PM, with the small specific careful canvas duffel in his left hand, looking at her.

"Margot."

Margot Kavanagh is, in the small specific careful doorway between the small specific careful back office and the small specific careful main floor of the shop, very still.

"Cal."

"Margot."

"Cal. You are not dead."

"Margot."

"Cal. The US State Department, in the small specific careful third week of October 2021, four years and two months ago, declared you missing and presumed dead. The small specific careful memorial service at the small specific careful Presbyterian church on Front Street was on the small specific careful first Saturday of December of that year. The small specific careful headstone in the small specific careful cemetery on the small specific careful east side of the harbor was set in the small specific careful spring of 2022. The small specific careful divorce I in fact obtained, by the small specific careful application of the small specific careful Maine statute that permits the small specific careful surviving spouse to in fact obtain a small specific careful divorce by the small specific careful affidavit of the small specific careful State Department’s small specific careful declaration, was finalized in the small specific careful month of June of 2023. The small specific careful house on Spruce Lane that I in fact bought back from your small specific careful estate was closed in the small specific careful month of August of that year."

"Margot."

"Cal. I am, by every small specific careful indicator of the small specific careful past four years and two months, the small specific careful woman who in fact buried you."

"Margot."

"Cal. You are not dead."

"Margot. No. I am not dead."

She looks at him.

She looks at him for a long moment.

The small specific careful clock on the small specific careful wall above the small specific careful register reads 4:52 PM.

"Cal."

"Yes."

"Where have you been."

"Margot."

"Cal. Where have you been for seven years."

"Margot. I cannot, in this room, in this moment, in any small specific careful version of the next several minutes, tell you."

"Cal."

"Margot. I am asking you for three weeks. I am asking you for the small specific careful conditions of three weeks of being permitted to be in the small specific careful town of Port Mariah, in some small specific careful configuration of your own choosing, in the small specific careful conditions of which I can, by the small specific careful quality of the next several conversations the two of us are, by the small specific careful quality of those three weeks, in fact going to have, in fact, by the small specific careful quality of the end of those three weeks, in fact, be in a position to in fact tell you."

"Cal."

"Three weeks."

"Margot. Three weeks. After three weeks I will, by the small specific careful quality of certain small specific careful structural conditions that are, by the small specific careful arithmetic of who I am, in fact, the small specific careful structural conditions in which I am, by the small specific careful quality of who I am at the end of those three weeks, in fact going to have to in fact, in fact be the kind of man who has, by the small specific careful quality of the next twenty-one days, in fact, in some way, in fact resolved them, in fact, by the small specific careful quality of who you and I are, in fact, in fact be the man who is, in fact, in fact, in fact going to in fact have answered every small specific careful question you, by the small specific careful quality of those twenty-one days, in fact have."

"Cal."

"Margot."

"You are asking me for twenty-one days."

"I am asking you for twenty-one days."

"And then."

"Margot."

"And then what."

"Margot. And then, by the small specific careful quality of who I am at the end of the twenty-one days, you will, by the small specific careful quality of who you are at the end of the twenty-one days, in fact, by your own small specific careful decision, in fact decide what comes next."

Margot looks at him across the small specific careful main floor of Kavanagh Flowers at 4:54 PM on the small specific careful Wednesday before Christmas in the small specific careful coastal Maine town of Port Mariah.

She thinks: he is alive.

She thinks: he is alive and he has, by every small specific careful indicator of standing in this shop with a small specific careful duffel in his left hand at 4:54 PM on the small specific careful Wednesday before Christmas, in
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