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For Eust







Without tenderness, we are in hell.

—Adrienne Rich

… to the past that never stops happening.

—Don DeLillo
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Monday, July 1, 2019

At the front door, I hesitate.

Ali is still in bed, and for a moment I wonder if I should go back into the house and ask her to join me for my run, as she does every morning. But if she’d wanted to, she could’ve set her alarm, right?

I’d slept in the guest bedroom last night, too angry to lie next to her. Even now, remembering the way she’d spent a huge portion of the evening sitting on the couch chatting and laughing with Jan at the party, I feel my throat tighten. We’d left early, after I’d feigned a headache and said I needed to get home. She’d known that I was faking it, of course, but maybe she also knew she’d gone too far this time and knew better than to argue in front of our friends. We’d fought the whole way home, my rage growing as she accused me of having a suspicious mind, swearing that she didn’t have the slightest interest in Jan and that I’d imagined the knowing looks that had passed between them all evening long.

We were a few streets away from home when she twisted in her seat to face me. “I’m so sick and tired of your jealousy, Samantha,” she said. “For fuck’s sake. I’m not your father. I’m allowed to talk to a friend at a party without you…”

“Enough.” My hand hit the steering wheel so hard, my nerves buzzed for a few seconds. “Enough with the gaslighting. This isn’t about me or my dad. It’s about you embarrassing me time and time again whenever we’re around Jan. You did this last time, too. Remember? No, Ali. Face it—you’re just a shameless flirt.”

I regretted my words almost immediately, but I was tired, and my head was hurting for real by now.

We rode the last two blocks home in silence. The streetlights were still out—two days ago a blown transformer had resulted in a power outage in many areas of Cleveland Heights, and our Cedar Lee neighborhood was still in the dark. Thank heavens Ali had insisted on installing a small generator last year so that at least our phones and the refrigerator were still working. Despite my anger, I was grateful for her foresight. As I turned into our driveway, Ali unlocked the car door before I’d even pulled all the way in, as if she couldn’t wait to get away from me. She was almost out of the car when she said, “I’m telling you, Sam, I’ve just about had it with your jealousy. This is your issue, not mine. So, deal with it.”

I stayed in the car until she let herself into the house. Already, I felt incredulous at how out of hand this fight had gotten. I knew Ali would walk over coals for me. No doubt in my mind. I knew I should let go of this tired, absurd argument. But I couldn’t. If I had noticed how close Ali had sat to Jan, how they’d giggled at jokes that excluded everyone else, how thirstily Jan’s eyes followed Ali across the room, then surely others had noticed also. The thought of our friends gossiping about us, maybe pitying me, made me see red.

I sat in the living room for an hour to keep out of Ali’s way, but the lines of the novel I was reading by candlelight kept blurring and I had to read them over and over again. Mostly, I kept tabs on the sounds coming from upstairs, where Ali was getting ready for bed. I listened as the sound of running water ceased and heard the creak of the floorboards outside our bedroom. I waited another fifteen minutes and when I was sure she’d gone to bed, I grabbed a flashlight and went upstairs. I was turning down the sheets of the guest bed when I heard her call my name. “Sam?” she said. “You coming to bed?”

God help me, relief and gratitude sparked in my heart. But then I remembered how she’d hugged Jan goodbye for a fraction longer than necessary when I’d approached them and declared it was time for us to leave, and I stood still, unsure of what to do.

“Sam? Will you come in here? Please?”

I made my way down the hall. “What?” I said, standing in the doorway of our bedroom. She had candles burning on the mantelpiece and I fought against the urge to tell her to extinguish them before she fell asleep.

I heard her fumble for the large flashlight on the bedside table. The sudden light made her dark hair glow. Her beautiful brown face looked small, and her nose was a telltale rust. As I watched, she sat up and leaned against the headboard. “Will you come to bed?” she whispered. She freed her left hand from under the covers and held it out toward me.

I felt myself soften almost immediately. I always did. From the day we’d met in grad school eight years ago, I’ve never had any defenses against Ali, especially when she beseeched me. But this time I thought, Not so fast. This time, I remembered what my therapist had said to me a few weeks ago—if you give in to her every time, Dr. Yates said, you’re simply rewarding her behavior. Ali was an incorrigible flirt, and she knew it hurt me terribly. And though it felt odd, I had to lay down some limits.

“I’m sleeping in the other room,” I mumbled, forcing myself to meet her eyes. “I told you, I have a headache.”

She made an indecipherable sound at the obvious lie. She was quiet for a moment, then slumped into the bed and switched off the flashlight. I stood in the sudden dark for a second and then made my way out of the room.

“Good night,” she called after me, but her tone said, Fuck you.

A strange sort of satisfaction gripped me as I went back to the guest bedroom. I had stood my ground and it felt good.

But my gratification was short-lived. Just as I was about to drift off to sleep, my phone pinged with an accusatory text from Ali. My heart sank at the ugliness of her message, and I responded angrily, too. We exchanged several more of such awful texts. But would you believe me if I told you that even while I was typing inflammatory things, some part of me knew that this was all performative, or rather, that we were merely playing roles that had been decided for us decades earlier? And that no matter what insults we hurled that night, nothing would really get in the way of our love for one another?

Because that’s how fucked up we are.

Now, I stand in the driveway wanting to leave behind last night’s ugliness, debating whether to go back in and wake her up for our daily morning run. Or, better yet, get into bed with her. We leave at three to pick up Sally and Maureen at the airport and we need to find our way back to one another before company arrives. Having guests over the July Fourth holiday is a shitty time to not be speaking to your spouse.

As I bend and retie my shoelaces, I decide: I don’t want to wake up Ali if she’s still asleep; she’s probably had as disturbed a sleep as I have. And I need to clear my head, rid it of the tangle of last night’s angry thoughts. A good, vigorous run, my body trembling with exhaustion and dripping with sweat, will do the trick.

It’s a beautiful morning in July, the mild morning sun filtering through the canopy of trees. The sight is so glorious that my immediate thought is, I wish Ali could see this. As if last night’s fight hadn’t happened. As if the faint sunshine is boring holes into the last of my resentment. This is what eight years of living with someone does to you. It messes with your head.

The birds are awake, sounding as self-important as college graduates on their way to convocation. The sunshine and my feet flying across the pavement are beginning to fill me with a liquid joy. I’ll have to do a shorter run today—Sal and Mo will be here for ten days, part of our annual July Fourth tradition, and Ali and I still have to clean the house and go grocery shopping. In the dim morning light, I notice a child’s lemonade stand on someone’s front porch. It will be hours before they set it up on the sidewalk. In any case, all I have on me is a credit card to pick up a loaf of bread from the Stone Oven bakery on my way back. When Ali drives past a lemonade stand, she will make a U-turn, if neccessary, to give the kids some cash. Selling lemonade in her old neighborhood in Columbus is one of her few pleasant memories of her childhood, back when her mother was still alive and her life had not turned to shit.

But also, that’s just who Ali is, kind to all living creatures. I think about the small graves in our backyard for the robins and squirrels and chipmunks she’s been unable to nurse back to health. I kid her about how every injured or sick animal finds its way to us, as if news of her kind nature spreads through some underground network shared by all the feathered and furry creatures in our Cleveland Heights neighborhood.

It’s one of the first things that drew me to her, actually, that kindness, that generosity. I remember how patient she was with me in the early days. I was attracted to Ali almost from the start, but I’d never been in a gay relationship before. Ali, on the other hand, had been dating women since she was fourteen, first keeping them a secret from her conservative Indian Muslim family and then, being openly defiant. I think those early years of battling her father have left their mark on her. After our first fight she told me flatly that she believed in freedom—total, uncompromising freedom. That she wouldn’t tolerate any restrictions on who she would love or be friendly with, not even from me. In the face of our ardor, it was easy to look past such a declaration. But over the years, my own shitty family history has battled with hers. Ali knows damn well that my proud Irish father taught me that keeping up appearances was the most important thing, to never tolerate public humiliation. And humiliation is exactly what I feel watching Ali flirt. I’ve told her that my earliest memory is of Dad punching a guy at the neighborhood bar because the man had made a joke at Dad’s expense. I was four, but I still remember the rage on his face, his sour, drunken breath as he staggered home with me in his arms, my timid mom cowering in the kitchen after taking one look at him.

I turn the corner and pick up my pace, as if merely thinking of my parents makes me want to run faster, as if I’m still trying to get away from my childhood. Which, I suppose, I am. Which, I suppose, we all are.

Ali, too. But she won’t acknowledge it. She has little self-awareness that her childhood has left her as damaged and reactive as mine has. I remember how once, just once, she’d told me that when she was growing up, the only brown kid on her street, the white kids used to tease her and call her ugly. Nobody in their right mind would call Ali ugly now. I’ve seen how people’s eyes light up around her. Still, that might explain her inveterate need to flirt, as if she is still trying to prove those white kids wrong. I try to remind myself of this every time we’re together with our friends. Sometimes, I succeed. Sometimes, like last night, I want to slap her silly.

A movement to my left catches my eye and as I turn my head I falter before I regain my balance. I’m running fast enough now that I’ve already passed the house, but my brain is still trying to make sense of what I had just seen: A naked man sitting cross-legged on a couch on his front porch, his pink flesh gleaming in the early morning light. As I process the surreal image, I realize that he was probably in his boxers or briefs but still, the sight of all that naked flesh is discombobulating. Hell, I won’t even go to my driveway in my nightclothes to get the daily paper—it’s one of the reasons I switched to the digital subscription last year—and here’s some oddball I don’t recognize sitting like the Buddha on his porch, with nary a thought about how he appears to others. Must be nice, this male privilege.

I head toward the park. I want to pause for a few minutes on the mulched path that circles Lower Shaker Lake; I want to hear the honks of the wild geese and maybe spot an egret on the placid water. The next ten days with our guests will be a blur—trips to Amish country and Niagara Falls. A Cleveland Orchestra holiday concert at the Blossom Music Center on July 3. The five of us—my friend Nathan will join us also—lying on our blankets, looking up at the fireworks that will follow the music. Today is my final chance for some solitude, to be alone among the trees and the summer sky coming down upon the water.

The houses get bigger, sitting back from the road. It’s even more quiet than usual, people taking off for the holiday week. There’s not another soul out, not even a car, and the only sound is that of the gossiping birds. I have run this route so many times in our three years in this neighborhood that some of the older dogs don’t even bark as I go past their homes. Ali and I used to run listening to music on our phones, but three months ago we decided to give up that distraction, too. Now, for an hour, we run unencumbered by the dings and whistles that announce the encroachments on our lives.

I see a white SUV coming down the street, the first moving vehicle I’ve seen this morning. The driver must’ve spotted me too, because the SUV suddenly swerves, as if avoiding an invisible dog crossing the street. The movement distracts me, and I forget to look for the rickety raised slab of sidewalk that Ali and I usually avoid, remember it only when my toe stubs against it and I feel the sudden, sharp pain that electrifies its way up my shin. And then I am falling, going down

down

down
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Monday, July 1

Once I realize that Sam has gone for a run without waking me up, I decide to forgo my own run. With company arriving this afternoon, God knows we have a ton of chores to do. I ask Alexa to play some R.E.M. while I vacuum the house and clean the bathrooms.

It’s only when I’m about to start on the half-bath on the first floor that I glance at the clock and realize it’s already nine o’clock. Where the hell is Sam? She should have been home a long time ago. Surely she isn’t still mad at me? It’s not like we haven’t had this fight before. In fact, it happens every damn time we’re hanging out with friends. Especially if Jan is around.

This is harsh, even for Sam and her famous Irish temper. First, sleeping in the guest room, then going for a run alone this morning? And now, staying out just to punish me, knowing damn well that we have to leave for the airport in a few hours.

I finish my task, then go to the kitchen and pour myself some cereal. I reach for my phone to call her before I remember that her phone is upstairs, on the bedside table in the guest bedroom.

I take two bites of the cereal before I set the spoon down. My head still feels a bit woozy from drinking last night. We’d left before they’d served dinner. I’d had a pretty good buzz going and honestly, I don’t remember whether I’d flirted with Jan or not. Maybe I did. The fact is, Sam has become almost unbearably possessive. And the worst thing anyone can do is try and control me. It makes me see red like few other things can. Spend the first seventeen years of your life under the thumb of a controlling Muslim father (“Aliya, that’s not ladylike;” “Aliya, no talking to the boys,” “Aliya, in our family we don’t believe in sleepovers or slumber parties”) and you develop an unquenchable thirst for freedom. Sam and I are both doomed to keep acting out our childhood shit until one of us gets tired of it. She thinks I’m clueless about the effect of my childhood on our relationship, but I’m not.

The doorbell rings and my heart leaps. She probably forgot the house key in her haste to leave this morning, before I could wake up and join her. As I make my way to the front door, I resolve to make up with her as soon as she walks in. Sally and Mo are going to be here soon. What’re we going to do, pout and give each other the silent treatment in front of our old grad school friends? This time, I’ll swallow my pride and resentment. That’s the great thing about Sam—no matter how angry she might be, she seldom spurns my overtures to make up. Which is why last night was such a shock.

I fling open the door, my face already breaking into a smile. There’s no one there. I look down and there’s a small brown Amazon box on the porch. Even as I bend to retrieve it, I feel a crushing sense of disappointment. Fuck. Where is she? I look up and down the street before I shut the door. No sign of Samantha.

The parcel has her name on it, and I leave it on the hallway table. Back in the kitchen, I eye my phone, then pick it up and dial the Stone Oven. “Can I speak to Tatyana?” I say when a man answers.

“Hello?” Tatyana says, a moment later.

“Hey, Tats, it’s Ali,” I say. “Sorry to disturb you. It sounds like it’s crazy busy in there.”

“It is,” she says. “What’s up?”

“Samantha left her phone at home, and I need to reach her. She was going to stop in and buy some bread. She’s not there by any chance, is she?”

“Nope. Haven’t seen her yet.”

I bite my lower lip. A cyclone of competing emotions is gathering in my chest. Anger. Worry. Fear that I’ve finally driven Sam away forever. “Huh,” I say. “And you’ve been there all morning?”

“Sure have.” I hear her talking to someone. “Nope. John hasn’t seen her yet either. Want me to take a message for when she comes in?”

“Oh, that’s okay,” I say hastily, wanting to get off the phone. “I have a feeling she’s on her way home.”

“Okey-doke. Happy Fourth.”

“Happy Fourth.”

I eye the bowl of uneaten cereal and pour the soggy mess down the disposal. I rinse the dish by hand. Washing dishes is meditative for me and I’m not the meditative kind. The few times I’d allowed Sam to drag me to yoga—in the early days at the University of Michigan, when I was so head over heels with her that I would’ve followed her through the gates of hell—I’d promptly fallen asleep during that relaxation thing they do at the end. The memory of this, how Sam would poke me in the ribs to keep me from snoring, how we’d giggle all the way home and tumble into the shower together, brings tears to my eyes. This is what bugs me the most about her insane jealousy—that after eight years of faithfulness, of being devoted to her, she still doesn’t trust me.

Eight years of faithfulness.

Almost eight years of faithfulness.

Eight years of almost faithfulness.

Anyway.

I glance at the microwave clock. It’s 9:58 a.m. That’s it, I’m going to go look for her. Why the hell didn’t I do this an hour ago? I race up the stairs to change into my shorts.

Sam’s phone rings in the guest bedroom and I rush to get to it, not even stopping to wonder why she’d call her phone and not mine.

“Sam?” I yell.

A short pause. “Um, no. It’s me. Nathan.”

“Oh, hi.” I can hear the cold disappointment in my voice, and I know he’ll hear it, too. I feel a flash of regret. Nathan is so damn sensitive. Like Sam, he is a poet, so I guess it comes with the territory. “Sorry,” I say. “What’s up, bud?”

“Aha. I was just wondering if you girls need me to pick up anything from Zagara’s? I know it’s a busy day for you.”

“Thanks,” I say. He’s thoughtful like that, Nathan. I hesitate. “Actually, I’m about to get in my car and go looking for Sam. She went for a run this morning and isn’t back yet.”

Nathan chuckles. “That sounds like Sam. She’s probably at Bremec, buying more plants.”

Despite myself, I smile, too. Then, I frown. “But her car’s here. So, she couldn’t be buying plants. Right?”

“Oh. Right. Want me to go with you?”

“You’re not at the library today?”

“It’s my day off.”

I think quickly. “You know what? I’ll take you up on your offer to go grocery shopping. And I’ll go look for her.”

“Whatever you need,” he says, in that quiet, reliable manner of his. “Any other errands you need me to run?”

“Yeah, no, I think we’re good. But thanks. So, if you’d pick up some good bread and a bottle of olive oil? Oh and some cereal. I’ll text you a picture of the kind we use. I’ll leave the cash on the counter for you.”

“Ali. Please. I’ll just put it on my credit card. Besides, I owe Sam money for the plants she picked up for me last week from Chesterland.”

I feel a spurt of envy. I own an interior design business and have no other hobbies. Sam works hard, too, staying up late at night grading her students’ poems, writing pages of critiques. But her schedule is so much more flexible than mine and she spends hours working in the garden. She and Nathan are forever discussing plants and pH levels and whether humus is better than mulch. He’s over almost every Saturday, and while I’m cooking dinner for the three of us, they work on the vegetable garden and the flower beds, their fair heads bent close together. And not once, not once, have I been jealous of their friendship or accused her of having an affair with him. I catch myself and smile ruefully. I’m leaving out an important detail here. We’re close to certain that Nathan’s gay. We’ve never seen him with a girlfriend.

“Hello? Ali?”

“Yeah. I’m here. I’ll leave the kitchen door unlocked. If I’m not back by the time you get here, just leave everything on the counter?”

“Of course.”

“Bye, honey. You want to come for supper tonight? After Sally and Mo get here?”

“Nah. You get some girl time tonight. I’ll see you on the third.”

“You’re one of the girls, you know,” I tease.

I grab the car keys and head out. I drive slowly along our usual running route, remembering the time Gin Blossom had escaped a week after we’d moved to Cleveland Heights three summers ago. But looking for a runaway cat is a little different than searching for my wife. I feel self-conscious as I drive. If the roles were reversed, I know I’d accuse Sam of spying on me, of distrusting me. Thankfully, she doesn’t share my hang-ups. If I know her, she’ll be thrilled that I went looking for her.

As I drive along Stratford, the houses and front lawns get bigger. Surely Sam would’ve finished her run a long time ago? Even if she ran into a friend and went for coffee, wouldn’t she use their phone to let me know? But she was furious last night. And we had texted some pretty shitty things to one another. Could she have… left me? A lump forms in my throat.

Nah. Sam is the kindest person I know. She’d never dump me on the day that two of our closest friends were coming for their annual trip. But then I have a heart-stopping thought—maybe this is exactly what Sam would do. Leave when Sal and Mo would be around to take care of me, nurse me through the first awful days. Panic flutters like a leaf in my chest.

Aliya, I chastise myself. Get a grip. It was just a stupid fight. Sam’s not going to leave you over this. Relax. Focus. Who should you call? Where would she have gone?

The ER. The words drop into my head. Oh God. Sam could have been hit by a bike or a car. Probably when she was crossing North Park. People speed there all the time. And if she was preoccupied by last night’s fight…

I pull over. Breathe, I say to myself. Breathe. She’s okay. She’s fine. But if she were okay, why wouldn’t she have had the nurses call me? She’d know I would be worried. I make a bargain with myself—if she’s fine, I won’t ever flirt with another woman again. Because Samantha is my everything, and here I am fighting an old, juvenile battle, valuing some tired old belief about absolute freedom over a flesh-and-blood partner. Sam is my family, the only family I truly have. When did I turn her into my father, my loving but bullheaded Abba?

And then, as I do during moments of great distress, I send up an atheist’s prayer: Yah, Allah. Please, Allah. Let her be all right.

I call the Cleveland Clinic ER first. I’m on hold. Then, someone picks up, but the connection is so bad that I hang up in frustration. I call back. Still, it’s several minutes before I get a direct answer: She’s not there. Next, University Hospitals. Not there, either. Where else? And then I remember—MetroHealth has opened a small ER at Severance. Of course. That would have been the closest place for an ambulance to rush her to.

She isn’t there either. The pounding in my heart slows down. Sam isn’t in trouble. She wasn’t injured and taken to an emergency room. Then, I have another thought and drive toward Lower Shaker Lake. Maybe she fell on one of the trails and couldn’t call for help? Even though I know how implausible this is—the park that circles the lake is always busy, and someone would’ve found her—I pull into the small lot and take the path that goes from North Park Blvd. to South Park Blvd., our usual route. It is a spectacularly beautiful morning. Usually, we’d pause for a moment, jogging in place while we admired the shimmering water, the dark branches of the trees against the lake. Today, I run the trail as quickly as I can, casting about for any signs of Samantha. There are none. When I get back into the car and touch the steering wheel, my hands are slick with sweat. I turn back. Please let her be at home, I pray. Please.

Gin Blossom is waiting for me by the back door. Nathan has left the French bread and olive oil on the kitchen counter. I sweep through the living room and the sunroom and then go to the bottom of the stairs.

“Babe?” I called. “Sam? You home?”

No reply. A crushing, deflating disappointment makes my eyes sting. I’d so hoped she had come home. Whatever trick she’s playing, whatever this punishment, I’ve had enough. I am ready to cry uncle, to leave last night’s mess behind us and step into the full beauty of this brilliant day. Sal and Mo’s visit is something we look forward to each year, a tradition we’d started after we’d all finished grad school. I want Sam to come home and for us to make up before we leave for the airport. I want us to bring our friends home, and later grill the steaks I’d bought yesterday—thank God for the generator we’d bought last year—and open the first of the many bottles of wine we’ll consume over the next few days. I want to hear about the latest exploits of Sally’s husband, Tony, who is an agent in Hollywood, and have Mo, who is a therapist, regale us with stories about some of her crazier clients in Riverside, California. I close my business during this time each year, as we try to recreate the youthful carefreeness of our time together in Ann Arbor.

I glance at my watch. It’s 12:30 p.m.

When the fear hits, it’s a physical, painful thing. I’d fretted while I’d called the local hospitals, worried that Sam was injured. But this fear is different—it lands heavy, like a physical blow. Something is wrong, I think. Sam is somewhere injured. But why isn’t she at any of the local hospitals? Could she be lying somewhere, unseen and unheard by passersby? Could she have taken a shortcut through someone’s yard, say?

I shake my head at the ridiculousness of the thought. Why would Sam trespass in someone’s yard? It doesn’t make any sense.

I lean against the wall as I work out the math. We begin our run between six and six-thirty each morning. Even if she had left late, she has been gone for six hours. Six hours. What the hell was I thinking? How could I have possibly thought this was normal?

I fish out my phone and text both Sal and Mo, who are flying in together, due in at three. Something’s come up, I write. Nothing serious, but unable to pick you up. So sorry. Will you take a cab from the airport? See you soon.

I walk back into the living room and sit on the leather couch we’d bought last Thanksgiving. Sam had picked a less expensive one, but I’d convinced her that the classy, simple design of this piece justified the extra money. As I rub my hand over the soft material, a hole opens up in my heart. I am more scared than I’ve ever been in my life. Even more so than the morning when I was ten and Abba had gently shaken me awake to tell me that Mummy had died. More so than when I was twelve and our neighbor, Mrs. Harris, had served me pork for dinner, and I hadn’t known how to refuse. I’d moved in briefly with Mrs. Harris when Abba had gone to India to marry a woman his older sister had found for him. He’d returned with Yasmin, an unworldly woman, so different than my soft-spoken, cultured mother, it felt as if Abba had gone out of his way to erase her memory. It was Yasmin who, when I was fourteen, had discovered me naked in bed with Betsy Lambert, who also lived in our Upper Arlington neighborhood. I can still hear Yasmin’s hysterical shrieks. After she told my father that evening, Abba had said that Allah would never forgive me for this degenerate behavior, that maybe He’d taken Mummy prematurely to spare her this horror. The tears had come to my eyes immediately, but even then, I’d known that he hadn’t meant those words, that despite his genuine shock, some of his outrage was simply to appease Yasmin. He’d come to my bedroom the next day and apologized for his words, but not for his belief that what I’d done was a sin. And I was never allowed to have Betsy over again. From that day on, Abba and I were at odds with one another. I’d graduated from high school at seventeen and fled for the safety of Smith College as soon as I could. So, this life that I’ve built with Sam was never preordained or promised to me.

Now, I look around our comfortable living room as I consider my next move. I detest people who are alarmist; some part of me is still looking for a simple, plausible explanation for Sam’s absence, something that will make me want to kiss her and smack her at the exact same moment when she walks in the front door. Like, she ran into a friend and decided to go to the West Side Market to pick up those cream buns that Mo always wants when she visits and completely lost track of time. Sam is truly an absent-minded professor; it’s not impossible to imagine such a benign scenario. But the heaviness in my heart doesn’t lift.

I google the nonemergency number for the Cleveland Heights police. As the phone rings, I feel relief, a rare sense of having put down my burden into someone else’s competent, capable hands.

But then I remember that the police don’t consider a person missing until they’re a no-show for forty-eight hours. I hang up before anyone answers the phone.
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Monday, July 1

It’s after four when the cab pulls up. Mo bounds out first, with Sally following. I hurry to grab their suitcases from them. As always, they’ve packed far too much.

We stand in the driveway, hugging and grinning at one another. “You look great, Ali,” Sally says. “The hair’s even shorter than usual, I see.”

I run my hand absently over my head. “Just got it cut last week.”

Mo looks around. “Where’s Sam?”

I blink at her stupidly. “Let’s get out of the sun,” I say.

Habit makes me hit the light switch in the living room as we walk in. Then, I remember. “Sorry. The power’s out. It’s been three days already. But we have lanterns and candles and flashlights, and the nights have been cool, thank God.”

“No worries,” Mo says, looking around.

“Nice couch,” Sally says. “Sam had mentioned you guys had been furniture shopping.”

“Yeah, we almost killed each other trying to agree on something we both liked,” I say. I smile, but suddenly the heaviness is back, coupled with the shame of having to tell them about what all has transpired since that ridiculous fight last night. I feel a spurt of anger at Sam for putting me in this awkward position.

“You said something had come up, why you couldn’t pick us up. Not that we mind,” Mo says. “We’ve been telling you guys for years to let us take a cab from the airport.”

I’m only half listening, trying to frame exactly how I’ll explain Samantha’s absence, when I hear myself say, “Sam’s gone.”

“What time will she be back?” Sally says.

I swallow. “She’s… left. I don’t know where she’s gone. We… we had a stupid fight last night. And she was really mad. She slept in the guest bedroom.” A thought occurs to me. “But I changed the sheets this afternoon. Don’t worry.”

They are looking at me like I’m crazy and I suppose I am, worrying about dirty linen after what I’ve just laid on them. “I don’t follow,” Sally says finally. “Like, she just stormed out or something?”

I sit down heavily, and they take their seats across from me. “No. I think she went for a run this morning. Her running shoes and pedometer are gone. She didn’t wake me up. She just left me sleeping.” Those words she just left me make my eyes fill with tears. Sally and Mo look as shocked as I feel—in our years of friendship, they have never seen me cry.

“Hey, Al, Ali.” Sally comes to sit beside me, puts her arm around me. “It’s just a lover’s tiff, girl. I mean, God, if you knew how many times I’ve stormed off after a fight with Tony. Sam will be back.” She pretends to scowl. “She damn well better. She knows we’re here.”

But that’s just it, I want to say. The fact that Sam has decided to punish me this particular week tells me that this was no ordinary quarrel. She’s left you, a mocking voice in my head says. You’ve acted as if the right to flirt was some goddamn constitutional right and now it’s her turn to humiliate you.

I turn to Maureen. She’s a therapist and the pragmatic one. “Mo?”

“Let’s call the local hospitals,” she says. “What if, God forbid, she was in an accident or something?”

“I called every ER in the area. She’s not in any of them.”

She gets up, paces a bit. “Let’s call again,” she says. “They may have brought her in later.”

I give each of them an ER to call. I speak to the same woman at the Cleveland Clinic. Just as I’m about to hang up, she says, “And you called the Metro ER downtown, honey?”

MetroHealth is the county hospital, at least seven miles away from our leafy suburb. Why would they take Sam there?

“They have a burn unit there,” she continues. “You never know.”

I shiver as I call Metro. And am thankful when they say there’s no patient by that name. For good measure, I call Ahuja’s ER, even though it is miles away from us in the opposite direction.

Mo looks rueful when we all reconvene in the kitchen. “Well, that was a waste of time,” she says. “Although I guess that’s a good thing she’s not injured.”

We fall silent. Sally says, “We should call the cops?”

“I can just see Sam coming home and being mortified that I’d turned this into a federal case,” I say. “Besides, in Ohio a person has to be missing for at least forty-eight hours before the cops will even consider them missing.”

“Huh. I didn’t know that,” Mo says. “It’s different from state to state, I guess.”

“Toto, you’re not in California anymore,” I say.

“I keep telling you guys, you need to move closer to us in California. The way everything is going, I want all my ducklings close to me.”

Mo is a strange combo of drill sergeant and earth mother. We’ve been fast friends from the time we took a class together in our first year of grad school. The first day she wore a Pepto-Bismol pink jumper and Birkenstocks and a bead necklace. I am suddenly grateful that Sally and Mo are here.

“Sam and I should’ve moved out West after grad school,” I say. “Now, my business is established, you know? And Sam is on the tenure track at Cleveland State. Makes it difficult to pick up and go.”

“I understand,” Mo says. “Well, it’s past five. What do you want to do?”

I’m sick with worry but my hospitality kicks in. “You guys must be hungry. Would you like some wine and cheese?”

But Mo isn’t having it. “What do you want to do, Ali?” she asks.

I meet her eyes. What I want to do is to go looking for Sam again. Maybe go door to door, asking if anyone on our street has seen her. But I’m conflicted. Sam will never forgive me if she comes home and knows that I’ve involved the neighbors in our stupid tiff.

“Ali?” Sally says.

“I don’t know. Wait for her, I guess.”

“You sure?”

“I think so.” Although my stomach is burning with fear and dread.

“You don’t want to go looking for her?”

“I don’t know where to look any more. I’ve already driven and checked out our usual path.”

As we stare at each other, I come to a decision. Sally and Mo have been traveling most of the day. They’ve got to be exhausted and hungry. “Why don’t you guys go change?” I say. “Take a shower if you want to. You know where the towels are.”

“So, we’re staying in tonight?”

“Yes.”

While they are upstairs, I call Annie Fitzgerald, Sam’s colleague who lives in Lakewood. She and Sam are close to one another, and I’m so grateful that she always has Sam’s back. “Hi, Annie?” I say when she answers. “It’s Ali.”

“Hey, girl,” she says. “Long time no see. How are you?”

“I’m okay. Hey, listen. I was calling to ask if you’ve heard from Sam by any chance?”

“Yup. She called on Saturday. We were both complaining about our committee assignments for the fall.”

I bite my lip. “So, you haven’t heard from her today?”

“Today? No. Why? Was I supposed to call her or something? I’ve been so forgetful recently that…”

“No, no. Nothing like that. I…” I freeze, not knowing what to say. “I was just waiting for her on dinner and—oh, I just remembered. She was going to stop at another friend’s house. My bad. Sorry to bother you.”

“No problem. And you’re doing fine?”

“I’m great,” I say, desperate to get off the phone. “Shit. I have another call coming in.”

“No worries. See you.”

I call Bremec Garden Center for the hell of it. Sam has not been there all day. I call our friend Lucy, who is in her seventies and takes care of her older brother. She lives a few streets down and Sam mows her yard for her. But Lucy has not seen her since last week. I hear Sally and Mo moving upstairs and know that they’ll be down in a few minutes. I go to the kitchen, and arrange a platter of cheese and crackers, trying to control the confusion that I feel. I wash some grapes and put them in a bowl. I take out a bottle of pinot grigio from the fridge.

“Listen, I’m sorry, I bought steaks but I just don’t feel like cooking today,” I say when they join me in the kitchen. “I was thinking we could order in? Whatever you guys would like. Indian? Thai? Turkish? Chinese?”

Mo’s eyes wander past the kitchen to Samantha’s vegetable garden in the backyard. “Tell you what,” she said. “Your basil looks great. How about we make pesto for dinner tonight?”

Sally nods. “Yum.”

“Are you sure?”

“That’s settled then,” Mo says. “But let’s start on the wine first. I want to be sloshed by the time Samantha walks in through that door.”

Amen, I think. Amen.

Mo’s confidence is infectious. By the time I’ve finished my first glass of wine, I’m sure that Sam will be home in time for dinner.

With every hour that goes by without Sam coming home, I drink some more.

I don’t mean to get drunk, but I do.

It’s only after I’ve gone up to my bedroom that night that it occurs to me: Sam and I share a credit card. I open the Citibank app on my phone and check for any purchases she’s made today. I half expect to see a one-way ticket to Ireland or Iowa. But the card has not been used. Sam has taken her other credit card with her, but I don’t know her password.

I throw myself in bed and sob into the pillow. If this is my punishment for an hour of flirtatious behavior, Sam has punished me ten times over.
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Tuesday, July 2

I wake up before my alarm goes off, a dull throb in my head. Consciousness seeps into my head in strips, like the ribbons of sunlight on the wall—I remember that Sally and Mo are here and that we’d consumed too much wine last night. I nearly smile at the memory, then remember that Sam hadn’t come home. The heaviness returns and I feel flattened, pinned to my bed, eyes wide open as I stare at the ceiling.

I roll over to my side and turn on the bedside table lamp. Nothing happens. The damn power is still off. The conviction that something is wrong is growing inside me. Sam wouldn’t ever stay out all night long, not even if she were furious at me, not even if she were breaking up with me, and certainly not when our best friends are in town. If Sam is capable of such cruelty, then the last eight years of my life with her have been a sham and I don’t know her at all. I know Sam as intimately as I know my own self, and I know that she is not staying away deliberately. If she has not suffered an injury that would’ve taken her to a nearby hospital, then something else—something terrible—has happened.

The last thought makes me sit up. The amorphous uneasiness I’ve been feeling since yesterday morning is now replaced by a dreadful conviction that I am right. Why
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