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The taste of charcoal briquettes lined the inside of my mouth. It was chalky, almost sweet, but not in a good way. The charcoal’s texture was thick, pebbly tasting, and difficult to swallow. The sensation remained in my mouth and almost made me puke. 

I had just woken up after what seemed like days. Months, really, the time just flew by. Just like that, it was gone. My brain was resting after a lifetime of activity, dreams creeping in, only to disappear again. 

Body collapsed, exhaustion forcing me to nearly drift into another blackout, I inhaled quickly in order to stay conscious. Inhaling made my throat sore, the roughness scratching like sandpaper. 

In and out, my mind went black, only to resolve to faint lights with warped images. Nothing really resonated inside, the time lapse unknown in my current state. 

What day is it? 

Where am I?

My eyes opened wide. Dried and strained, they focused on the ceiling. The drop ceiling tiles multiplied in front of me, expanding outward, adding four times the amount. Growing larger and then shrinking in a fast instant, the tiles kept going in and out of focus until they became clear. The mineral fibers absorbed all the ambient noise that surrounded me. Not that it mattered in my case. I was as laid up as one could get.

After a rush of constant blinking, my vision came into focus. The ceiling was again normal. Water stains shaped like countries struck out against the plain white tiles. Italy was to my left. Thailand was to the right. The United States’ forty-eight, it was as if the South had actually won the Civil War and had relocated to Africa. Stretched across one of the corners in the room was a thin spider web. Part of it was unattached and blowing from the air conditioner vent. The cold air pushing out of the vent kissed my face, tickling my cheeks and making them numb. 

Looking around my environment, my body depressed in a slow, dragged out sigh. 

My tongue worked around my lips, licking the spots where my skin and lips met. The heavy, smoky flavor was all I needed to know to describe what happened the night before. My face began to crease from the burnt charcoal taste within. Caving in, it was a crushed aluminum can bending inward. It was as if someone punched me super hard, my face staying locked in its current position. 

The medical staff used the charcoal to absorb the toxins from the pills I had swallowed. All one hundred thirteen of them. In a single sitting, swallowing the enteric-coated pills until my vision faded. One by one by one, I had attempted to take my own life. It was a smorgasbord of poison with various colored pills. Some I had recognized. Others I had not. 

There was a bottle for sleeping disorders. There were various prescriptions for pain. One container was filled with Ativan. Another, filled with God knows what. I had no idea.  

It was the perfect cure for anxiety, pain, and seizures, for one low price. 

Who would have thought that that many pills could be found inside your neighbors’ medicine cabinets? Then again, who would have thought that amount of pills could be pumped out of a human body? Gastric lavage and activated charcoal, these were two procedures that I didn’t recommend. 

If you ever need an emergency antidote to combat the dangers of prescription drugs, consider the two-step process of gutting and then grilling your face. The stomach pump was to remove the pills. The charcoal was used as a poisoning antidote, to interrupt the circulation of drugs from the liver to the bile, back into the small intestine, and ending back into the liver. The process was called enterohepatic circulation. 

Coming to, I was greeted by a small, empty hospital room. A single bed surrounded by varying degrees of medical equipment. There was a heart monitor near my bed. An overbed table pushed off to the side. A cabinet filled with supplies. All the ingredients were present to revive the damaged soul of a person. 

The television hanging from above was turned off, an old tube unit sitting on a shelf that was bolted to the wall. The screen was dirty; it was covered in dust particles from not being turned on. 

The thick curtains were closed. Peeking in underneath and on the sides of the curtains’ fabric was a parking lot streetlight. The light from the tall post cast dark shadows into the room; the shadows creeped me out. They were monsters ready to attack, ready and willing to conquer under their master’s order. Whoever their master was, I wasn’t sure. 

Swallowing was difficult. There was a tightening in my throat each time I’d attempted. Harder and harder to bring the saliva up my esophagus, I could feel it start in the pit of my stomach. 

This was not my first attempt at suicide. No matter how hard I had tried, I could never fully succeed. Three fucking times was definitely not the charm.

My first attempt at offing myself happened about a year ago. My wife and I had begun to feel the effects of money shortfalls. 

I had lost my job when the economy crashed and had never really gotten back on track. Sure, there were a few part-time positions here and there. And one full-time job that was so out of my field I had to quit. But there was nothing that had brought in near the same salary, near the same satisfaction, of what I had been living with for years before. 

My wife, Maggie, had said that she understood. That working in a job that did not complement your skillset was difficult. Deep down, I knew my not being employed (or as Maggie had put it, sitting around) had still bothered her. She would often throw in sentences such as, “But every little bit helps,” and, “Maybe just stick it out for a while,” ending in, “Well, it’s your decision and I will support you nonetheless.”

She was just going through the motions at that point. This marked the beginning of the end for us. We were heading for a divorce. 

The truth was jobs were not that available in our hometown of Rock Island, Illinois. A stagnant population of just under forty thousand, with only a handful of big employers that could provide a decent living. The cost of living was low, but you would have to be in a position that paid well enough. Most of the residents in the area worked at John Deere and the Rock Island Arsenal. Neither of which seemed to ever be hiring. It was almost as if you had to know or be related to someone in order to get your foot in the door. Of course, generations upon generations handed these jobs down like relay runners passing the batons behind them. With so much history between the two organizations, getting a job at either of these places was equivalent to being born into the royal family. 

Me, I used to be the operations manager of a manufacturing company. Relative to the size of Deere and Arsenal, our company was small, a blip on their financial scope, a mere footnote in the conversation. But it was big for me, and it was what worked. That was, until I was let go. 

We specialized in packaging, various types of packaging and shipping methods. One of our contracts was with John Deere, so you could say that I was a bastard stepson of the prestigious royal family. I was more of a second cousin that hardly came around, one that never saw the photo ops or royal invites. 

I oversaw the plant workers at different locations around the area, who spent most of the days boxing items and getting them ready for shipment to wherever it was they were headed. Much of my time was dedicated to streamlining the process in order to cut costs. It took me several months to scheme up the process, paying particular attention to its destinations and what trucks needed to be loaded and at what times. Logistics wasn’t difficult; rather, you had to be on your game to know the shortest routes possible. You could say I was so good at my job that I cut my own salary out of the company. Shipped it out in a nicely packed container. Really, there wasn’t a need for me anymore. A win/lose situation.  

My job, my life, my marriage, they were all packaged and ready to be shipped out. And to be honest, I didn’t care anymore. To be frank, getting divorced was the only true thing I had looked forward to. 

Lying on the bed, my head facing the ceiling, I moved my eyes left to right, and screamed, “NO!” Clenching my teeth until my jaws hurt, bringing my voice down to a hush, I whisper-screamed, “FUCK YOU!” I had convinced myself that I had wanted to die this time. Deep down to the depths of my soul, I wished that I was dead. 

All the while, the chair shadow creature was lurking in silence, staring in my direction. 

The angled door monster sat mocking me. A malicious grin on its face, it could turn on me at any moment.

My body tightened until I turned bright red. Holding my breath in a weak attempt to suffocate, hopes of passing out to prevent my brain from picking back up again, my mind started racing. 

Through the half-closed blinds leading into an illuminated part of the hospital, two detectives were talking to a doctor. They were in mid-discussion ever since I had come to. The doctor was, on occasion, looking into my room while he continued to speak. 

Struggling on the bed, kicking my legs under the sheets, the jerking of my body like a possessed demon, I was vying for their attention. Whipping my head side to side, the air from the vent reminding me that I was alive and well, I screamed inside, my mouth wide open, stretching until my cheeks became sore. 

The officers looked serious, their bodies stiff and alert. Staring with intent into the doctor’s eyes, one of the policemen leaned in closer. A concerned look on his face, the detective nodded in agreement to whatever it was the doctor was discussing.

The window made it difficult to make out what they were saying. The light, reflecting off from the other side, made the men appear translucent. Squinting with a brave optimism that I could read their lips, I saw the policeman with the crew cut on the right side crane his neck toward me and then slowly return to the doctor. 

Leaning in closer to the door, my head pulling forward, a sharp pain ran up my spine and into the nape of my neck. My body tightened into a crunch, my abs flexing for the first time in years. The balls of my feet were blistering for some reason, as if I had been on them for days. The soreness caused me to straighten, and before I could readjust my body, the door opened.

Flipping the light switch, the doctor, wearing multi-colored scrubs and a white smock, entered with the officers in tow. The shadow demons, they disappeared into tangible objects. One became the sink faucet. Another transformed into the tissue paper box. In an instant, the monsters assumed their positions in the real world. Their master, so it seemed, signaled them to be calm. 

It only took a second for my eyes to adjust to the bright light. My brain was still disordered. My recollection, it was groggy to say the least. The three men came into focus as they approached me. 

“Mr. Richards,” the doctor said, his eyes scanning the paperwork on his clipboard, never making eye contact. Nodding his head, his lips curled downward. Skimming the chart before speaking again, he mouthed some words to himself. He then looked up, rejoining the conversation, and said, “I’m Doctor Wynn.” 

Dr. Wynn was a skinny Asian man, his hospital garb baggy off his legs. He was a middle-aged gentleman, mostly wrinkle-free with not much grey. He had a full head of hair. Crow’s feet branched out from his half-opened eyes when he spoke. I could tell that he laughed a lot. Other than that tiny flaw, he was well put together. 

I pegged him for having a trophy wife, brunette and much younger, and driving a convertible Mercedes-Benz. Aside from announcing that he was a doctor, his pickup line could have been, “If you go out with me, it would be a Wynn/Win.” And then a sparkling smile filled with whites. Who wouldn’t fall for this? Hell, I was beginning to fall in love with him. But that could just be the medication. 

Reading through my charts more in-depth, his lips moving slightly, he scanned the file and then re-addressed me. 

Tilting his head, he smiled, flashing his medical school teeth. “And how’re you feeling today?” His cadence was quick and with crisp enunciation. He displayed a charming politeness to his audience when he spoke.

Before I could answer, the doctor said, “You’re very lucky, Mr. Richards.”

Was I?

Tracing the words with his index finger, he said, “You swallowed a lot of pills.” He was lecturing me like a third grade teacher would do to one of her students—“Do you know what happens when you don’t finish your assignment?” I was waiting for him to put me in the corner, but I guess this was close enough. 

The officers stood stoic, hearing the diagnosis from the medical expert. Each was attentive for the most part, often looking down at the floor or around the room to inspect the potential sleeping monsters. 

Casual demeanor, reading the shorthand notes scribbled on the paper, Dr. Wynn gave an inappropriate smile. He said, “Over one hundred.”

One hundred thirteen to be exact.

He looked me in the eyes and said, “How do you feel?” The doctor was full of questions. For someone who was a supposed expert, he was definitely curious. “Does your throat hurt?” he said.

The large thirty-six gastrostomy tube that was jammed into my esophagus was, to be very thankful, lubricated. Just because I had tried to kill myself did not warrant a dry throat fuck. Leaning in toward me, he said, “You were administered two hundred milliliters of warm tap water on a repeated basis in order to be fully drained.” His crow’s feet, they branched out as he emphasized certain syllables. He said this as if this was an everyday occurrence, as if he saw attempted suicides all the time. 

A cop, the one with shaggier hair of the two, glanced at the doctor’s clipboard, squinting at the small lettering. The other, staring through me, stood statue still with his eyebrows lowered. He was thinking, or waiting his turn to speak, one of the two, or both. 

Dropping the clipboard down toward his waist, cupping it in his hand, Dr. Wynn said, “I recommend getting some rest. Your body blah! blah! blah! gone through some blah! blah! blah! and you’ll need some time to recover. And then we’ll have—”

The toll on my body caused me to almost crash out. My attention drifted with quick ambition with every other word the doctor said. I could hear the voices in the room, consulting each other, but the dialogue was incomprehensible. It was as if I was sitting next to Charlie Brown in school. At this stage, I wasn’t even sure it was happening.

Then, my head fell backward, my mind going blank. 

Before I went under, the room spun out of focus. The countries on the ceiling tiles began to swirl, spinning around in a clockwise motion until they transformed into something else. Slowly, the shadow creatures came out of hiding, taking their positions as the hand sanitizer and drawer handle. My eyes wandered, attempting to escape their reach. 

The voice of Dr. Wynn dissolving, I fell into a deep sleep. 
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I returned to the present and saw that the doctor was gone. On each side, a detective stood tall. They were both examining me, waiting for me to show consistent signs of consciousness. Standing above my body, their heads, both large like watermelons, leaned down into me. 

One officer, he said, “Good. You’re awake.” Motioning to his partner with his melon of a cranium, he said, “Not to disregard why you’re here, and we’re very sorry to hear what happened to you, but we’d like to speak to you about your wife.”

Maggie? 

My body still recovering from the medication, a disquieted recollection going in and out, I narrowed my attention on the policemen. 

As if the two cops had rehearsed how to deliver the message, waiting for me to awaken, the shaggy man, standing stiff in his suit, said, “Your wife went missing last night.” Eyeing his colleague, and then back to me, his fingers moving in caution, he said, “Her car was found abandoned on the highway.”

Yay! I mean, go on.

“Maggie?” I said, my throat stinging from the dryness. 

To be more specific, the police officer said, “She drives a black Nissan Altima? Twenty fifteen model?”

Shaking my head until it became clear, I sat up, interested. I could feel every muscle in my stomach lengthening. My weak frame, it was alert. “What do you mean?” I said. Swallowing the remnants of the lubricated tube, the taste of stale saliva besieging me, I said, “Where is she?” Feigning panic, searching for answers, I took quick, short breaths. I said, “Has she been found?” 

Getting rid of her was going easier than I had envisioned.

From the rapid adjustment, my stomach growled, and not the hunger kind but the diarrhea gurgle, making me slink back down the bed. I winced a bit, and then repositioned to become comfortable. As comfortable as I could get after waking up to discover that I had failed another attempt at killing myself. 

The mild disappointment from being unsuccessful at offing myself vanished. I was in a completely different mood. My wife just went missing. We were divorcing. As you could imagine, keeping the excitement inside was going to be a challenge.

I wiggled my waist in anticipation, my torso moving in an uncomfortable motion.

With his palms in front of me, the first policeman made the effort to calm the situation down, gesturing for me to relax. He said, “We are searching for her now. Officers are out as we speak.” Exhaling, his body softened. He said, “All the necessary procedures have taken place. We have a lookout for her.” 

The detective must have delivered this speech before. Much like the doctor, the two policemen had been around the block. Their wrinkles showed their ages. The shaggy cop, I pictured him three times divorced, while the crew cut police officer I envisioned as a wife beater. Regardless, they’d both been dedicated to their positions at the police department. 

He leaned in, touched my forearm with a gentle graze. I reached back, an involuntary behavior to hide the scars on my wrist. 

The officer, seeing my insecurity, released his hand. 

“Sorry,” I said, brushing the bottom of my wrists against the linen. Rubbing my arms slowly back and forth soothed the constant itch of the broken line of scarring. I said, “I don’t like to be touched.”

I also would not like to be accused so playing this right would be tricky.

Dismissing me, getting back on track, the cop said, “I need for you to tell me everything that happened before you overdosed.”

Where do I start?

Outside the hospital room window, a pair of nurses walked by. One was reading the file of a patient, looking up in front of her every other step. The other was pushing a man in a wheelchair. The two medical workers were walking in stride, their legs moving the same motion and at the same pace.

“Anything you can tell us that will assist in finding your wife would be a great help,” the shaggy officer said. 

I could tell you everything I know but I don’t think it would help. At least not for me. 

Displaying a look of concern, lines forming on his forehead as his face compressed before my eyes, he said, “As of right now, there are no leads.”

No leads? Can I jump up and down now?

“We have no idea where she was heading, why she was on that road, nothing.” He shook his head, confirming his position. “That’s why we need your help.”

My stomach was now hurting from the procedure. 

My attention fully engaged with the policemen, the crew cut partner filled me in with his “theory” on what had happened to Maggie based on the only clues that the department had. “Her car was found miles away from your house.” Bobbing his head left to right, he said, “Well, not too far. Far enough to be suspicious, though.” 

Interesting.

The officer gave a quick shrug. He said, “The driver side door was wide open, which caused a traveler to call for help.” Straight-faced, he said, “When you were admitted here last night, the hospital tried to call your wife to inform her of your whereabouts. All calls went unreturned.”

The policeman said that, at first, the unanswered and unreturned calls were not of concern, as it was late in the night and the possibility of Maggie retiring to bed came into play. “But then we got the call about her car.”

To cover their bases, the cops had driven by the house. They had found nothing.

Jumping into the mix, without missing a beat, the shaggy public servant said, “When officers arrived at her vehicle, your wife’s purse and cell phone were both found in the trunk. Neither was disrupted.” He paused, waiting for me to absorb the information. I gave a blank stare, conceding to his demand. “I take that back,” he said. “The phone was cleared of its past history of calls.”

It was like a game of Clue.

Taking the information in, attempting to not go back under, I shook my head again, blinking my eyes until I was wide awake. 

“Everything appeared to be intact. Credit cards, identification, what little cash she had, it was still there.” This cop, he was a dramatic actor in a movie delivering his lines on cue. He said, “No robbery, no foul play.” Turning to look at his partner, passing the conversation back, lobbing it up as if they were on a volleyball team, he nodded.

The crew cut policeman, returning a nod of his own, spiking the discussion onto the other side of play, said, “Right now, she is considered a missing person.” His gaze stayed on me for a couple of beats. “Until we feel otherwise, the case will stay this way.”

From the look on his face, I knew what the next step would be after “missing person.” I could read it in his eyes from the way he glared at me. 

When the crew cut officer finished, his partner whipped out his card and laid it on the nearby tray. There was a short pause in the air. “When you’re discharged, we need for you to give us a call.” Swallowing, his Adam’s apple sliding up and down his throat, he said, “Immediately.”

I stared at the card, my mind going in every direction, trying to take it all in. Wherecouldshebewherecouldshebe? Whocareswhocareswhocares? La, la, la, la, it was a weird song playing in my head. 

The discontentment between my wife and me was apparent. 

The crew cut man said, “Day one that a person goes missing is the most crucial.”

One is the loneliest number that you’ll ever do. I was singing this in repeated succession to myself.

Waiting for his turn, the shaggy suit officer said, “Again, as soon as you’re out of here, give us a call.” He straightened his shirt by pulling down on the front side of it. The shirt was neatly pressed, only one small crease near his shoulder. Tucking the bottom of the shirt more into his pants, he adjusted his belt and then untucked his shirt, just a little bit, to become more relaxed. His badge, clipped to his belt, reflected the light for a second and blinded me.

I picked up the card and read his name, my finger tracing the top edges, side to side. The edges, sharp like a razor, brought back an unsettling memory to me. I shifted my attention to the scars on my wrist. The stare made them itchy for some reason.

Returning to the info, studying the business card, mouthing the words DETECTIVE HART and ROCK ISLAND POLICE DEPARTMENT to myself, I ran the scenario of my wife’s disappearance in my head. This one, though, did not involve our pending divorce. 

Although the result was the same, both involving her being gone, this version was more serious. There was no foul play, no robbery attempt. Her car was found abandoned miles from home. Where was she going originally? Was she by herself? Did she get kidnapped? Did she just disappear willingly? How did this happen? All of these questions ran through my head, circling until they disappeared.  

The feeling was odd, being informed of my wife’s disappearance as I recovered from a failed suicide attempt. 

Closing my eyes, inhaling deep into my chest, the taste of chalk reappeared. Licking my lips to soften the flavor, I wet my mouth, my tongue going up and down, side to side, until the taste diminished. Flashbacks spun around in my head, the timelines jumping years into the past, only to return to the present moment. Different memories appeared and then vanished. There were happy times, sad events, and everything in between. I opened my eyes and glanced up to see that the officers were gone. 

How long was I out?

Scanning the room, the monsters were at rest. 

I don’t know.
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I had been pacing back and forth since I had returned home from the hospital. My house, it had this empty feeling to it. The four thousand square foot Victorian was a museum, a flashback in time with fixtures to match. Every piece of furniture was in place. There was hardly any dust, the only debris settled into the corners of the rooms and at the foot of each stair step. The hardwood floors shined and the massive staircase rested stanchly in position. 

The only sounds in the house, constructed a century ago, were a floor fan pushing air into the room and a coffee maker brewing in the distance. 

A house this old did not have the luxury of central air. There were no vents at all, the only source of air from window units, ceiling fans, or bulky unattractive floor fans. Standing registers provided the heat. Those were, in general, a must-see feature for guests. 

However, the marvel of the structure was its woodwork and high ceilings. They had a subtle civility about them, inviting visitors with a special kind of gentility. 

Despite the atypical circumstances, the sun was shining bright. The rays came into the house and projected small rows of light onto the hardwood floor. The lights, they were little rays of hope that entered and exited depending on my moods and emotions. In secret, I was in an ecstatic mood, but I could not display it in public. 

Walking back and forth, from the living room into the dining room, and then back again, my pant legs passed through the sunlight that spanned across the hardwood. Little dust particles traveled into the air and then vanished. Just like that. Similar to how I envisioned my wife disappearing. Poof! Just like that.

Movement increasing, the conflicted anxiety beginning to affect me, my father-in-law said, “I think you should sit down.” There was a sort of comfort about him, even though he knew the state of our relationship. 

Was I that anxious? Better yet, was I that noticeable?

He patted the cushion next to him. The couch ran three large cushions wide, an item Maggie and I bought on a whim a season ago. The living room set was one of the purchases we had made before I had lost my job. At that time, money had not crossed our minds since it was, on routine, provided by our paychecks. Oh, how wrong we were to take things for granted. At that time, our relationship was shaky. It was building into something else. Oh, how wrong we were to take each other for granted.

Sitting on the loveseat, my mother-in-law sat in silence, rocking in mid-thought. Her behavior disturbed me as I figured she’d have something to say. Her book of crosswords was touching her upper leg, underneath her thigh, the front cover with a slight curl on the top edge of the book. She had had the book for a while, not being able to finish the crosswords due to some reason or another. Whether it was a reference that she didn’t understand, or slang term that she had never heard of, whatever the case, some clues were just left unanswered. ‘Starting with the letter ‘F,’ what’s a six letter word for botch?’ Failed.

With her rocking back and forth, the book of puzzles kept sliding farther underneath her leg. When it became near invisible, Jan would pull the paperback out and the process would start all over again. 

Jan looked much like Maggie. She was a little grayer in the hair, heavier all around, her eye wrinkles more pronounced, but aside from those few characteristics, the two were pretty much identical. And like my wife, Jan, too, hated me.

I stopped pacing, looked toward Henry, and said, “Maybe you’re right.” 

Of course he was right. Calming down was something I was never able to do. We had always kept ourselves busy and anytime I was able to rest I felt as if I should have been doing something. 

Henry and I were civil given the state of my marriage. It was just something that he didn’t want to get in the middle of. Even though he knew every detail, I had imagined, he did his best to sit on the sidelines and observe. 

My father-in-law’s lips curled downward. He nodded and then smiled sympathetically, his eyes closing in the process. 

Both of them were taking the news in stride. Their daughter, their only child, an independent and career-oriented woman, was gone without a trace. 

Their behavior sort of bothered me. Maggie told her mother everything, part of the reason why they were so matter-of-fact. They had known about our financial hiccups, our relationship troubles, from the get-go. My past suicide attempts had them sitting in the waiting room, another situation where Jan did crosswords. 

From the kitchen, the coffee maker was gurgling from the water dripping into the carafe. The aroma of hazelnut, for a brief moment, distracted me from the reason my in-laws were visiting. Coffee in the middle of the day had always represented something pleasant. It could have been quality time with guests, or catching up with friends. Often times, Maggie and I would brew a pot of coffee just so that the aroma would penetrate throughout the kitchen. It was a security for us. It was the reason why I had put a pot on today—to feel a sense of security, to steer my mental health to a better direction. Its intention was to help me lie about how I felt about my wife to the police.

Soon after, the coffee maker beeped. 

I turned to the kitchen, and before I could make a break for the cabinet, Henry said, “Sit down. I’ll grab us some cups.” He was already standing before I could respond. 

“Thank you,” I said. Pointing toward the kitchen, I returned to the couch. “The cups are—”

In full stride, he said, “I know where they are.” Part of the reason Henry wanted to collect the coffee was to hide his emotions. He was the type, at any time, to break down. He acted the same way at our wedding, hiding his face when he needed to cry, showing his beaming smile to make up for the more embarrassing times. Keeping strong was something he had often tried to do in tough situations. Lord knows how often he had to keep tough during the last year of his daughter’s marriage. 

Settling onto the cushion of the couch, I attempted to recall the events of the previous night. All the facts and half-truths blending together, they were on the tip of my tongue, combining sentences like a paperback novel ready for publication. The cops would be here soon to get my statement. I was anxious to discover if they had more information, curious about what they knew. 

Jan stopped rocking in her seat. Calming her nerves for the time being, being the mother that she was to Maggie and thinking of her only child’s welfare, she said, “Rory?” Her voice was soothing, as if she were addressing a child. “She’s going to be found soon.” Slowly nodding her head, her eyebrows lowering, she said, “Please, just try to remember everything that happened last night.” I could tell she was buttering me up as I was the only help during this moment. 

A four letter word for relax was calm. 

The cupboard closed in the kitchen, the glass rattling as the door slammed. Cups hitting the countertop one at a time, two clinked together in the process. “Sorry,” Henry said. “Didn’t mean to slam the door.”

Looking toward Jan, who had a compassionate smile on her face, I said, “I will.” A little bit of refuge inside me building, I again said, “I will.” Probably. Stone serious, my focus on the wall, I said, “Thank you.”

Henry emerged from the kitchen, two cups in one hand, and one in the other. The two coffee mugs, held with a tight grip by his fingers, clanked into each other as he rejoined us. Filled to the brim, the coffee sloshed around and some spilled over the top and onto his fingers. 

“Ouch,” he said. 

I stood to assist. “Need help?” Grabbing for some tissues, I stopped when he shook his head. 

“No, no, no,” he said, tiptoeing the rest of the way, careful not to spill any more. “Thank you, though.”

He sat the lone cup of coffee on the table in front of Jan, who picked it up and placed it on a coaster. Then he brought my cup to me and sat down beside me, sipping from his coffee before he even sat back down. He wiped his hand on his pants and then rejoined the company.

The three of us, sitting in somber silence, each holding in our thoughts from one another, sipped the hot liquid until the police arrived. The smell dispersed into the air, teasing our nostrils with a sweet and buttery aroma. The coffee’s scent relaxed me, prepping me for the impending run-in with the policemen.

What type of information would they bring? 

Out of nowhere, Jan’s true feelings about me vented out of her mouth. “Why aren’t you divorced already?” she said.

The pleasant aroma dissipated. The floor fan became louder, the humming noise echoing off the wooden floors and off the walls. 

“It’s complicated,” I said. 

I want the house. 

“It’s not that easy. There are a lot of things to consider,” I said. 

I’ll do anything to keep it.

Our house was one of those Victorians that you wanted to walk through but could never actually buy yourself. It was opulent in nature, a luxurious example of how homes looked back in Victorian times. It was hand-carved and built to last. People who’d critiqued it, they’d said, “Oh, that looks like too much work. I want a move-in ready house.” 

No matter who you were, or what your job was, you commented on how beautiful, inside and out, the house was. The ornate spindles on the front porch, the stained glass windows shaped as an ogee arch, whatever the feature, people had a remark to utter. 

Inside the house, covering the walls was gaudy wallpaper. The wallpaper was busy, diagonal lines going up and down with diamond patterns but fancier. The diamonds were connected together, spanning the entire length of the wall. It was a paper snowflake cutout where if you crease the paper just right the flakes would join together at the ends and fan out like an accordion. Just one long paper cutout of fancy diamonds with plenty of detail that would make a person dizzy if he looked quick enough.

People mentioned the coverings in passing, in awe of the design they would whisper under their breath to one another. They were fascinated at the sight.

But again, people could never, not in a million years, ever buy a house like mine. This Victorian, my Victorian, it was the kind that you read about in magazines, a pictorial that featured every detail. It was why I loved this house so much.

My mother-in-law, in full attack mode, said, “I don’t know why you’re nervous. You probably wanted this to happen.” 

Fuck you, you wench.

I could tell her blood pressure was rising. Her face, turning red, was staring at me with a vicious intention. Digging her claws into me, she said, “You probably had something to do with it.” She said this in a harsh tone. 

Her husband, jumping to my side but remaining neutral, said, “Jan, enough.” 

Jan burst into tears. She buried her head in her knees. Her movement caused the book of crosswords to fall onto the floor. 

I reached for the book. My hand within reach of the puzzles, she said, “Don’t
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