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Prologue



1991, Somewhere in Arizona


What Alex mainly remembers is the dust. Or maybe, it is somehow easier and safer to ignore the memory itself, shrouded in the haze of her childhood, and think only of the inescapable dust. Getting up her nostrils, under her fingernails. Sifting in through the car window when she rolled it down a crack to peer at the blue sky beyond.


She was eight years old, and they had stopped the car at some gas station in the middle of the wide, flat desert. Back then, her family drove a beige station wagon. The kind of color they don’t make cars in anymore, or the kind of shape, either. It wasn’t a car that inspired great love or adoration in any member of their family – although she hesitates now, wondering if her thirtysomething mom and dad had swelled with joy when they’d handed a check over to the salesman at the car dealership sometime in the 1980s and received a set of keys in return. At the time, it would have been their brand-new family car. At one point, it would have shone, undented. An object of pride.


Like everything in their family now, the car was functional. It got them from A to B, from home to school, to the supermarket, to piano lessons, to soccer practice. And on rare occasions, on longer trips like this, to places like the Grand Canyon.


That day when she was eight, the car had jolted and rolled over miles of interstate, green signs whipping past. Squashed next to her sister and brother in the back seat, Alex had sat through it all, wide-eyed and then later, sleepy-eyed. But always soaking in the miles and miles of emptiness that bordered the highway. Dry, dusty scrubland with nothing to see except for the exit ramps leading to towns she would never actually visit, but occasionally glimpse: a cluster of buildings in the distance, housing subdivisions starting to speckle the land.


Watching all of this, what struck her most was a sense of wonder that there could be so much land. This was America: miles of it rolling in every direction, and however far their car traveled, there would always be more. Sea to shining to sea, as they sang in school. If they kept driving on the interstate, how far would it take them? All the way to the Atlantic Ocean? If they picked any one of these exit ramps, what would they discover? There were probably hundreds of them branching off this highway alone. It boggled the mind, to be confronted with the vastness of this landscape.


Somewhere in Arizona, they rolled off one of these exit ramps and left the interstate. Their beige station wagon joined a stream of other cars on a smaller highway north, and there were signs here and there mentioning the Grand Canyon.


‘Not too far now!’ Her dad glanced back at them, exhorting them in that embarrassing, singsong voice he used when trying to get them excited.


‘Aiya, look!’ Her mom tapped the gasoline dial in frustration. She muttered something in Taiwanese, and Alex knew it was a reminder to fill up the gas. The arrow was at less than half a tank.


Then followed an irritable exchange between their parents in Taiwanese. She didn’t need to understand it to know what they were saying. Mom always wanted Dad to fill up the gas once it reached halfway. Dad always said that was too soon.


The car trundled along in the desert heat, the sun climbed higher in the sky.


They passed a few gas stations, eyeing the price of gas.


‘A dollar twenty-two! So expensive!’


‘No, we can find cheaper,’ Mom said.


Finally, they saw one where gas was remarkably cheap: $1.14 a gallon. Alex didn’t recognize the brand – it wasn’t one of those familiar, colorful logos like Mobil with the winged red horse or Shell with the yellow clamshell. Just a dusty, no-name gas station, a hand-painted sign out front, faded in the desert sun.


Dad turned off the highway, the car jolting over ruts and holes in the macadam.


Two men sat out front, and stared at them, unsmiling.


Otherwise, the place was empty.


‘Um … do they work here?’ Kevin asked, watching the two men warily. They were white and what you might call ‘grizzled’: cowboy hats pulled low, blue-jeaned legs splayed out, their boots in the dust. Very unlike anyone Alex had seen in Orange County.


Dad parked the car in front of a gas pump and turned off the ignition. The car keys dangled and swung from behind the steering wheel.


‘Well, we fill up the gas anyway.’


He shrugged and started to get out of the car.


The two men continued to stare at him.


Alex watched as Dad motioned to the gas pump and their car.


‘I just fill up here, okay?’ He shouted this to the two men, who looked back in silence. Alex was very conscious of her dad’s accent, his willingness to please. She saw how the two men grinned slowly, as if there were an unspoken joke.


‘That’s what it’s there for,’ one of the men shouted back. ‘Just make sure you pay for it.’ Not mean, not serious. One of those unfunny jokes men sometimes make to fill up the space.


‘Oh, ha ha, of course I pay for it.’ Dad attempted to laugh back. The sun glinted off his wire-framed glasses.


But Alex felt the fear coursing beneath the glare of the sun.


‘We got our eyes on you,’ the man said. Again, posed lightly as if it were a joke. Suddenly, she was ashamed. She no longer wanted to be there in that hot, strange gas station, staring through the dusty windshield at the two men.


Dad started to fill up the car. Alex heard the whir and the chug as gasoline poured into their tank. The men kept staring.


‘I have – I have to go to the bathroom,’ Kevin said, nudging Mom.


‘You wait until your dad finish, then you go with him together.’ There was a protective note in Mom’s voice, as if she too sensed danger in the air.


‘I have to go, too,’ Bonnie said. ‘Do you think the bathroom will be gross?’


‘Aiya, can’t you wait?’ Mom asked.


‘No, Mom, it’s my …’ Bonnie looked around, then her voice quieted. ‘I think it might come any day.’


‘What? What are you talking about?’ Alex asked. Why did Bonnie have to be so secretive about things sometimes? Bonnie glanced at her but didn’t say anything.


Mom let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Okay, okay,’ she relented.


Alex still had no idea what Bonnie meant. She hated being left out, when everyone older than her spoke in this mysterious kind of code.


Mom instructed Bonnie. ‘You and me, we go together. Kevin, your dad finish filling the gas, so you and him to go men’s room. Alex, you need to go bathroom, too?’


Alex saw her dad hanging the nozzle back on the gas pump, taking a used tissue from his pocket and wiping the rim around the car’s fuel tank, before snapping the little door shut. He seemed to hesitate, uncertain about crossing over to the building to pay.


‘Yeah, you coming, or you just gonna staaaaaayyyy?’ Kevin taunted her as he slid toward the open back door.


‘No, I – I’ll stay,’ Alex said, looking at them.


‘You sure?’ Mom asked as she got out of the car. She leaned down toward Alex, her face in shadow, her body blocking the sun. ‘We not stopping again till we get to the Grand Canyon.’


‘Yeah, I’ll stay.’ Alex nodded. Something in her told her to stay clear of those men. She’d rather be here, in the car on her own. As far from them as possible.


‘Okay.’ Mom nodded. ‘Stay right here. Don’t get out of the car.’


She wanted to tell them not to go, too. But the gas had to be paid for, and they needed to use the bathroom.


Alex watched as the rest of her family crossed the broken macadam toward the gas station building. They were four slight figures, and the desert heat rose from the ground, distorting them so they looked wavy.


She pushed down the locks on all four of the car doors. And waited.












Present Day, West of Boston



Bonnie is the first of them to hear it, of course. She is in her expansive kitchen – the New England spring ripening into summer, just outside the floor-to-ceiling windows – when she gets the phone call from her father. It is Sunday afternoon, the usual time for her weekly video call with her parents. What is unusual is the absence of her mother.


When the familiar rectangle flickers to life on her iPad, only her dad sits in front of the camera. He looks bereft, like an empty rowboat adrift.


‘Hey Dad,’ Bonnie says. She glances outside the window, where Henry and Milo stand on their vast green lawn, forlornly tossing a baseball. Her middle son, Max, rests leopard-like on his favorite thick branch of the maple tree. Choosing to be on his own, as usual.


Dad doesn’t say anything for a prolonged moment – or perhaps it’s the Wi-Fi signal glitching. Then he clears his throat.


‘Dad?’ Bonnie frowns at the screen. ‘You okay?’


She studies him a second longer.


‘Where’s Mom?’


***


Harold Chu, seventy-five years old, coughs a second time in his home in Irvine, California. He traces a quivering index finger across his touchscreen, as if this already near-magical device could miraculously draw his oldest daughter into his room, to sit right beside him, her warm hand squeezing his. But there’s only the hard tap on the scratch-resistant glass, shiny but unyielding.


He summons up the words in English.


‘Your mother … she’s not good. She’s had a kind of stroke.’


***


Bonnie suddenly stands very still, her kitchen surroundings, the birdsong and sunlight falling away. She leans on the granite-topped island – and it is an island indeed, stranded amid an ocean of rigid surfaces, expensive tiling, and gleaming, high-tech appliances. Offering her a place to lean upright, but little comfort.


Her worst fear. The kind of news she always dreaded would arrive someday.


‘What do you mean? A kind of stroke?’


Bonnie’s mouth has taken on a life of its own, emitting a series of panicked questions, while her mind arches out on a freewheeling trajectory, imagining the worst. Pursuing a single overriding realization: I never got to organize that seventieth birthday she wanted.


Her dad shrugs and shakes his head at the same time – a gesture he has always made, for as long as she can remember. The essence of her dad, resigned and hapless.


‘It’s a ministroke,’ he says, edging around the gap in his language. ‘There’s a medical term for it, but I don’t remember. She stumbled and couldn’t speak or move … At least we didn’t have to wait too long for an ambulance.’


‘An ambulance?!’ Bonnie curses herself. She shouldn’t have postponed that birthday celebration for her mom. Were the strains of raising three healthy sons in complete financial comfort that taxing on her? What an ungrateful daughter she was. ‘Where is she now?’


‘The hospital. They’re monitoring her until tomorrow.’


Harold Chu opens and closes his mouth a few times with no utterance, like a beached fish gasping for water.


Keep it together, Dad, Bonnie thinks. Don’t cry on me. Because it would be too embarrassing if her seventy-five-year-old father burst into tears right now. Not for her. But a further humiliation for him, with his old-world mentality.


Harold Chu’s eyes are watering now, and Bonnie can see it through the FaceTime call. ‘They’re scheduling a procedure …’


Without realizing it, Bonnie has slid down to the cold gleaming floor, her back against the base of the kitchen island. Almost as if she were hiding, out of sight from any adults who might come stalking into the room.


Forty-six years old. Forty-six. She’s an adult. With kids of her own. She should be able to handle this. She could handle it when Henry broke his arm falling off his first mountain bike, when Milo had his tuberculosis scare … But with her own mother, the fear is childlike, primal. Undercut with an indefinable guilt.


Get it together, Bonnie. Clients used to be charged hundreds per hour for your expertise. Strategy is your thing.


‘Okay, okay,’ she says to her dad, nodding and processing. ‘Do you want me to fly out? Someone needs to look after you, too.’


‘No, no, Bonnie, you can’t.’ Harold Chu holds up a hand, protesting weakly. Something shifts in him, an attempt to regain some form of authority. He straightens up. ‘Mommy wants to talk to all of you tomorrow. A Zoom call. Do you think you can do that?’


‘Uh, sure, whatever you want.’ Bonnie scrambles to readjust to Dad’s laconic demands. ‘What time?’


‘Two p.m. our time. That’s five for you. Can you tell your brother and sister?’


‘Wait, you want me to … ? Uh, sure.’


Bonnie is taken aback by how prescriptive this all is. Behind the scenes, she can imagine Mom dictating the appointment time from her hospital bed.


‘Just like that? That’s the time?’


‘Yes.’ Dad nods, all trace of his previous weakness gone. ‘You their big sister. Call them now, tell them to come onto Zoom tomorrow.’


‘Sure.’ Bonnie nods, ever obedient. As if it were as simple as shouting up the stairs to them to announce dinner’s ready.


But the reluctance pours in, thick and deadening.


Her mind flicks ahead, calculating time zones. Kevin’s an hour behind her, no problem there. And Alex … It must be 9 p.m. where Alex is. If indeed Alex is still in London. Bonnie can’t remember the last time she spoke to her younger sister. Or she does, but it’s a memory that barely contains any substance, just a faint outline of a conversation.


Alex is like a homing beacon, bleeping fainter and fainter. Bonnie wonders why she’s let her drift so far.


***


North of Chicago


Thirty minutes. That’s all he needed: thirty minutes to escape his wife and kids. To recuperate, remind himself he was a man and that there was a wholeness, an essence to Kevin Chu – that could exist outside his family.


Jessica had been on his case for months now. Years, even. He was guilty of evading her, that much was true. But he felt such a pure, bracing resentment toward his wife, he couldn’t explain it.


It wouldn’t have been so embarrassing if it weren’t such a cliché. The Midlife Crisis of the Asian American Dad. Life in the suburbs. A five-bedroom split-level, 55 percent of its value still being paid by a monthly mortgage that would persist for the next decade or two. Two cars. Two kids. A lawn that demanded regular mowing and watering before the neighbors started to make snide comments, casually recommend a gardening service.


In his teens he had heard about midlife crises, these fabled traumas that prompted gray-haired men to purchase inappropriate red sports cars, ditch the mother of their children for some hot, nubile blond. He was not that pathetic. Plus, sports cars were terribly fuel inefficient. And hot young blond women, regardless of how alluring their bodies and faces were, probably made for mind-numbingly dull conversation. There was no longer any appeal to the stereotypical all-American girl he would have simultaneously lusted for and resented throughout his horny youth.


No, Kevin Chu would not resort to such clichés.


But thirty minutes was all he was asking for. Close your eyes, turn on some good music – something like Phish or Led Zeppelin or heck, even the wailing refrains of Counting Crows, something to remind him of his earlier, carefree days. And divorce his brain from any thoughts of school drop-offs, or emails from his boss, or the grim, unmentionable state of his finances. Thirty minutes in what Jessica snipingly called his ‘man cave.’ Was that so difficult to grant?


Jessica had started shouting something or the other about an extended family picnic with her parents and siblings that weekend, but he retired to his room, pretending he hadn’t heard her.


Just shut the door.


Turn off the lights.


Lean back in the padded bliss of his leather power recliner.


And look up at the stars.


What Brian, his seven-year-old hadn’t noticed, and certainly not Jessica – was that he had slyly purchased an identical extra set of glow-in-the-dark stars when they were redecorating his son’s room last year. Little did his family know, he had spent a neck-wrenching hour here and there affixing the stars to the ceiling of his den, faithfully recreating the constellations displayed on his phone’s astronomy app. Ursa Major. Ursa Minor. Cassiopeia. And good old Orion, the unmistakable three stars of his belt, beckoning from the ceiling of his study, the same way they had from the night sky in his childhood.


Completing those constellations had earned him an unexpected feeling of satisfaction, even more so because none of his family knew. It was his secret universe.


Of course, they didn’t look nearly as awe-inspiring in glow-in-the-dark sticker form. But Kevin had learned not to expect genuine awe or rapture in his adult life anymore. The supermarket version, ordered on Amazon Prime, and slid out from its mass-produced plastic wrap packaging, was the best he could hope for these days.


Still, it offered some semblance of respite. Forget the rest of the world. Turn your eyes skyward.


And escape.


But he has only been sitting in the dark for nine minutes (not thirty) when his wife comes knocking on the door. Rap-rap-rap.


He stays silent.


Rap-rap-rap. Then a huffed exhale. ‘Kevin! Turn down the music!’


He turns down the music.


‘What do you want?’ he asks, audibly peeved.


‘I’ve been shouting for you for ages! It’s your sister on the phone!’


He pats his pockets in alarm, looking for his phone. He should remember never to leave it in another room.


‘She’s on the landline!’


Why? Only his parents and scammers call the landline these days. So, either constant remonstrations or swindlers after your money.


A second later he finds his phone (which he’s put on silent) and notices three missed calls from his sister. And a few texts. He squints at his screen, too bright in his artificially dark cave.


Hey are you there? Call me. It’s urgent.


Then: It’s something to do with Mom.


That single syllable, and the deluge of guilt. His mom, whom he should be calling every week at the very least. Whom he should email on more than just her birthday and Mother’s Day, the frenzied last-minute surfing of the 1-800-Flowers website, clicking on an exorbitantly priced Luxury Mother’s Love Bouquet, because that at least could temporarily quell his remorse about being a bad son.


‘What’s going on with Mom?’ he asks a moment later when he’s called Bonnie.


‘It’s some kind of stroke.’


In moments like these, Kevin regrets not having gone to medical school. He had enrolled in premed courses for the first two years of college, all ready to fulfill his parents’ dreams of having a Son, M.D. But the coursework was too much, he grew lazy. And it was the sense of responsibility that intimidated him: the Hippocratic Oath and everything it required of him. One wrong diagnosis, one slip of the scalpel, and a patient’s life could be over.


Now, at forty-two, he has friends who are doctors, ranging from esteemed cardiac surgeons at highly ranked hospitals to general practitioners who coddle whimpering babies and doddering seniors alike. He shuddered at his friends’ tales of grueling med school rotations, and then residencies that seemed to last forever in various hospital outposts, further and further specializations that demanded more years, more sleep deprivation.


These days, two decades into his career, he likely earns as much money as those doctor friends. But his job as an insurance underwriter doesn’t command the same kind of societal respect. And he doesn’t have their medical knowledge. The kind of expertise that could prove very handy now, when his own mother sits tubed up in a faraway ICU. At least to understand the situation, to fully grasp the implications and the possible outcomes, instead of plunging into the blind fear that he now swims in.


‘Man, we are horrible Asian kids,’ Kevin says to Bonnie. ‘Three of us. And not one of us became a doctor.’


‘Well, not one of us wanted to be a doctor.’


‘Yeah, you wanted to be a lawyer, I wanted to be an astronaut. And Alex wanted to be … well, it depended on the day with her.’


‘An actress,’ Bonnie says, as if to challenge Kevin’s sarcasm. She was always leaping to Alex’s defense, even now, when Alex lives thousands of miles away, not giving a fuck. ‘She always wanted to be an actress. I guess of all of us, she got the closest to her childhood dreams.’


‘Not that it matters anymore. I mean, we’re the ones who are gonna pay Mom’s medical bill,’ Kevin points out. ‘Which reminds me, do you know what kind of medical insurance they’re on?’


‘I didn’t ask … Dad was too exhausted to answer any questions like that. I’ll send him an email or something.’


‘No, I can do it,’ Kevin says, and immediately regrets it. Some filial sense of duty prompts him to say: man-to-man, son-to-father, let’s talk about the dry realities of your HMO plan. He is, after all, the offspring who ended up working in insurance. If anyone knows how to thread their way through the bureaucratic labyrinth of deductibles and coverage loopholes to get their mother the right kind of treatment, it’s him.


But he dreads being on the phone with his dad: the long gap of silence; his dad’s dry, papery voice as he awkwardly stitches the English words together, hesitating even after half a century in America.


Too late. He’s already volunteered.


‘You sure?’ Bonnie asks. ‘I mean, that would be amazing. I can’t even get my head around my own insurance plan. And I’m sure you understand this much better than me.’


An unusual shred of pride finds its way into his heart. Maybe he can, for once, feel like he has some sense of purpose.


‘No problem.’ Another pause. ‘So … how are the boys? All four of yours.’


Bonnie laughs at the familiar joke. ‘Chris is good. My other three … well, they’re boys. It’s almost summer. They’re restless.’


Yeah, but they have ten acres to run around in. And a private pond with a boat, Kevin is tempted to say. He thinks back to the last time they visited Bonnie in her New England estate. A castle and grounds, a kingdom to itself. Arabella and Brian came back wide-eyed, still disbelieving that all that land belonged just to their cousins. Their tousle-haired boy cousins with their hazel eyes; long, patrician limbs; and their golden-headed father of esteemed lineage. Well, sixteen generations in this country after stepping off the Mayflower would allow a family to amass all that wealth.


‘Did you see they have a Jaguar?’ Jessica commented on the flight home. ‘Like a vintage one, just parked in their extra garage.’


He hadn’t noticed. He was too busy trying to guess the value of their house and property.


The next day, Kevin looked up Teslas, wondering if he should treat himself to a belated fortieth birthday present. Then he crunched the numbers and decided he probably shouldn’t, not while they were still paying their current mortgage rate. Some luxuries remained definitively out of reach.


‘Cool, so you’ll speak to Dad about the insurance. And tomorrow afternoon you can do the Zoom?’


‘Yeah, yeah, I said I would.’ A note of annoyance at Bonnie’s managerial tone. He pauses, then asks another question. ‘You spoken to Alex yet?’


‘I will, once I get off the phone with you. Though it’s kinda late over there.’


‘When’s the last time you spoke with her?’


‘Uh … I dunno. Maybe a few months ago?’ Bonnie sounds uncomfortable. He guesses it was half a year.


‘You know, she’s not a little kid anymore,’ Bonnie says after a moment. ‘Sometimes you have this image in your head where Alex is still a teenager and rebelling at every single thing in the world. She’s forty now. She actually has a stable job now. And a partner, too.’


This is news to him. Or maybe it’s not. He can’t keep track of Alex’s partners.


‘Is the partner stable?’


‘Yeah, they’ve been together for a few years.’


‘Is the partner … a man?’


Bonnie breathes out, her patented exasperated sigh. ‘You know, you really have to get over that.’


‘Get over what?’


‘Your whole attitude about this. I can’t believe you’ve let this go on for so long.’


‘I’ve let it?’ Kevin can feel the familiar defensiveness rising, anything to counter Bonnie’s scolding. ‘She’s the one who’s always been a complete drama queen.’


‘Can you just—’ Bonnie sucks in her breath. ‘Listen, she’ll be on the Zoom tomorrow. Be nice. It’s important for Mom. I don’t know what she’s gonna say, but she won’t want to see you and Alex squabbling.’


Kevin feels a drop – but only a drop – of remorse. Alex has had five years to reach out, but she’s never bothered, either.


‘Yeah, fine,’ he agrees.


‘I gotta go call her now. See you tomorrow. Two p.m. their time – which is four p.m. yours, okay?’


‘Yes, Bonnie, I know how time zones work. Bye.’


He hangs up. Every time he speaks to his sister, it’s like they’re kids all over again.


Kevin breathes out and sits there in the dark, grateful for the silence. Above him on the ceiling, the adhesive stars glow in their fixed constellations.


***



London


Alex is just settling down for the night, idly scrolling through social media feeds, when her phone lights up silently with Bonnie’s call. Next to her in bed, Nya has drifted off to sleep. She gets tired easily these days, while Alex is ever the night owl. But why would Bonnie call this late?


And who actually calls these days, anyway? Conversations happen more unobtrusively in the twenty-first century, strung out mutely over chains of text and WhatsApp messages. So much easier to ignore.


Alex clutches her phone and quietly exits the bedroom. She answers the call in a hushed voice.


‘Bonnie? What’s up?’


‘Hey, um, can you do a Zoom with Mom and the whole family at around this time tomorrow? Ten p.m. your time?’


Bonnie, as always, cuts to the chase, but Alex is still taken aback by the brusqueness of it all. ‘Uhhh … Sure. Hello, by the way! What’s going on?’


It is, in many ways, the phone call she has always dreaded receiving. The predestined inevitability that comes from living thousands of miles away from your family, on the other side of the Atlantic. Your parents will grow older and frailer, your guilt will swell with every unanswered email, every Christmas missed. Until finally, one day the phone will ring – and you will be presented with the irreversible.


You need to come home. Mom isn’t well.


After Bonnie has explained what she knows, Alex stands in her darkened living room, the dread growing inside her. She could apologize for letting things drift this far, for living a rich and interesting and colorful life in another country and failing to truly share it with her family. But there is no excuse really, except for her own laziness, her own hidden disinclination.


‘How are you?’ Bonnie asks, and Alex considers how much she hasn’t told her own sister.


‘I, um, I’m good. Really good. But I …’ She pauses and leans against the wall, imagines the five of them sharing a computer screen tomorrow and cringes at the thought. ‘God, there’s a lot I haven’t told you. Any of you.’


Bonnie pauses, as if she is about to remonstrate. ‘Like what?’


‘Like I’m … married?’


‘What?! To who?’


‘To Nya, who I’ve been with for years. You know about her.’ She can imagine Bonnie breathing a sigh of relief. ‘We just had a small ceremony at city hall, so it wasn’t a big thing or anything.’


‘Wow, well, you’re still married! Congratulations!’


Alex catches the unintentional slight from Bonnie: ‘still married,’ as if Alex and commitment are incompatible. Yet there is even bigger news. Alex wasn’t expecting to feel nervous, but she is.


‘And … um, Nya’s pregnant. We’re pregnant. We’re gonna be – I’m gonna be a mother.’


Each of these short, stuttered sentences chipping closer to the final truth. She, Alex Chu, is actually going to be mother. Something she’d never imagined possible. And she still doubts is possible.


She can hear Bonnie’s intake of breath. ‘Oh my god. That’s huge. How far along are you?’


Nearly five months. Five exciting, terrifying months of watching her wonderful Nya reel with nausea, weather the exhaustion, dutifully relinquish wine and coffee and blue cheese toward the future health of their child. She has begun to understand, if only infinitesimally, the necessary sacrifices that mothers undertake, even months before their baby makes it into this world.


‘And why didn’t you tell any of us?’ Bonnie is asking, affronted.


‘Well, I—’ Alex catches herself, trips over an unexpected jab of emotion. ‘After what happened with Kevin … I didn’t think anyone would care.’


She has migrated onto the sofa now and stretches out on the cool cushions, closes her eyes. The light from a nearby streetlamp casts a yellow gleam into the shadowed room. Somehow it helps to calm her heartbeat.


‘Of course we care,’ Bonnie says, her voice compassionate, entreating. ‘I care. I would have wanted to know as soon as possible. And Mom and Dad? Of course they’d be happy for you.’


‘Mmmm. You think?’ Alex emits a questioning hum and leaves it at that. ‘And Kevin?’


Bonnie sighs. ‘Kevin’s just – whatever, don’t worry about Kevin for now. But I want to know everything. Tell me all about Nya! Tell me about the pregnancy! Are you excited to be a mom?’


‘Bonnie, I have no idea what I’m headed into,’ Alex confesses, relieved to be able to share this with someone. ‘And I’m – I’m kinda terrified of being a parent.’


She says this with a laugh: oh, the irony of adventuring, commitment-phobic Alex finally being saddled with parenthood. But she doesn’t need to explain further. Bonnie gets her and always has. It has been so long since Alex has sunk into a long conversation with her sister that she almost forgot the ease of telling a story to her, the shared idea that can be communicated with a single grunt or phrase. The emotional shorthand that siblings speak in.


Here in London, late on a Sunday night, everybody is sleeping desperately, resentfully, in anticipation of Monday morning. But where her sister is, it is still early evening, and the sun still shines. Alex dwells in that imagined warmth, grateful for this familiar respite.


It’s almost like being home again.





At 5 p.m. Eastern Standard Time the next day, Bonnie is sitting in her home office, leaning forward in the luxury ergonomic chair that she bought to get her through all those endless Zoom meetings of the pandemic. She is always slightly anxious before phone calls with her parents. They are equal parts comforting and exasperating in their familiarity, but also a reminder of the frugal, clipped household she grew up in, one that she was secretly ashamed of when she first started dating Chris – and perhaps has tried too hard to forget.


Her family members flicker to life one by one, until they are all there stacked in a neat four-square – centimeters apart on-screen, thousands of miles apart in real life.


Her parents peer into their camera, always slightly mistrusting any pixilated form of communication. They must be sitting in bed together, because she can see their pale blue padded headboard, unchanged for forty years. The iPad on their laps catches their faces at a low, unnatural angle.


Mom in particular looks thinner, paler, a wizened ghost of the tenacious mother she’s known all her life – and Bonnie registers this with shock. But she tamps down the gnawing worry and greets her parents with her usual cheeriness.


‘How was the hospital, Mom?’


Her mom sniffs and shrugs, revealing that familiar defeatist attitude. ‘It was okay. The food was lousy. I’m glad to be back.’


This is a grumpier version of Mom, shorn of all softness or pleasantness.


‘Are you … is there a procedure happening?’ Kevin ventures.


‘I’m sick of procedures.’ Mom shakes her head. ‘They are doing something else to me in about a month.’


They all nod in silence.


Bonnie notes this is the first time Kevin and Alex have been in the same space (virtual or otherwise) in five years. But with Zoom, they don’t have to acknowledge each other’s presence. They can just exist, side by side on-screen, never making direct eye contact. Which is impossible anyway with Zoom, Bonnie realizes. You can look at your sister’s eyes on-screen, but you’ll never know if she’s actually looking at you.


Each of them contemplates the unspoken, nodding silently around the fact of Mom’s medical condition.


In the meantime, they cycle through some more pleasantries of catching up: how is Alex’s job, how are Jess and the kids, Chris and the boys. Bonnie is distinctly aware that Alex’s news remains a secret – and that it is not her place to hint at any of it.


‘So, Mom, why did you want to have a Zoom with all of us?’ Bonnie finally asks, trying to be as gentle as possible.


‘Can’t I see my children all at once?’ Mom jokes, a righteous note rising in her voice.


‘No, of course you can.’ Bonnie imagines that in ten years, she may be asking the same thing of her sons.


‘I never get to see all you,’ Mom continues. ‘I mean, one by one, yes. But when was the last time we were all together?’


‘I think that might have been Christmas sometime,’ Bonnie offers vaguely. She shoots a look at Alex, then Kevin, but they’re staring straight ahead, offering no assistance. Thanks, guys.


‘So long ago.’ Mom shakes her head sadly. ‘What happened?’


Does Mom really have no idea? Something did happen; they were all there to witness it at the dinner table. She remembers Kevin’s taunting voice, Alex storming off. Her parents, as always, pretending like nothing ugly had happened.


‘We just sort of … got really busy,’ Kevin says lamely. ‘Raising two young kids in lockdown, that was nuts.’


‘I know,’ Mom says. ‘I raised three of you. All while your dad was working to support us. I know what it’s like.’


Whatever Mom says, it always lodges a shard of guilt deep inside Bonnie.


‘I’m sorry,’ Alex finally speaks up. ‘I’ve been really terrible at keeping in touch …’ She trails off, takes a breath, and Bonnie wonders if this is the moment when Alex will share her news, as startling and revelatory as it is.


But before Alex can continue, Mom launches into a deep, hacking cough, the phlegm gurgling in her throat, and Bonnie shudders. How long has she had that cough for?


‘Mom, you okay?’ Alex asks.


Mom shakes her head, clears her throat again, reaches for a cup of water.


After she’s sipped and recovered, she continues.


‘So, I think it’s time. I want to see all of you again.’


It’s time? There is a terrible finality to the phrase, which alarms Bonnie.


‘What, like, now?’ Kevin asks. He sounds just like Bonnie’s fourteen-year-old. The teenage indignation.


Mom nods. ‘Now. This month.’


‘This month?’ Kevin exclaims.


Bonnie panics. ‘Is it that serious?’


Mom shrugs. ‘What is serious, Bonnie? A mother wants to see her children after years apart. Isn’t that normal?’


Years. Bonnie absorbs this fact. What would it be like to go years without seeing Max and Henry and Milo? Impossible to even contemplate. She wonders if the ache of motherhood subsides with age.


‘My procedure is on the twenty-sixth. I want to see you all before then. Together.’


Kevin sighs audibly, and Alex is still quiet – her video frozen for a split second.


‘Okay,’ Kevin says, ever the obedient son. He glances down – presumably at his phone. ‘What weekend?’


‘It doesn’t matter what weekend,’ Dad speaks up. ‘We’re retired. It’s all the same to us. You three work it out.’


‘But,’ Alex says, then pauses. ‘I’ll – I’ll have to look at flights.’


Mom shakes her head, then explodes into another violent fit of coughing.


‘No. Don’t just fly here.’ Mom gestures toward the screen, as if to admonish them. ‘I want you to drive together. The three of you.’


Bonnie lurches in shock. ‘Drive?! Mom, you live in California, I’m near Boston …’ She does a quick calculation. It would probably take five, six days to drive all the way to the West Coast. Can she be away from her sons for that long?


Kevin’s eyes are wide in disbelief, and Alex still appears frozen. Or maybe just in shock, too.


‘You don’t have to drive the whole way,’ Mom argues. ‘I just want you to drive together. A road trip, like the old days.’


What old days? Bonnie thinks. But then she grasps a memory of sitting in the back seat of their old beige station wagon, the three of them watching the shape of their parents’ heads, as miles of highway slid past. There had been road trips, on occasion.


‘I want you to drive here to California. And I want you to—’ Mom stops and coughs, then resumes. ‘I want you to see the Grand Canyon together.’


A strained, unfamiliar feeling of regret curdles within Bonnie. The Grand Canyon. She lingers on an image: flat, dusty desert rolling endlessly past their car windows.


They had once tried to drive to the Grand Canyon as a family. When she was a teenager. Why they never made it, Bonnie still can’t quite understand.


She notices everyone on the Zoom has gone quiet.


‘The Grand Canyon?’ Alex finally repeats, her voice low.


‘Yes.’ Their mom nods, uncompromising. ‘Have any of you been there?’


‘Uh, no.’ Kevin shakes his head.


‘No. It’s a little far,’ Alex says.


Bonnie admits that she, too, has never stood on the edge of that great natural wonder, this geological marvel that all Americans instinctively know about, even if they grow up thousands of miles away in New England.


‘No, I haven’t.’


Mom nods, her argument complete. ‘So then go. Drive there, and then here to California.’ She pauses before looking straight at the camera, straight at them. ‘You owe it to me.’


***


They owed it to Mom? They owed it? Like it was a debt that could be repaid after all these decades.


A peculiar feeling of anger slices through Kevin when he thinks of the Grand Canyon. How could she claim they owed it to her, when they had only been children, for god’s sake.


But Kevin tamps down this resentment, the way he always does with his parents.


‘That’s a long way, Mom …’ he starts to say.


‘I know it’s a long way. That’s why we never got to go when you were little.’


Well, we could have. If you hadn’t decided to turn around.


‘I just want you all to spend time together, now that you’re all grown-up. You never see each other. You never see your dad and me.’


‘I’m sure there’s another way we can all see each other,’ Bonnie offers, characteristically practical. ‘I mean, we just need more time to plan ahead. Like six months, or something like that.’


She trails off. Because they all know that the three of them wouldn’t ever get together without their mom’s insistence. That’s how far apart they’ve drifted.


The guilt trickles in again, pooling into a dark, secret puddle inside him.


Mom snorts. ‘Maybe I don’t want to wait six months.’


Maybe she doesn’t have six months. That’s what goes unsaid.


‘Okay, then this month. Before the twenty-sixth,’ Kevin finally acquiesces. Always the first to appease his parents, because his sisters have always been too set on having things their own way.


Bonnie sighs, and he can imagine her mentally rearranging her family’s upscale social schedule. No more Club Med this year, no more vacationing at Martha’s Vineyard.


Out of nowhere, Alex speaks up with unexpected enthusiasm. ‘I think that’s a cool idea.’


Alex? She’s the one who has to travel the farthest.


Mom’s face brightens up on-screen. ‘See, I can always count on you, Alex.’


Kevin seethes in silence.


‘No, let’s do it!’ Alex exclaims. He is reminded of the zeal his younger sister always had in childhood: her harebrained ideas for family plays at Christmastime, or an art project for Mother’s Day, or an elaborate Easter egg hunt. ‘Come on, it’ll be fun!’


Fun? And that is so Alex, only thinking of what’s fun, never what’s responsible or sensible. And can you even say the word ‘fun’ when Mom’s upcoming operation is the real reason for this trip?


‘You really want to do this?’ Bonnie is asking Alex, as if Mom weren’t right there on the call.


‘You heard what Mom said. It’s been ages since we’ve all been together. Even longer since we’ve done a road trip.’


And we all know why, Kevin thinks. Or maybe you forgot, Alex.


‘Yes, Alex, that’s it.’ Mom grins. And Kevin has to admit, it’s the first time he’s seen Mom smile on this call. ‘Don’t be so serious, like the others.’


‘I’m not—’ Bonnie starts to say defensively, and then shuts up.


‘I know you guys have kids,’ Alex says, stating the obvious. ‘But maybe you can get away for a week or something? I can fly to Chicago or Texas or wherever, and meet you guys, and we can drive from there.’


Kevin starts a quick mental calculation: Chicago to L.A. How long would you need to drive there, with a stop-off at the Grand Canyon?


‘And what am I supposed to do?’ Bonnie asks. ‘Fly from Boston to meet you guys?’


‘Yeah,’ Alex answers, nonchalant. ‘I mean, I’d be flying from London.’ She lets that fact sink in. ‘Or you can drive from Boston, if you want.’


‘That’s crazy,’ Bonnie says, almost automatically. Which is partly justified for any Alex suggestion.


‘What’s crazy about it?’ Alex asks. ‘Rent a car. Get on the interstate. It’s not that difficult.’


‘Alex, we can’t just—’ Kevin starts to say. Jobs and vacation time and getting the kids to school, all the stuff Alex doesn’t have to think about because she’s still not an actual adult.


‘Alex, I have three kids!’ Bonnie shouts. ‘Kevin has two. We can’t just leave when we want.’


‘No,’ Mom cuts in forcefully. ‘You can do this. I had the three of you, and I managed to raise all of you, thousands of miles away from my own family, in a new country. With no extra help. Bonnie, you have Chris’s family over there. Kevin, Jessica’s mom is around the corner. They can all look after your kids. But where is your own mom? All the way over here. You think I don’t miss seeing you?’


That shuts them all up. Mom always knows how to lay it on thick.


Kevin watches Bonnie rearrange her face into something corporate and diplomatic. ‘All right,’ she says. ‘I’ll speak to Chris and see what I can do.’


‘Good, Bonnie, good,’ Mom says, like she’s praising a loyal dog. Bonnie nods obediently but looks resigned. Kevin has to admit, there is a rare flicker of excitement inside him. A road trip. A whole week away from Jessica and the kids. The open road calling, a welcome distraction from his current misery.


‘See,’ Mom continues. ‘Do it for me. Make your mom happy, okay?’


For the second time on that call, Kevin wonders what exactly they owe their mom. Surely it is something; he just can’t name it specifically. Could it be quantified? Repaid that easily through a single road trip?


That was the thing about debt (something that Kevin was now very familiar with). It accrues interest over time. It grows and grows until it burns a deep, irreparable hole in your wallet and your bank accounts and your existence.


Sometimes, it’s too late to repay.


***


A queasy jolt of excitement courses through Alex when her mom mentions the road trip. There is the familiar adrenaline – what she would normally feel at any mention of travel – but this time it is laced with something more apprehensive.


Of course, the Grand Canyon.


No one in their family has discussed it in all these intervening years, but of course it makes a terrible kind of sense.


She recalls with a surreal vividness the feel of the hot desert sun on her arm as she rode in the back seat of their station wagon. The dust that filtered into the car’s interior when they pulled into that gas station and she cracked the window open.


‘So you can do it? We’ll see you later this month?’ Dad is asking now. Looking at his iPad screen, expectant.


‘Um …’ Bonnie answers carefully. ‘The three of us will talk offline and figure out our schedules.’


Did she just say ‘offline’ in a family Zoom? Alex suppresses a snort. She can’t remember how long it’s been since Bonnie left her high-flying career, but the corporate speak still hasn’t left her vocabulary.


‘Should we do a deep dive and hammer out the timeline for you?’ Alex jokes.


Kevin laughs. It’s been ages since he’s laughed at one of her jokes.


Bonnie rolls her eyes. ‘Ha ha ha, everyone.’


Mom and Dad peer at them perplexed, oblivious to the joke at Bonnie’s expense.


‘So yeah, we’ll be in touch,’ Bonnie reassures them.


They nod back – and for once, somehow, pixilated across each other’s screens, the five of them seem to be in agreement.


*


When she clicks off the Zoom, Alex lingers for a moment longer in their bedroom. Nya is in the lounge, most likely stretched out on their couch, watching some cozy reality TV competition about baking. Stroking her belly in that protective, maternal way that has become second nature to her in a matter of months.


Alex is relieved to have these moments of silence to herself, to contemplate what was said on the family call. And what wasn’t. Her mom could be dying. No one’s mentioned it outright; her parents don’t like to speak that candidly about things, but it was clearly there in the subtext.


Why else the request for this sibling road trip?


But a dark shadow undercuts that request, a crust of a memory that no one wants to acknowledge.


Alex stands up and peruses her bookcase. There’s a framed photograph of herself, Bonnie, and their mother decades ago, at her sister’s business school graduation. Alex’s hair is still long in this photo, so their resemblance (which people have commented on all her life) is striking. Bonnie appears like a more polished, more successful version of herself, or she the messier, more unsettled version. Their mother’s smile is the same as always, poised and practiced, her pride unmistakable – and yet, Alex has always been aware that pride was usually bestowed on her older sister, the one with the perfect life.


She looks around, aware that any photos with Kevin have carefully been removed from her shelf. And Dad – poor Dad – hardly shows up in any pictures, as he was always the one taking them.


Alex buries a seed of bitterness inside her and shifts her attention to the travel guidebooks on the shelf, a testament to the escape she’s always sought in far-flung places. Decades’ worth of Let’s Go and the Lonely Planet and the Rough Guide, spanning the Mediterranean, the Middle East, West Africa, Southeast Asia, Iceland … so many geographies contained within the colorful spines of these books. So many geographies she has eagerly set foot in. Except her own country. There is virtually no mention of the United States, save for a thin New York City guidebook from her trip with Nya four years ago.


Why hasn’t she explored her own country? All those states that she’s been accustomed to flying over, en route to California – the broad, endless fields; the rugged mountain ranges; the dry desert expanses. All passing silently below her, unknown.


She thinks about belonging. How increasingly, as the years went by, it seemed a foreign notion every time she set foot in America. Until she eventually stopped looking for it.


Maybe it is time, she thinks. She can afford to leave the UK for a week or two. One final hurrah before the reality of parenthood sets in. Nya is nearly five months along, safely out of the first trimester and still nimble enough to get around on her own. So it’s not the final call yet on Alex’s freedom. They’ve got time.


When Alex thinks about her own mother, laid up in that bed in California, she realizes they still have time, too. But only just.





It is Bonnie, of course, dutiful firstborn, who initiates the group text message, rounding up her younger brother and sister the way she has done all their lives, wrangling their grumbling personalities to toe the line. She wonders if Kevin and Alex would have done anything at all, without her involvement.


Bonnie scrolls through her phone to find the last group text message between the three of them, sent five years ago. She had sent a couple messages to that thread in the intervening years, and no one had replied. A sadness quivers in her chest when she realizes it’s been that long.


Bonnie: Hey guys, reviving this thread. So um, what do you think about visiting Mom and Dad around the second weekend of June?


She places an internal bet: How long will it take for either of them to actually reply? Nothing. She places the phone down, considers if her siblings are really that far gone into their own lives, that uncaring about their mother. To her surprise, it is Kevin who replies first.


Kevin: Um, we really doing this?


Bonnie: Of course. Mom seemed pretty serious. She doesn’t usually complain about this kind of stuff


In all her forty-six years, Bonnie has never known her mom to verbalize a demand that places her own needs in front of her children’s.


Kevin: I mean, the road-trip part


Nothing from Alex so far. Bonnie frowns and puts her phone down. She reminds herself her sister is five hours ahead of her. Maybe she’s having a late lunch.


Bonnie: Alex, you there?


Finally, five minutes later, a message from Alex appears.


Alex: Yes, we should do the road trip


Bonnie: Really? Ok … But from where to where?


Alex sends an emoji: a black-haired woman shrugging. So helpful. Bonnie pushes on.


Bonnie: I mean, should we fly to Phoenix or something, rent a car, see the Grand Canyon, and then drive home?


Alex: I’m open to stuff


What does that mean?


Bonnie: That’s maybe the most efficient plan. We can drop the car off in OC & fly back from there


Again, nothing from her siblings.


Bonnie: So we can prob do the whole trip in about 4 days, then???


She sends another question mark.


A long pause. And then:


Kevin: How about we do Route 66?


What the …


Bonnie: That’s really a thing? Route 66?


Kevin: Yeah. It’s a real highway that goes across America, Bon. It’s not just made-up


Bonnie: Well, duh. But where does it go from?


Kevin: Chicago to LA


Is he serious? Who has the time for that?


Alex: I’m up for it. We can all meet in Chicago & then drive from there. That sounds cool


Bonnie panics.


Bonnie: How many days is that?


Kevin: You can do it in as little as 3 or 4, but that’s not very fun


Fun … It’s been a while since that word has come up between the three of them. Given the current state of affairs between Kevin and Alex, being shut in a car with them is hardly going to be fun.


Alex: Nah, make it longer. I wanna see stuff


Kevin: I was thinking like 6 days maybe


Alex: So like June 9–15 maybe?


Kevin: That could work. We can use my SUV, then we save on renting one


Witnessing her siblings’ ongoing dialogue, Bonnie has a distinct sense of things running away from her, out of her control. She suppresses a surge of worry, the very thought of the road trip starts to fill her with dread.


Alex: Bonnie, how does that sound?


What the hell, she thinks. They’re her brother and sister. She’s known them all their lives. What is she so scared of? Still, it is with a certain trepidation that she types her response.


Bonnie: Yeah, ok. Let me just check with Chris


A pause before anyone writes back.


Alex: Do we think Mom’s ok? It seems serious


Bonnie: I think it is serious


Kevin: I’ve been helping Dad with their health insurance. Complicated, but I think she’s covered for this round of treatment


Alex: That’s good


Bonnie: Thanks, Kev


And there in the spaces between the on-screen text, between the words that appear and the thoughts that go untyped, between the thousands of miles that stretch between them, the three of them sit, each balancing their unspoken fear with a tentative shared understanding.





Kevin has been reading about Route 66, and now he has a stack of books and maps piled up on his desk, whisked over handily by Amazon Prime at the click of a mouse.


‘What are all these packages for?’ Jessica had glared at the boxes. Amazon’s persistent smiling arrow, branded over and over on the cardboard, grinned at her.


‘Just some research,’ Kevin mumbled cryptically.


‘Research about what?’ Jessica probed. But he’d shut the door in her face and didn’t answer.


Of course, she was already pissed off. He could have said he was buying platinum jewelry for their upcoming twentieth anniversary, and she would have still found a reason to complain. But his own mother’s request, after a stroke and before a potentially life-threatening medical procedure? That trumped any spousal grievances, and both of them knew it.


Kevin stares at a map of Route 66, and he wonders how his marriage has come to this: a series of sniping, passive-aggressive comments traded by the hour, and the routine drudgery of getting the kids to comply to the simple demands of their everyday lives. Wake up, get changed, eat. School, practice, homework, back to bed. Then rinse and repeat, over and over again, until they grow up and you die.


The only difference between childhood and adulthood is that once you move away from home, you have some small modicum of choice in whether or not you’re forced to do these things. Unless of course you screw up, get married, and have kids.


There’s another knock on the door.


‘I said I’m busy for a few minutes!’ Kevin shouts on autopilot.


‘Dad?’ It’s his ten-year-old daughter, Arabella.


Oh shit. He gets up, opens the door with a smile on his face. ‘Hey Schnopes. How’re you doing? Sorry, I thought it was your mom.’


‘Yeah, I know.’ Arabella slopes in and takes her usual seat, swiveling back and forth on his office chair.


She gazes around the room, taking in his fraternity banner, the painfully dated photo of him and his crew from college, the Route 66 guidebooks on his desk.


‘What is it, honey? You okay?’


There is always that way in which a single look from his daughter can floor him, bring to heel all the other mundane worries in his life.


She nods, her black hair sweeping her thin shoulders. She hesitates before speaking.


‘Mom’s really angry that you’re going on this trip.’


Did Jessica put her up to this? he wonders.


‘She’s not happy with a lot of things I do these days.’


‘Like what?’


There’s so much he could tell her that would be inappropriate. But there’s also a front he has to maintain as a father.


‘Maybe Mom thinks it’ll be too overwhelming to look after you two when I’m away. But we’re moving in your other Ama for the time being. And you’re very grown-up these days yourself. I bet you can help look after Brian, too.’


‘I can make sure he gets ready in the mornings. And does his homework.’


‘I know, you’re an awesome big sister like that.’ It occurs to him, this is probably what Bonnie was like to him when they were growing up. Responsible, always on his case because she wanted to help their parents, relieve their workload somehow. He feels a twinge of guilt for all those years he hated his older sister for her bossiness.


‘Mom doesn’t think you have to be away for so long.’


And of course she wouldn’t. Jessica cares little for his parents, and the feeling is mutual. They have always thought her too superficial, too obsessed with designer brands.


And he has to admit, maybe there is some grain of truth in that. Maybe, if Jessica wasn’t like this, he wouldn’t have boxed himself into this career that he’s come to hate. The job necessary to earn the income to pay off the bills and maintain the lifestyle that Jessica expects. Or maybe (if he has to be honest with himself), the lifestyle that he’s grown accustomed to as well. Always finding ways to earn more interest, to make his savings work harder. Finding himself in his current situation.


‘How long you gonna be away for again?’ Arabella now dawdles along the edges of the room, picking up one Route 66 book. She flips absently through it as she returns to the chair.


‘Six days to drive to California. Then a few days at Agong and Ama’s. So probably a week and a half, maybe two.’


Arabella lingers on a map, and he contemplates what’s going through that brain of hers. Is she envisioning what these forty-eight states look like? Trying to understand the breadth of the continent?


‘What’s Route 66, Dad?’


‘Oh, it’s this old highway that was built a long time ago. Lots of people drove on it to get to California. So a bunch of cool diners and motels and things to see sprung up along the way.’


He himself can’t recall the first time he heard about Route 66. But the mythology of the road seems almost timeless, as if it were always there from the beginning, stretching across to the Pacific, entreating travelers to cross the long, golden miles.


‘It’s something all Americans are supposed to do at some point.’


‘What, like saying the Pledge of Allegiance and paying our taxes?’


Kevin stifles a laugh. ‘Well, not as mandatory. And a lot more fun.’


‘Are you gonna only fill up gas at Exxons and Shells?’


‘That’s a good question.’ Kevin grins, pleased that Arabella remembered his weird quirk of traveling. ‘Probably a smart idea.’


‘Because you only want brands you can trust,’ she recites dutifully.


For a brief moment, Kevin regrets that he’s so inculcated his own daughter into brand consumerism, but there’s a deeper reason to his preferences. A more primal one he doesn’t like to dwell on.


‘Well, I hope you have fun.’ Arabella stops swiveling in the chair and tilts her head at him. In that moment she so resembles a younger Jessica that Kevin finds it disorienting, his beloved, one-and-only daughter, couched in the image of his best-avoided wife. ‘And I hope Ama will be okay.’


‘I hope so, too.’ At this mention of his mom, he can almost feel tears welling up in his eyes. A sudden rush of regret that he forgot about her momentarily – she, the very point of the trip – while getting so caught up in Route 66 and his own marital misery.


‘Hey Dad,’ Arabella shakes him out of his reflection.


‘What is it, Schnopes?’


‘Are you gonna ever take us on a trip like this? Like me, Brian, and Mom?’


Kevin opens his mouth to answer, but he doesn’t know what to say. He knows he should say yes.


He would be lying if he did.


***


‘At least the three of you can split the driving,’ Chris mused, when Bonnie had explained the Route 66 idea to him.


Bonnie said nothing. She smiled and nodded, wondering if that comment was akin to the jokes Chris often made about her driving skills. He usually insisted on doing the driving whenever their family headed somewhere. And Bonnie always obliged, even though she silently winced at his abrupt braking and unnecessary revving of the engine, which surely damaged the car.


But really, that was a minor quibble in their relationship, and she knew she shouldn’t complain. After all, most dads wouldn’t be okay with the mother of their three children going away for ten days. So, grateful for Chris’s blessing, Bonnie researched the transport options, methodically bookmarking web pages and jotting notes in her turquoise faux alligator skin notebook.


Now, Bonnie Chu Prescott sits at the desk in her study and steals a few illicit moments to stare out the window. The window is open, and the fragrant, late-spring breeze wafts through the screen bearing pollen that, every year without fail, makes her sneeze, and her throat itch uncontrollably.


When she first moved out East decades ago, she couldn’t understand why her allergies were so much worse. In the dry, sun-baked air of California, the palm trees and desert scrub and frugally watered gardens didn’t yield any lethal pollen with the blossoming flowers and warmer days. But she’d since come to accept that living on the East Coast, everything was smaller but more intense. The summers were more humid, the winters frigid and snowy, the vegetation treacherous. The communities were more set in their ways, generations of families layering their legacies on top of each other, residing in old clapboard or brick houses that could date back centuries, long before the first American settlers had even set foot in California.


‘How do you know you’ll even like it out there?’ Nineteen-year-old Alex had asked when Bonnie sat packing her suitcase for Harvard Business School, unsure of what a New England winter required.


‘I dunno.’ Bonnie shrugged, twisting her long black strands of hair through her fingers, the way she always used to do when she was younger and more unsure of herself. ‘If I don’t, what am I gonna do? Not go to Harvard Business School?’


They smirked, both knowing that was impossible. Not with their parents.


She was twenty-five at the time. She tries to recall what her life had been like before arriving on the East Coast. Before she had tasted Sam Adams beer or heard the strange, open camber of the Boston accent, or found herself living in this close, crafted neighborhood, where everyone was white and the houses white and shuttered, too, and the lawns a rich green, and the plentiful trees boasted foliage that turned aflame in the autumn. Where social calendars hinged on multigenerational family barbecues and kids’ sports leagues and summers at the beach and winter ski weekends in Vermont.


It seems strange that there had once been a time in her life when all she had ever known were the four other people in her family, her mom’s stir-fry, and Southern California. When she hadn’t even realized you could live outside Orange County, or would ever want to, with its balmy, year-round sun and its panoply of Asian restaurants. And yet, a few decades on and here she was, raising three boys, each different in their own way, with their brown hair darkening into adolescence, and her own jet-black hair now streaked unmistakably with gray. Married to a husband who was generous and ambitious and blue-eyed, but who had only ever visited California for cushy vacations or the occasional business conference – and had never once lived a life that was not buoyed by his own family’s wealth and influence.


What could Chris possibly understand about her parents, who had emigrated as skinny, studious, nervous twentysomethings to a country where they hardly spoke the language, where they had no relatives, no inroads, virtually no cultural understanding? And somehow, from those improbable beginnings, they had carved out a life, acquired savings and a four-bedroom house with a yard in which to raise their own three children.


Children who then – as soon as they reached adulthood – had moved as far away as possible.


A premature sense of loss ripens within her as she considers a framed photo on her oakwood desk. Her and her siblings in childhood, Mom and Dad, all of them with arms around each other, grinning in front of their house in California. It was taken just after they had moved into that house, which had seemed so new and pristine, with rooms that were vacant, waiting to be filled with furniture and belongings and decades of family life.


She thinks about that house now, home to only her two parents, growing feebler by the years. And yet her mom has kept each of their teenage bedrooms in a state of semi-preservation, ready for her children’s return.


‘Mom, you know you can repurpose our rooms into something else if you want. Turn one into a study for you, or a painting studio maybe.’ Bonnie had said this a year after Henry was born, when they had come to visit her parents.


‘You never know, there might be some emergency!’ Her mom shook her head, adamant. ‘What if Kevin loses his job, or Chris gets injured and can’t help you with Henry, or Alex gets into another accident? I want you to know, you will always have a place to stay here.’


‘Yeah, but Chris’s parents can help with Henry, or they’ll hire help …’ Bonnie began. Then she trailed off, wondering if that might make her mom feel irrelevant, replaced.


‘You never know when you might need to come home,’ Mom had insisted.


What Bonnie wanted to tell her (but didn’t have the heart to), was that maybe California no longer was her home. Maybe that locus had somehow shifted, over time, to Massachusetts.


So those bedrooms had remained largely empty over the decades, only filled a handful of times each year if she or Kevin came home – and at Christmas, the only possible time all three siblings would converge on the family home. In recent years, those annual Christmas gatherings had petered out, too. After she and Kevin had their own kids, they began alternating their Christmases between sets of parents. Then Kevin and Alex had had their feud – and they made sure never to spend the same Christmas in California.


And that dreaded emergency their mother foresaw had never happened – until now.


A twinge of sadness pricks her as she realizes the irony of it all. The ingratitude that she and her siblings have shown, leaving their parents on their own in that California house, thousands of miles from the children they sacrificed so much for.


Was that the inevitable road parenthood sent you down?


That you would invest your all into sustaining these small creatures, raising them into adulthood – but they were always destined to forget you, move on to the excitement of their own lives and only visit you occasionally, when obligated. When you fell into a stroke and could barely communicate.


Bonnie instinctively looks out the window to check on her three sons, romping around in their verdant backyard. Henry, the oldest, taps a soccer ball into place so Milo can kick it. Max, the middle child, rests alone in the shade of the big willow, throwing stones absently into the pond.


She wonders when these three will forget about her and charge ahead into the future, consumed only by their own lives. Hopefully, she still has a few more years with them.


Bonnie hears a sudden shout from below, and sees Chris striding toward the three boys. They all rush together, Chris’s blond hair shining in the sun, contrasted with the dark brown of her sons’. As he tells them something, Milo jumps with excitement. In another moment, the three boys, in their gangly, uneven way, run en masse into the house, hollering.


What is it? What did Chris tell them?


Bonnie pokes her head into the hallway and hears the boys rampaging up the stairs toward her.


‘Mom! Mom!’ Henry is shouting.


Within seconds, Max has barreled into her, Milo wrapping his arms around her knees.


‘Is it true?’ Milo clamors. ‘Dad said you figured out your whole plan for your trip!’


‘Are you really gonna drive across the whole country?’ Max shouts, his arms stretched up high in disbelief. ‘Can you do that?’


‘’Course I can,’ Bonnie answers with a smile.


‘Are you driving to see Ama?’ Henry asks, concern marking his too-adult face. ‘Is she still in the hospital?’


‘Well, she’s going back in for an operation,’ Bonnie says, trying to sound upbeat.


‘Is Uncle Kevin going with you?’


‘First, I’m driving to Uncle Kevin’s in Chicago, and then we’ll drive together to California to see Ama and Agong. Auntie Alex is joining us, too.’


‘Wow,’ Milo’s eyes are round, disbelieving. ‘All the way from London! Daddy was a little worried about it. He says it’s a lot of driving for you.’


Bonnie smirks, brushing away a shred of annoyance at hearing this. ‘Daddy doesn’t need to worry about me. I know how to handle a car.’


‘Which car are you taking?’ Henry asks. ‘The SUV? Because we need that to get to baseball practice.’


‘The Lexus has better suspension,’ Max offers. He’s the one who knows his cars.


‘I’ll probably rent a car,’ Bonnie answers. ‘Then I get to pick whatever car I want.’


‘Can we see where you’re gonna drive?’ Milo asks.


But Max has already taken a road atlas down from the bookshelf and opened it to a double-paged spread of the contiguous forty-eight states. He places it in Bonnie’s hands. ‘Show us.’


Bonnie can’t help but grin, and she sits on the thick cream carpet, the atlas in front of her and her three sons gathered around, leaning on her. Their restless energy permeating from their limbs into her own.


She had glanced at a map the night before. But now she is curious to see Route 66 laid out before her in full: the intended route from here to her parents. It seems so improbable that she could simply get into a car here on the East Coast, and with enough time and gasoline, drive all the way across the continent to Irvine, California. Like a board game, but writ large. Her actions no longer reduced to the size of half-inch playing pieces.


‘Okay, where’s Massachusetts? Milo, can you show us where we are?’


A moment’s pause, and his small index finger finds its way to the crooked boot of Cape Cod, then up to the encircled star that is Boston.


‘Very good.’ Bonnie squeezes Milo’s shoulder. ‘So then we look for … Route 90, and we follow that all … the … way … across to New York and then down through Pennsylvania …’


Her finger traces the thick blue line of the interstate, past imagined towns and fields, over state borders.


‘… Ohio …’ Milo says.


‘… Michigan …’ Max continues.


‘… over to Chicago!’ Henry cheers.


‘Yes!’ Bonnie jabs the large star fixed on the western shore of Lake Michigan. ‘And I’ll meet Uncle Kevin there. And probably return the rental car. And then we’re gonna drive all … the … way … down this highway.’ Without her reading glasses, she squints at the paper.


‘The 55,’ she continues. ‘To St. Louis. And then we’ll probably take … this highway through Missouri.’


‘And then through Oklahoma?’


‘No, go through Kansas, Mom!’


‘I don’t – I don’t think there’s anything to see in Kansas, Max.’


‘Go to Oklahoma! Tell us what it’s like!’ Milo is shouting, rocking back and forth on her shoulder.


‘Well, if we go to Oklahoma, we can also go through Texas,’ she explains.


‘Whoa, Texas.’ Henry’s eyes open wide.


‘What’s wrong with Texas?’ Milo asks.


‘There’s nothing wrong with Texas.’ Bonnie puts on her cheery voice, deciding to steer clear of politics.


‘There’s a lot wrong with Texas,’ Henry corrects her.


‘Have you ever been there, Henry?’ Bonnie asks.


‘No, but I don’t have to go to know,’ Henry states with confidence. ‘They still have the death penalty. Everyone owns guns—’


‘Everyone owns guns?!’ Milo asks in awe. ‘How cool is that!’ He spins off, cradling an imaginary machine gun in his hands and targeting Bonnie’s framed diplomas. ‘Pyew-pyew-pyew!’


‘Well, it’s not very cool if you’re driving through the state unarmed,’ Bonnie counters back. ‘Probably kinda scary.’


‘Then why do you want to go there?’ Henry asks.


‘Maybe I’m curious.’ Bonnie shrugs. ‘Plus, it’s the fastest way to the West Coast.’ She continues on, her finger demarcating the I-40. ‘Then probably into New Mexico, and then into Arizona, where we’ll stop and see the Grand Canyon. And then … all the way to California, where Ama and Agong live.’


She taps the greater conurbation of Los Angeles, recalling the familiar press of freeways, shopping centers, and suburban subdivisions sprawled over the dry brown hills.


‘Wow,’ Max breathes out. ‘That’s a long trip.’


‘I guess, but your Uncle Kevin, Auntie Alex, and I will take turns driving. So we won’t get too tired. And it’s important to see Ama right now.’


‘That’s very good of you, driving all the way across the country to see her,’ Henry says this, stroking her hair. Bonnie grins, absorbing this compliment from her own son.


‘She is my mom, you know.’ Then she pauses. ‘If I were to get really sick one day, would you boys drive all the way across the country to see me?’
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