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Dedicated to The Girls





Part One
Summer



Time present and time past


Are both perhaps present in time future,


And time future contained in time past.


If all time is eternally present


All time is unredeemable.


What might have been is an abstraction


Remaining a perpetual possibility


Only in a world of speculation.


What might have been and what has been


Point to one end, which is always present.


Footfalls echo in the memory


Down the passage which we did not take


Towards the door we never opened


Into the rose-garden. My words echo


Thus, in your mind.


But to what purpose


Disturbing the dust on a bowl of rose-leaves


I do not know.


Other echoes


Inhabit the garden. Shall we follow?


“Burnt Norton,” Verse I


Four Quartets, by T. S. Eliot





June



Finally. The pain, the anguish, and the struggle are over.


Well, your pain, anguish, and struggle are over. Me? I’m looking over a cliff, and pain, anguish, and struggle roil below amid jagged rocks of grief.


And you know how I hate heights.


This used to be my favorite month, as you also well know. For Vermonters knocking on the Canadian border, June promises winter is over, sunshine after months of slate skies, shivery mornings, and dark, snow-squalled commutes. Instead, this June brings frost warnings. Are undertakers able to break the still-frozen earth, let alone dig the requisite six feet to bury the dead? This is not my problem, because you chose cremation, but I wonder about this anyway. It’s easier than wondering about life without you.
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Across my rumpled bed lies a black sheath dress; black lace-up boots wait by the door, next to piles of taped boxes ready for the movers. I finger the scarves—seventy-two in all, now mine—wondering which to wear. The one best to shock funeral-goers in Stella’s honor, the one Rob will take back in memory when the guilt he pushes away during the day attacks him at night, the one that will bring a faint smile to Olivia’s face—a shadow of the smile that left us nine months ago.


“AbbySol.”


I smile, not bothering to turn around. It’s just my best friend’s voice in my head. Sometimes she says Abby, sometimes Abby Solace, but mostly AbbySol, her favorite.


My hand rests on hot pink, tangerine, and indigo orchids dyed into blood-red silk. The last scarf Stella wore, even after her hair grew back, a downy halo.


I dress quickly, knot the scarf at my neck. The tiny black dress, tailor-made compliments of Stella, hangs perfectly on my slender, five-seven frame. “Abby Solace St. Claire, you must attend my funeral in style.”


But in the mirror I see the dark dress and brilliant scarf only highlight my pallor. With my blond hair pulled back in a tight bun, my pale blue eyes loom large, the circles below dark and deep. I look more dead than Stella did three days ago, lying in her bed, her hand resting in Olivia’s, her empty gaze on me.


Christ, how am I going to get through this day without you, Stella?


After brushing color on my cheeks, balm to chapped lips, I grab my bag and run for the ancient Saab, late as usual.


The parking lot of St. Mary’s Nativity Church overflows, of course. For all her claims of being an introvert, Stella was no such thing. “You are how you act,” she would say. Of course, as with many Stella-isms, she claimed this did not actually apply to her.


I tug hard on the cold iron ring, and the church door springs open with an alarming squeal. All eyes are on me as I stumble, blinking, into the gloomy interior. Soft organ music emanates from the back of the church. I pause to get my bearings, nearly overcome by the perfume of orchids, gardenias, and, of course, roses. So many roses, as though every person spilling out of the pews ignored Stella’s demand to direct all remembrances to the American Cancer Society, the Nature Conservancy, the Vermont Food Bank, and the Humane Society. Stella’s love for flowers was too compelling to forgo.


God, she would have loved this.


I scan the crowded front pews for Olivia. To my left, Paula and Cecile cast puffy eyes toward me. Paula reaches out, squeezes my hand. “She’s up there.” I glance toward the front again and realize the thin teenager with dark hair pulled back under a black lace kerchief, pinched between Rob and Wife #2, is Olivia—so like her mom. And so not.


Olivia’s head turns as she, too, surveys the church. Her wide-eyed gaze finds me. I lift my hand in a wave at the exact moment she does. The organ music swells, signaling the official start of the service. I watch Olivia struggle to stand. Rob reaches for her, pulls her down. She wrestles away, climbs over him and out of the pew.


We meet halfway up the aisle, crush each other close.


The organ drones on. The congregation is silent. I feel hands on my shoulders, look up into Rob’s somber face. His eyes are sorrowful, and I realize this brings no satisfaction. He grieves Stella despite the last decade, which dismantled their life together.


I nod, and together we help Olivia down the aisle. Her hands remain clasped around my arm. Clearly, we will endure the next hour side by side. Wife #2 moves down to make room as the service begins.


A parade of people eulogizes my best friend, talking about her kindness, generosity, sense of humor. All true, but no one mentions the annoying way she picks up a Canadian accent two minutes after crossing the border, or how fear creeps into her eyes when she says she’s excited about Olivia’s going to college. And that bossiness? Stella knows everything but says she doesn’t—and means it, in that maddening way of hers.


Then you realize that, actually, she does know everything after all.


But rather than share any of this myself, I criticize each heartfelt oration as being off the mark and deficient because this is easier than admitting I should be up there, telling all these people who Stella Rose really is.


Was.


But no one asked me to speak. Everyone assumed that upon losing Stella—who was, in many ways, my voice—I would be incapable. So Paula offered to represent The Girls, collecting material from us in preparation. Now she stands at the podium with tear-streaked poise.


“The following is brought to you by the Stella Rose Fan Club.” Paula nods to Cecile, seated to her left. Behind the altar, images appear on an improvised screen—a montage chronicling our collective preteens, adolescence, and womanhood. Slumber parties, bonfires, graduations, annual girls’ weekends in Maine, New Hampshire, New York, and then the last one, in Vermont, in Stella’s house. The slide show stops at a picture of us gathered around Stella’s bed, smiling for the camera, no one’s smile wider than our Stella’s, her tiny fingers clasped around a margarita glass.


“Laura and Jo aren’t here today because they were with us last month at Stella’s insistence,” Paula says quietly. “Stella said, ‘What good are you to me at my funeral? Come now so I can take your lovely faces with me to the next destination.’ She made them promise not to make the trip again for the funeral. It’s been the hardest promise they’ve ever kept, based on the weepy calls I got this morning.”


My heart contracts at the thought of Laura in Colorado and Jo in New Hampshire. I have not called them yet. I’m glad they reached out to Paula.


“We all miss Stella like crazy,” Paula says as Cecile brings up the final picture. It’s from our girls’ weekend two years ago, at Hampton Beach. We stayed at a fleabag billed as four-star, a total dump we bitched about for three days. But we had the best time playing in the icy Atlantic, eating too much lobster and steamers, and dancing at every local dive until we all had blisters.


Before departing, we lined up in front of the wilted hotel for the requisite trip photo. The proprietor grudgingly took Jo’s camera in his nicotine hands, snapped the picture. And there we are, the six of us one happy knot of women, arm in arm in arm, smiling broadly, Stella in the middle.


“But,” Paula resumes, “I’ll bet Stella misses us even more. Rest in peace? I doubt it. Stella, our loudmouthed, opinionated, workaholic, bleeding-heart, generous, lioness-loyal friend, may you launch another posse as amazing as ours wherever you are, with room for us as we make our way to you.”


I blow Paula a kiss, which she returns. We both look over at Cecile; more kisses blown around. The congregation applauds softly as the picture fades.


I feel a squeeze on my arm, look down at Olivia’s head resting on my shoulder. I belong here, holding Olivia close, holding the subtleties of her mother’s complicated life close. These people don’t need to know everything.


I tilt my head back, examine the massive wooden beams arching high above, cocooning us in sorrow. Closing my eyes, I hear, quite clearly, Stella’s voice: “Thank you.” I mouth the words “You’re welcome” and give Olivia a return squeeze.
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After the service, I tell Olivia I need to remove my illegally parked Saab from the church lawn before Father Scully sees it. Olivia turns to Rob, says she’ll ride with me. He objects, but relents under his daughter’s steady stare. Suppressing a smile, I assure him I will get her home in one piece.


Stella’s ashes rest in a small russet ceramic urn in Olivia’s lap as we make our way to her house, which will be my house for the next year. The Moo-ve It Movers will arrive tomorrow morning with my stuff. Though this has been the plan for a while, I have deftly avoided the reality until this moment. I find it hard to breathe as I navigate the hills and turns of Vermont’s Route 36, stretching between the civility of St. Albans City and the wilds of Fairleigh, where Stella Rose lived for nearly twenty years.


“Are you okay?” Olivia gives me the hard-eyed stare she inflicted on Rob.


It’s not so cute now.


I pull onto the grassy shoulder of the road, inches from an electric fence ostensibly keeping twenty-some lounging Holsteins from running amok. As I roll down the driver’s side window, I inhale deeply. Sweet, grassy air rushes into my lungs. Exhaling, I say, “What was the question?”


“Are. You. Okay.”


“No, Liv, I’m not. You?”


“Nope,” she says quickly. “I’m so not okay. I’m glad I’m not the only one.” She settles back in her seat, her gaze now on the road ahead.


“Feels weird having you in the passenger seat and not driving,” I say.


“I was thinking the same thing,” Olivia says, smiling just a little. Nearly two years ago, I taught Olivia how to drive because Stella simply couldn’t let go of the wheel.


Slowly I merge onto Route 36 and into the procession heading for Stella’s house.
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Rob arranged the catered reception, which is well under way as we enter. Classical music drifts from stereo speakers nested in various spots throughout the living room, accenting muted conversations that will surely grow louder as the wine flows.


Olivia, standing on tiptoe, whispers in my ear, “Can you come with me?”


I follow her up the stairs.


She shuts her bedroom door behind me, then stands there, clutching the urn. “Where should I put this?” she asks, her voice thin like it was when she was twelve, before puberty, before high school, before leukemia. “It’s just so crowded downstairs, and there are lots of bad memories in her room, and she’d be …” Olivia stops; her face reddens.


“What?” I ask. “What were you going to say?”


“Lonely,” she whispers, eyes filling. “I was going to say she’d be lonely.”


Taking her in my arms, I feel the cold stone urn between us. “She shouldn’t be in her bedroom all by herself,” I hear myself say. “She should be here with you.”


Stepping away, Olivia blinks back tears. “Okay. She will stay here until …”


“Until July.”


Olivia walks to the round, tapestry-covered table before her large, multipaned window. She removes an unwieldy grape ivy, puts it next to her computer. Then she gently places the urn on the center of the table and stands back to gauge the effect.


I place my arm across her shoulders. “Perfect.”


Olivia nods. “We should go back downstairs.”


“Ready when you are.”


“Just a minute,” she says, walking over to her vanity. Pulling the black scarf off her head, she shakes loose the folds of her long onyx hair. Carefully, she places the scarf on a hook over her closet door. She grabs an elastic hair tie off her vanity, bends at the torso, gathers thick waves of hair into her hands. Hinging back up, she wraps the elastic around the wad of hair twice, executing a perfect messy bun, loose hairs framing her heart-shaped face. “Okay, let’s go.”


“Right behind you,” I say, marveling at her ability to perform this maneuver without a mirror. Such a teenager move for one who has lived an entire lifetime in sixteen years.


Downstairs the swelling mass of mourners overflows into the den and kitchen areas. Rob emerges from behind the makeshift bar and takes Olivia to his side.


Spotting Paula in the kitchen doorway, I wave. She calls to Cecile somewhere behind her. They descend and drag me out onto the back deck, where we all light up in Stella’s memory. Normally nonsmokers, we smoke as a ritual when we get together. Today Paula lights a Salem just for Stella, places it on the edge of the rusty coffee/butt can. We watch it burn, and cry.
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Back inside, I watch Olivia wander the room, pale as the ghost her mother is, a courteous smile fixed on her face. Stella would be so proud of her.


Stella’s heart would break for her.


On Olivia’s first day of kindergarten, Stella called me at 8:35 a.m. “Liv’s just getting to school. She’s probably scared. All those kids, lots of bullies, ya know.”


“Stella Rose, she’s fine. She was excited about school. She’s—”


“I remember my first day …” And she was off, recounting the horror of her own kindergarten days, convinced history was repeating itself with Olivia.


At 11:10 she called again. “They’re heading for lunch in five minutes. I hope she doesn’t end up eating by herself. It’s so lonely.” I heard tears in her voice.


“If she’s having a hard time, the school will call. If it’ll make you feel better …”


“I just called them, actually.”


Of course she had. “And?”


“They said she’s fine. Great, actually. But that was before lunch.”


“I enjoyed lunch.”


“Well, you were Miss Popular.”


I let this go. “Stell, you’re paranoid and you love your daughter. Knowing that will help Olivia through days much tougher than this. Stop worrying.”


“AbbySol …”


“You’re welcome. Now, get back to work, or you’ll be paranoid and unemployed.”
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“Are you sure about this?”


I start at the voice behind me.


It’s Rob, pale like his daughter and looking uncharacteristically lost. Handsome in his mid-forties, Rob is tall and fit; the gray in his black, shellacked hair touches only the temple area. He looks at me anxiously. “I should be there for my daughter. She can come back to California with me, enjoy a change of scenery. This house has seen awful days.”


True—but not awful enough to erase Olivia’s entire childhood of wonderful memories with Stella. “Olivia wants to spend her senior year in her own high school. She knows what she wants.”


“How can she? She’s sixteen! What did you know at sixteen?”


Rob has a point, but it’s moot. Olivia is stubborn like Stella. She will stay here until she leaves for college, and so will I. That’s the promise I made to my best friend—one of those stupidly rash promises I am prone to making, a fact Stella knew well.


“Rob, we’ll figure all this out. It’ll be okay.”


He looks unconvinced. “I’ll come see her once a month. I’ll stay at the Hilton.”


“You can stay here if you want.”


“Let’s see how it goes.” He squeezes my shoulder before heading back to the bar.


Scanning the room, I spy Richard Rothschild standing dangerously close to the swinging door that separates the living room from the kitchen. I smile as I make my way over. I take his elbow and lead him two steps to the right just as Johnson Keller, Stella’s moose of a law partner, barrels through the swinging door holding a bucket of ice over his head, announcing, “Coming through” a tad too late. I give him a slant-eyed glare. He winces, mouths “Sorry” as he is swallowed by the crowd.


“He’s a nice young man,” Rothschild says, unperturbed.


“I suppose,” I say, my heart still thumping. All I need is my boss seriously injured at my best friend’s post-funeral extravaganza. “I want to show you these pieces I got in Greece,” I say, pointing to two solid bronze statues—a mother giraffe standing nearly three feet tall, and a child giraffe, slighter and ten inches shorter.


After fumbling in various pockets, Rothschild finds his silver wire-rimmed glasses perched on his head and pulls them down. He blinks twice, as though focusing a camera lens. His practiced gaze travels the contours of the mother, then the child. I know he appreciates fine details missed by most, who see only hunks of bronze shaped like zoo animals.


“This is something one would expect to see in …” He gropes for the place.


“Nearly anywhere but Greece,” I say, my gaze lingering on the lines of the mother giraffe’s neck, which is curved subtly, protectively, toward her child.


“I knew I sent the right person,” Rothschild says.


I am surprised, as Rothschild is a man of few words. He has run the Harmony Museum of Culture and Art for over twenty years, promoted—many say pushed—into the position of curator when Dr. Dean Chaplin died at his desk from a heart attack. Because the museum is small, the role of curator comprises nearly everything—except curating. Much of that actually falls to me. But Rothschild is happiest poring over old manuscripts and digging artifacts out of the ground and insists on three months each year in the field, during which time I take over his wide-ranging administrative duties.


I watch him survey the pieces, and I’m gratified by the appreciation in his eyes.


“Stella loved giraffes,” I say. “If you look around, you’ll find them in the strangest places—wooden ones, brass ones, stuffed ones, tiny ones, tall ones. And they all have names. These are Jezebel—the mom—and Lucy. When I saw them in the Lambropulouses’ home, I knew Stella would love them.”


“Indigenous?”


“In a strange way. Luka’s great-great-great-grandmother visited Kenya as a girl and was fascinated by the giraffes. When she returned to Greece, she fashioned hundreds of them from bronze. These were her favorites, so they stayed with the family.”


“Until now.”


He does not ask how I got the man of the house to part with a family heirloom of such importance, or at what price.


[image: images]


At last, all the guests leave, and Rob kisses Olivia good-bye before departing with Wife #2. I help Olivia into bed. An old friend of Rob’s, a physician, has given her a sedative. Hearing her snore softly as I pause at the door, I feel my own body relax.


Drifting room to room, I see Stella’s home for the first time through her eyes: a simple three-bedroom saltbox with a large front porch and sunny back deck. Stella kept the house neat—austere, even. She joked she had no time to decorate, but clutter made her nervous. She preferred blank spaces to objects that demanded attention, needed dusting, distracted the eye. Her life was a maelstrom, her home a sanctuary, located far from the craziness of the city that claimed too many hours of her days and years.


In Stella’s home office, her computer sits blank and expectant, papers stacked neatly to one side. I look out the window into the gloaming.


I pull up the sash. Let some of the grief out.


In the glass I see my reflection superimposed on the darkening outdoors. Tears track down my face. Stella’s face no longer there, assuring me I’m okay, I am loved.


My phone buzzes from the living room. It’s late, so I know who it is.


“Hi, Mom.”


“Hello, Abby! How are you?”


Oh, where to begin with my mother? “I’m fine, Mom, and you?”


“Fine, fine, hon. What time is it there?”


“Nine thirty,” I say, adding for emphasis, “p.m.”


“It’s seven thirty here in Phoenix.”


This I know.


“I’m calling to see … to ask how the funeral went.”


I am surprised my mother remembered the funeral was today.


“It was great, Mom,” I say brightly as I pace the length of the living room.


“You don’t need to take that tone. I was just calling to see if you were okay.”


“I’m sorry, Mom. It’s been a rough day.” It feels good to admit this.


“I’m sure it has,” she says, and I swear I detect true sympathy in her voice. I experience a rare rush of feeling for this woman who is distant in more than geography. Before I can say anything, she adds, “But now you can move on to the next phase.”


The feeling fizzles. “Sure, Mom.” I’ll get right on that.


“Have you moved into the house yet? It’s best, despite what people say—”


“What are people saying?” I stop pacing.


“Folks think you aren’t equipped for this. But you are. That’s all I called to say.”


“Well, Mom … thanks,” I say, more like a question.


“Howard sends his love.”


“Mine to him.”


“And mine to you,” my mother says, and hangs up before I can send mine to her.
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I climb the stairs, stand outside Olivia’s room. Her rhythmic breathing soothes me. I wonder, for the thousandth time: Is she angry with me? Does she think I abandoned her mother by throwing myself headlong into the biggest project of my career? That I hired full-time nursing care only to spare myself the horror of Stella’s decline?


Or is it just me?


Slipping quietly around the corner to Stella’s room, I see, per Stella’s instructions, the room restored to its pre-cancer state. My shadow, cast by the dim hall light, slides gray against the soft peach wall as I climb onto the window seat she insisted on having and never sat in. I gaze at the moon, wreathed in wispy clouds. Branches from a hundred-year-old maple strain toward me, lush green leaves waving from the gathering darkness.


Here I am, miles from my tiny High Street apartment and my dusty, saggy bookshelves; cupboards filled with granola, dried fruit, whole-grain pasta, and protein bars; the ratty futon against the wall with my favorite crocheted afghan balled up as a pillow at one end; two anemic philodendrons too stubborn to die from neglect.


Restless, I slip back onto the floor and pad softly across the room, the silver carpet cushiony under my bare feet. Lying on the perfectly made bed, I rest my head on Stella’s pillow and stare at Stella’s ceiling, white and smooth as marble. What thoughts entered her head at the end of every day, all these years?


Tears come again, hot and stinging. Does anyone ever truly know another person? Does it even matter? I am starting to believe friendship has nothing to do with intellectual or even emotional connection, that my friendship with Stella was more … visceral. What else explains the achiness in my heart, the nonstop tears, the fact that I sense her presence everywhere, like the phantom leg of an amputee?


Do you remember that crisp and colorful day last September, Stella, when you arrived at my apartment earlier than expected? I had returned the night before from my trip to Greece. You’d harangued me for weeks to get my ass home; you needed to talk about something you didn’t want to get into over the phone. My antennae should have been up. You never, ever arrived anywhere on time, let alone early. But I was too happy to see you, to really see you, Stella, or to see what was coming.


As your car pulled in, I flung open the door, braced myself for your shrieks of delight. Then watched you pick your way too carefully down my driveway. When finally you looked up, your face portentous as rain clouds, my hands began to shake. Could you feel me trembling when we hugged at the door?


“Stell?” I asked, holding your shoulders, my heart hammering your name short.


You smiled crookedly. “Chamomile,” you said, as you toed off your shoes in the foyer and headed for your spot on the futon, pulled close to the woodstove.


I drew the basket of tea from the cupboard, turned on the gas burner for the kettle. Glancing over, I noted your wild honey hair was pulled back into a large barrette and appeared unwashed, that you were still in sweatpants. Not my Stella.


Retreating to my rocking chair, I waited.


You shivered, hugging your knees to your chest. “I’m glad you have the fire going,” you said, holding your hands out toward the heat.


“Stell, what’s going on? What couldn’t you tell me over the phone?”


You looked confused for a moment. “Oh, that … that will have to wait.”


What, Stell, what had to wait? We never did get to that. So many things we never got to. So many things rendered meaningless in a moment.


“Okay …” I said, watching your face intently.


“They don’t like what they see. The doctors. Oncologists.”


My blood chilled instantly, a freezing wave from my scalp to my toes. “What do you mean, ‘They don’t like what they see’?”


“They think … it could be …”


“What?” Christ, Stella, just say it!


“Leukemia.”


I saw in my mind a scythe laying low the lives we knew.


You stared into the fire.


“Leukemia?” I said. There was no space to breathe with that one word filling every recess in the room, bloating every cell in my body, squeezing everything out. The room tilted. I excused myself, went to the bathroom, threw up. Swished mouthwash, avoiding in the mirror the eyes of someone I had not been just five minutes earlier.


But this was not about me.


It took a moment to realize the shrieking in my head was an echo of the teakettle whistling violently on the stove. I returned to the kitchen, turned off the burner.


You never heard the kettle, I could tell. Keeping one eye on you, the other on our teacups, I managed to fill them without spilling. You didn’t hear the rattling of the cups in their saucers as I made my way over to you, placed your tea on one wooden arm of the futon frame and mine on the other, then took my place by your side.


Taking your tiny, smooth hand in mine, I said, “What exactly did they say?”


They said it was leukemia. Over the next nine months, rare hopeful moments were crushed by a relentless, remorseless reality—weeks of remission followed mercilessly by a relapse of apocalyptic proportions. A slow, delicate, dreadful death.


[image: images]


Before heading to the guest bedroom, I check on Olivia once more. She favors her father in looks, but I’ve always been able to see Stella in Olivia’s face when she’s sleeping, even when she was a baby, and all the times she slept over when Stella traveled. I catch my breath at the sight of my best friend’s daughter—alive, Stella’s blood coursing through her.


I walk over, reach for the quilt to pull across Olivia’s shoulder, and notice something dark wrapped tightly in her arms. The urn.


I step back, surprised. A floorboard creaks underfoot. Olivia stirs; her eyes open slowly. Patting her shoulder, I sit on the edge of the bed. “Is it okay?” she mumbles.


“Of course. Good night, sweetie.” I softly kiss the top of her head and start to get up. She grips my hand.


“Can you … ?”


I squeeze her hand. “Sure I can. Shove over, kiddo.”


After clicking off the hall light, I climb under the covers. With my hand on her shoulder, Olivia soon falls asleep. I’m not far behind.
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I’m up at dawn and ease out of bed quietly. I stretch the kinks out of my neck and spine, then dig my yoga mat out of the cardboard box marked EXERCISE/OUTDOOR. Instead of heading down into the basement, where Stella set up a home gym–cum–torture chamber, I clear a small spot in front of the window. I roll out my mat, place my palms together at my heart, and begin my first sun salute in my new home.
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Breakfast is an awkward affair. First off, I don’t know where anything is, even after years of drinking tea in here. Soon I am irritated by the total lack of culinary logistics in this oversized and underutilized kitchen. Miles of empty, orange-speckled cream Corian counters top bright yellow cabinets and drawers of various sizes, all containing the wrong stuff. Why would utensils be mixed with Rubbermaid lids ten yards from the stove? Pots and pans stacked—more accurately, tossed—to the back of a cabinet behind juice pitchers and a waffle maker?


In exasperation, I call Olivia down to the kitchen and ask, for the love of Pete, where the bread would be. She points to a drawer next to the refrigerator. I yank the drawer open, and there is the bread, one loaf of whole-grain white and a half loaf of rye.


“She didn’t like stuff on the countertops,” Olivia says, her voice small.


“I know,” I say, instantly contrite for being short with Olivia on our first morning. “I just can’t seem to find anything.”


“I did the best I could, but …”


Of course she did the best she could. I wasn’t around much to help Olivia manage the house before Stella died. I wasn’t around much to get acquainted with the kitchen before Stella died. I wasn’t around much before Stella died.


“Olivia,” I whisper, “I just need to get my bearings. I’m sorry I snapped at you.”


Eventually I locate two serviceable pans, a spatula, bacon, and eggs to go with the bread. Once the bacon is frying, I find the coffee mugs in the canary-yellow cupboard above the counter, near the sink—right where they should be. Using a wide-mouthed mug with the logo VIRGINIA IS FOR LOVERS, I cut circles out of two slices of bread. I pop the circles in the toaster, then turn my attention to the remains, delicate now with their centers missing. I butter them, put them in a small, heated pan, crack an egg into each empty circle, and cook the eggs over easy. Olivia watches intently.


When we’re ready, Olivia pours juice and places a vitamin next to each glass. I smile. Stella believed utterly that a vitamin a day makes up for lousy dietary habits.


Olivia picks up her fork and pierces her yolk.


“What’s on your agenda today?” I ask.


Olivia looks at me blankly.


“Not that there is an agenda,” I say quickly. “We can make it up as we go.”


Olivia looks relieved and uneasy all at once. “Are there more … arrangements?”


I wrack my brain. “Not today. We meet with the lawyer tomorrow.” We already know what’s in the will, as I am the executor. But it’s another ritual. Yes, we get it. Stella’s gone, though her scent remains in the drapes, in the shampoo bottle, in the towels. Her sunny face, surrounded by teased and sprayed chestnut hair, smiles at us from various tiny picture frames, her presence shrunk to glassed rectangles of memory.


“I keep …” Olivia’s voice falters. “I keep hearing … expecting to hear …”


“Her voice?”


“Yeah, telling me to get my butt out of bed.” Olivia laughs, a strangled noise.


I smile. “I’m still waiting for feedback on my scarf choice yesterday.”


Olivia smiles, her eyes full and shiny. “I keep expecting her to walk right in …”


The doorbell rings, startling us. Our gazes meet, and we laugh nervously. I glance at the clock: 8:30 a.m. “It’s the Moo-vers. I’ll be right back, Liv.”


It takes forty-five minutes to unload and stack the boxes in their appropriate places. After signing the paperwork and waving the movers off, I realize I haven’t seen Olivia since breakfast. Stepping inside, I call out to her—no answer. In the kitchen, the table is clear, dishes gone, counters clutter-free.


Upstairs, her door stands ajar. I knock softly—no answer. Knock louder—nothing. I poke my head in, see Olivia lying on her bed, staring at the ceiling, mouthing words to a song only she can hear through tiny earbuds tucked into multipierced ears.


I wave my hand slowly, trying to get her attention without scaring the crap out of her. Catching my movement, she sits up quickly, pulls the buds out. “What?”


“Just wondering where you were.” Should I have tracked her down like this? She is probably used to having alone time, something all sixteen-year-old girls surely crave.


We blink at each other.


“Okay, I’m going to unpack some boxes,” I say. An indecipherable look crosses Olivia’s face, gone in an instant, but it makes me uneasy. “If you need me, I’ll be in the guest room.” I turn to go.


“It’s your room now,” Olivia says.


I look back, but she has already reinserted the earbuds.
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I take out only the essentials, reticent to unpack everything. What if it doesn’t work out?


Stella drafted me on a particularly bad cancer day, when her voice was the thinnest thread, her eyes sunken and dark like tiny buttons. She asked if I would take care of Olivia. Please. Just until she left for college. Could I do that for her?


Like I could look into those twin pools of darkness and pain and say no. “Of course. I’ll take good care of her, I promise.”


Stella smiled, her eyes closed, the creases in her forehead smoothing away, and she extended her frail pinky toward me. My pinky, of its own accord from years of practice, encircled hers, and the deal was sealed.


[image: images]


I’m relieved when Rob arrives at noon to take Olivia to lunch. I hadn’t realized how I’ve been tiptoeing around Olivia. Carrying her grief with mine is crushing me.


I fix some tea, then sit and scan the paper. I get sucked into a story about Lyric Theater’s performance of Macbeth later in the season. Stella would love to see it again. I pull out my cell phone, punch 1. Within seconds, the phone on the wall rings. Sobbing, I let it ring. Stella’s voice soon reminds me she can’t come to the phone right now.
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We gather in the office of Johnson Keller, Stella’s former colleague and the man who nearly killed my boss with a swinging door. Rob, Savannah—aka Wife #2—Olivia, and I try to make ourselves comfortable. Johnson walks in, hair slightly mussed, suit hanging off just a bit; he’s the junior version of his father, John, the first Keller of Keller, Keller, Beech, and Rose.


Johnson pulls out a three-inch-thick folder containing documents I reviewed with them—just four weeks ago? Rob takes Olivia’s hand in his. She is pale, her lips a hard, colorless line, her gaze on her lap. I extend my arm across the back of her chair.


“Let’s begin with assets.” Johnson proceeds with a long list of savings accounts, insurance payments, and retirement investments. Everything will go to Olivia, most at twenty-one. College funds are set aside, enough to cover one-fourth of anticipated expenses. Stella points out that Rob will also kick in one-fourth, and the rest is up to Olivia. Johnson recites, “Kids must be at least as invested as their parents in order to own their education experience.” Olivia nods, having already heard this numerous times.


Stella paid off all debt before her death, with the exception of the mortgage, which has now been paid in full by the insurance company.


“I will execture the next part” says Johnson, looking straight at me. “With regard to the house, title shall pass to Abigail Solace St. Claire.”


A collective gasp fills the office.


Rob shoots me a glance. I shrug, as clueless as he is.


“Quoting Stella—Ms. Rose: ‘Abby, under considerable duress, agrees to help Rob raise Olivia until the age of eighteen. I would like our home to remain available to Olivia for a lifetime. To that end, I am prevailing once again on my best friend to indulge me by taking possession of our home. Abby, if you find the boonies too much, you can return to the city. Just please keep the house safe and ready for Olivia if she needs to come home.’ If Abby and Olivia mutually agree to sell, they split the proceeds.”


Typical of Stella to characterize a gift beyond all proportion as an obligation, so that I will accept it. But a house? I am a homeowner?


Johnson continues. Personal effects are next. Most go to Olivia, a few treasured objects come to me, and some will be donated to local charities. “This brings us to the final clause: ‘Olivia and Abby, in the attic are two master cartons, one for each of you. In each carton are twelve packages. You are to open these in order, one per month, in each other’s presence. No cheating, no peeking, no jumping ahead. You can pick the day of the month—most of the time. See, I don’t need to control everything.’”


Johnson grins at us. “Any questions?”


We all sit, blinking at him. So much for no surprises.


“Terrific,” he says, pulling the papers together, tapping them on each side for maximum alignment, shoving them into the accordion folder. “My assistant has certified copies for each of the parties named herein. Ms. St. Claire, I’ll be in touch regarding the title transfer of the house. Thanks for coming in today, and, again, I am sorry for your loss. Stella was …” For the first time, his voice wavers slightly. “A special person.”


Rob extends a hand to Johnson, thanks him for his time. Olivia and I follow suit, and two minutes later we find ourselves in the bright sunshine of a beautiful end-of-June day. Warmth is finally returning to our forsaken corner of New England.


Wife #2 opines on the house matter. “That’s quite a gift, if you ask me.”


I am about to point out that no one did, indeed, ask her, when Olivia interjects. “I told Mom it made sense.”


We all look at Olivia in surprise.


“We spent hours talking about how to keep the house.”


“I would have kept it for you,” Rob says.


“Of course!” chimes in Wife #2.


“I mean,” Rob says quickly, “I understand—it’s typical Stella.”


This does not help.


“What does that mean?” Olivia and I say in unison.


“He means,” Wife #2 cuts in, “Stella was impulsive, particularly when it came to you,” she says, dagger finger pointed at my chest.


“Meaning?” Olivia asks, but I know what Savannah means.


“Meaning she thinks there was more than friendship between us. Let me assure you,” I say, directing my words to Savannah, “I loved Stella more than anyone on this earth. Always have, always will. If you’d ever had a best friend, I would not need to explain this to you. I promised my best friend I would take care of her daughter. I have loved Olivia since the day she was born. She is as close to Stella as I can get. I will stay with Olivia as long as she needs me, for her sake, for Stella’s sake, and for my own.” I step closer, looking from Savannah to Rob. “Any questions?”


Rob puts his hand up in a conciliatory gesture. “Abby, I’m sorry. We’re all tense. This came as a surprise, but it’s a good surprise.” Savannah pierces him with a deadly stare, which, to his credit, he ignores. “It’s a big responsibility. If you have any trouble, call me anytime.” He adds, earnestly, “Abby, it’s the least I can do.”


The connection between Rob and me, severed ten years ago in the bitter divorce, flashes on briefly. For all his flaws, he always loved his daughter—and Stella.


“Okay. Thanks, Rob.” I turn to Olivia. “Ready?”


“Yes.” She kisses her dad on the cheek, glares at Savannah.


We climb into Olivia’s Honda Civic hybrid and drive slowly back to Stella’s house. My house. I glance at Olivia. Our house.


In the driveway, Olivia cuts the motor. “Are you okay?” I ask.


“I think I’m getting there. You?”


“I think so, too.”


We gather our stuff—Olivia her backpack, I my canvas tote bag—and head into the house. Dropping our bags in the foyer, we glance at each other, then sprint up the stairs to Stella’s room. Olivia flings open the closet doors, pulls down the retractable stairs. She is up in a flash; I’m on her heels.


There, as promised, are two large, square shapes in the darkness. Olivia pats the wall for the switch, finds it. We fall onto the boxes, drag them into the light. Each is the same size, four feet square. Each bears a label. In glitter. Surrounded by gold and silver stars. Olivia and I laugh. Glitter! Stars! Stella, inept at crafts, is poking fun at herself.


Our laughter dims to soft smiles as we regard the boxes quietly.


“So,” I say, “how shall we do this? Do we pick the same day each month?”


“Starting today?” Olivia asks, as anxious as I am to tear into the boxes.


“We could … But I’m thinking we should be more …”


“Intentional.”


We think for a moment.


“We could open the first ones on Saturday,” Olivia says.


Saturday is going to be tough. This could help. “Olivia, you are a genius.”


As we stand, Olivia pushes her box toward the wall.


“Not so fast,” I say, holding her arm. “Maybe we can’t open the individual boxes, but we sure as hell can open the cartons!”


“Apparently I’m not the only genius in the house.”


We work our respective cartons open, peek inside. “Oooh,” we both say, then peek into the other’s box. “Oooh,” we say again, delighted. I pull out all my items, find each one wrapped in different paper, ribbons, and bows. Olivia removes hers, and we find that the wrappings of her bedecked packages match mine—pairs clearly meant to be opened together. Closer inspection reveals clues as to which items go with which month—Christmas paper for December, Easter egg paper for April, autumn leaves paper for October.


“Can we possibly wait until Saturday?”


“I can, but only if you can,” I admit.


“Okay, I promise.” Then, in an act that sears my heart, Olivia extends her pinky toward me. I entwine my pinky with hers and say, a mere echo of a pledge made to Stella not so long ago, “Promise.”
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Dawn edges into my room as if sensitive to the significance of this day, waking me gently to what should have been Stella’s thirty-eighth birthday. Crying quietly, a ritual these days, I gaze out the window over maples and pines as the palest pink rises into the gray horizon only to be overtaken by a paler blue, ever-widening ribbon of sky.


I heave myself out of bed and head for the kitchen.


A year ago, we girls started making big plans for our fortieth, a weekend Caribbean cruise. Three months ago, Stella said, “Of course you’ll still go,” before coughing violently into a handkerchief then collapsing into her pillows, exhausted.


“It won’t be the same,” I said.


She answered, “It’ll be fabulous. Just a different fabulous.”


By the time I get my coffee, Olivia enters the kitchen, shower-fresh. We sit opposite each other at the bistro kitchen table, gazing out the lace-curtained window onto Stella’s rose garden—once a magical place, now a tangled mess needing serious attention before the Fourth of July and our next Stella milestone.


We finish a light breakfast, then head upstairs to the attic. From our respective cartons we pull identical packages: slender jewelry boxes wrapped in paper that has HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO ME printed all over it. Very Stella.


A charm dangles from the ribbons on each box. Wrought from fine silver, each one is a delicate outline of a star with a tiny rose inside. Stella Rose.


“You first,” Olivia says.


“Okay.” I slide the ribbon from the box and open it to find a letter, neatly folded. Beneath it lies a fine sterling bracelet that, I suspect, will eventually hold twelve charms.


Olivia scoots next to me to read the letter over my shoulder. The script is in Stella’s hand, recognizable despite the shakiness apparent in each stroke of her pen.


My Darling AbbySol,


My dearest friend, how are you doing? I hope you didn’t behave yourself at the funeral. I wish I could have been there with you. I know it was a tough day.


I cannot accept taking my leave of you all at once. I have put together these boxes so we can stay in touch over the next year. Though I am the cause of your grief, I can’t bear not helping you through this. I hope these letters help. As you know better than anyone, my attempts to help often make things worse, but that’s never stopped me from plowing ahead. Because you love me, you will indulge me, as always. I love you for that.


Know that I feel your emptiness and loneliness. Was it worth it? Should we have grown so dependent on one another? If you had leukemia and I was watching you die, wondering how to fill the void your death would leave—it is nearly enough to make me glad that I am leaving us first. If not for Olivia … But that is her letter, not yours.


There is so much, too much, to say, and I promised myself to keep it to one page, to keep it to the barest, truest truth. See the size of my writing shrinking? But I will sign off now, save some for the next letters. A dozen opportunities to show what you mean to me and how I want the best for you.


It won’t all be pretty, AbbySol, and I am sorry for that, but I trust in the love of our friendship to survive truth and death.


In undying friendship and enduring love,


Stella Rose


“Wow,” Olivia whispers.


“Wow.” Guilt taps my shoulder, pointing out that while I was AWOL, Stella was preparing for her departure in this moving way. I draw a ragged breath. “Your turn.”


Olivia slips the ribbon off her box, removes the cover. As expected, there is a letter, though in a different stationery, gardenia scented—Olivia’s favorite. Below the letter lies a delicate sterling bracelet, twin to mine. Olivia’s hand trembles slightly as she reads.


My Darling Olivia,


My sweetheart, I can only imagine how the past few days have been. If there is any way in the afterlife that I can touch you, hold you, protect you, I will find it. Before I’m measured for my wings (or horns, as the case may be), I will demand the “How to Love and Protect Loved Ones on the Other Side” manual.


Thank you, Olivia, for helping me prepare for leaving you.


Olivia’s voice breaks. Her eyes, misty for days, spill over. Her shoulders heave as tears land on the letter, stains spreading rapidly across the delicate paper. I lay a hand on her shoulder, and she leans toward me until her head rests in my lap. Gently, I take the letter from her hand and stroke her hair as I finish reading Stella’s letter aloud.


Thank you, Olivia, for helping me prepare for leaving you. I could not have done this with any dignity and grace without you. However, I suspect this cost you dearly. You never let me see the depth of your sorrow, your fear, your anger. I know there is anger. I’m angry, too, but I bet it pales against yours. Please, now that I am gone, don’t hide your sorrow, anger, or loneliness. Promise me you will talk to someone—your dad, Abby, a counselor, friends. Find someone to help you.


I want to help you, too, by giving you these twelve boxes. While there are painful times ahead, some of them exacerbated by these boxes, surely, I do hope they bring understanding, hope, and love to you as you embark on the rest of your life.


And what a life it will be. I will be cheering you on from wherever I am—nothing can keep me from you, Liv. In those quiet moments—the few you may encounter when you’re not hooked up to an iPod or IM-ing or hanging out with fifty of your closest friends—you may be able to hear me shouting, “Woo-hoo!” I’ll be discreet, though. I don’t want to embarrass you. [image: images] I know, fine time to start worrying about that, eh?


Olivia, I love you always and always. As do so many others. Let them love you, starting with your dad. Rob is a good man. I wouldn’t have married him or had his child if he weren’t wonderful. Sometimes he forgets how wonderful he is. Help him remember.


Take care of Abby. Make sure she gets out once in a while.


Know that Abby loves you and has since the day you were born. Being loved by Abby is a blessing. Bringing her to you is my last, best act as your mom.


Love, love, love to you, my sweet Olivia.


Mom





July



Good riddance to June, Stella. Olivia and I survived in a hazy numbness, tripping through each day. Inexplicably, a fresh calendar page, a month without hospice, death, funeral arrangements, wills, or casseroles, seems reason enough to feel better, if only in those small snatches when our hearts aren’t poked raw by awkward phrases from acquaintances in the grocery store who lament about how awful it all is.


Olivia and I worked out the details of your ashes, all per your request. Remember how you said you were grooving on the notion of lingering in the garden, and how, just maybe, you could actually help something grow for a change? I laughed because it was funny, but Olivia’s eyes welled. “Aw, Liv,” you said, “it’s been too long since I’ve heard you laugh. Come here.” You crooked your finger; she came obediently. You poked her in the ribs and tickled her, and she collapsed onto your bed, giggling like she used to when she was six, until she was out of breath, perilously close to tears. Then you said, “Think of a great send-off, girls. I trust you to come up with the perfect words to send me into what’s next.”


No pressure, Stell. You were the wiz with words, not I. You never understood why others couldn’t keep up with you, never understood that what flowed from you didn’t flow from everyone else.
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The Fourth of July dawns fiercely red. My eyes open slowly as I rise on my elbows, squint into the early sun. The trees at the edge of the woods look like they are on fire. I can see no houses from my window, or from any window in the house, for that matter—a thought that makes me feel at once free and incredibly exposed.


This is the day we set Stella’s ashes free. Her words, not ours. She said “scattered” sounded too unorganized, too prone to chance. She did not want her final resting place left to chance. “If it works out, Independence Day would be an appropriate day.” If it worked out, as though dying before July 4 would be a good thing.


Ten minutes of meandering path through Stella’s woods—157 acres of sugar bush—leads to a small back bay of Lake Champlain, quiet, protected on three sides by spindly stands of birch and beech that eventually give way to sturdier maple and oak. As the backdrop of so much of what we did growing up, the lake is part of who we all are. Now Stella will be part of the lake. Half of her ashes, anyway.


The other half will rest in the rose garden, the backdrop of Stella’s adult life, an island of aromatic color that lies between the house and the sugar bush. Though Stella felt cozy in her backyard, I’ve always felt claustrophobic. In my third-story apartment on High Street, I could see across Lake Champlain, all the way to Canada. In Stella’s backyard, the world shrinks to a half-acre oasis guarded by trees lined up like soldiers standing sentry in a tight semicircle, protecting and forbidding.


Stella always said I couldn’t see the garden for the trees. Stella saw only her garden, and she was not alone. Because the truth is, in the middle of the clearing between the army of trees and the back door lies the most incredible rose garden in the entire state of Vermont.


Fifteen years ago, Stella’s garden grew from clearance-sale roses from a local nursery. Each year she added new ones. Stella cooed and cajoled the paltry specimens to bloom, but she lacked the green thumb to manifest what was vivid in her mind’s eye. After five seasons, she could not keep up with the ever-widening garden and run her law practice. She declared she owed it to her roses to hire an honest-to-goodness gardener.


She embarked on a search that led to the Rose Whisperer, and so he was. He transformed her emaciated cuttings into a forest of fragrance and color. Whenever Stella spoke of the Rose Whisperer, it was as though she were describing a Zen master or a saint.


Each June and July, on weekend afternoons only, Stella opened her backyard to the public. People would drive for miles to see the spectacle. But Stella and I enjoyed the first blooms of spring and the pungent blossoms and rose hips of fall best, when we had the space to ourselves. We spent hours drinking tea or wine or—on those bad days—pitchers of margaritas in her rose forest, inhaling the strong perfume of the hardy Albas and Gallicas while feasting our eyes on the fleeting boldness of red and yellow Hybrid Teas. Sometimes I even forgot about the encroaching trees.


No one has seen the Rose Whisperer since Stella died, and the garden is a mess. Panic set in as I realized I did not even know the gardener’s real name; neither did Olivia. While Stella’s search was intentional, finding the Rose Whisperer happened by accident, through a “friend of a friend who had this incredible gardener” connection. Stella surely mentioned his name, but she generally referred to him as TRW. Over the past week, I’ve checked the local greenhouses to see if Stella was a client. No luck. TRW must be a free agent. Scrolling through Stella’s address book, bills folder, and checkbook, I found nothing.


So now it is left to Olivia and me to get the garden ready for Stella’s arrival. We stand in Stella’s potting shed, consider various articles of clothing hanging on pegs just inside the door. I grab a pair of ridiculously large, faded denim overalls, plunge one foot, then the other into ample pant legs, and hike the straps over my shoulders. Olivia hands me a red-and-black-checkered flannel shirt the size of a parachute.


“Really?” I ask.


Olivia grins. She looks hip in her own gardening clothes, which consist of ripped and grass-stained fitted jeans and a worn T-shirt with the logo GARDENERS DO IT DIRTY, which she says she bought two years ago in protest when Stella established weekend garden dates as mother-daughter time.


I shrug out of the straps, pull on the shirt, button the three middle buttons. Olivia pulls the straps back into place, steps back to inspect me. That look crosses her face again.


“Christ, I look like a scarecrow, don’t I?”


“No,” Olivia says, “you look like Mom. I mean, you don’t look anything like Mom, but those clothes …” She shrugs, then smiles. “Let’s go play in the garden.”


Olivia tosses me a pair of gloves, dons her own. She grabs a canvas bag full of implements of dubious purpose and heads for the backyard.


As I wrestle with my own gloves, I nearly bump into Olivia, who is standing stock-still just outside the shed.


“What is it?” I ask, looking in the direction Olivia is staring, and at once I see.


The Rose Whisperer has returned.


Walking along the fieldstone path, Olivia and I soak in the rose beauty—the reds and the pinks accented by yellows, punctuated by whites, all against lustrous green and burgundy foliage. We pause and breathe in the fragrance, thick and heavy, as though all the pruning and digging and watering has stirred the roses into a cacophony of scent at once diverse and unified. Squadrons of bees buzz amid the blooms; millions of buds are already forming among the later varieties. All that potential beauty tightly wrapped, just waiting for the right time to be seen.
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“Hetrick deftly studies the ties that bind, unraveling mysteries
that complicate and, finally, enrich infimacy.”
—VERANDAH PORCHE, AUTHOR OF SUDDEN EDEN
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