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For Mom




“I closed the box and put it in the closet. There is no real way to deal with everything we lose.”


—Joan Didion, Where I Was From
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At least that is over, Rhonda thought, falling into bed. What was supposed to have been Rhonda’s forty-seventh-birthday celebration had turned into something else once the ladies had gotten wind that her divorce was final. Who were these friends? There must have been more than thirty of them, these women of the Sonoran desert, ascending in their golf carts and SUVs to reach the sprawling house that clung to the highest peak of the Catalina mountainside, bearing gift baskets of Grey Goose, chocolates, and all that silly lingerie, as if Rhonda were some cliché. And yes, she had humored them, these friends for whom she’d done so much over the years, these friends whom she might not call friends in another life, because in that other life there had been no real need for such friends. But her sister was no longer of this earth, and so perhaps Rhonda had gotten a little carried away with it all tonight, regrettably now, letting loose in the name of solidarity, of womanhood, a “we will not be beaten” kind of thing.


It might not have been so regrettable had Rhonda’s daughter, Olivia, not chosen to walk into the Great Room at exactly the wrong moment—Rhonda parading around in that powder-blue silk robe (over her clothes), having just guffawed to her friends some irrelevantly snide comment, “A half of a lot is a lot,” what was followed by a cacophony of hyena-like laughter, the pop of another bottle, and Rhonda turning around to see Olivia marching out of the room.


Rhonda, buzzed and drifting off, woke herself with a start. It was just before 10:00 p.m. and she’d not said good night to Olivia, the last of her three children to still need her, even if she didn’t know it. Rhonda forced herself from bed. Olivia, well into her second year at the University of Arizona, had been popping in of late, surprising Rhonda at all hours of the day and night. Little forewarning. She could no longer concentrate at the sorority or at the college library, she had assured her mother, which was actually code for her daughter wasn’t getting along with anyone. Code for her daughter, who couldn’t seem to be anyone but herself, had said the wrong thing to the wrong person, again.


Black from the inside out was the desert this time of night, and Rhonda had to feel her way along the walls of her bedroom in order to get to the hallway, where a light beamed via sensor. A few yards farther, another light beamed, then another, as if the world came to life only as Rhonda walked through it. And so it went along the endless corridor, as Rhonda liked to call it. She’d clocked it once: thirty-six seconds exactly to walk from her bedroom, past her office, the formal living and dining rooms, the wine cellar and guest suite, to reach the Great Room (“Great,” as christened by the architect because it was the place in the house where great times were to be had by all at all times), where cathedral ceilings stretched out over an expansive living area and kitchen, with a fireplace big enough to camp out in.


From the Great Room, where Rhonda stood now, a wall of French doors opened up onto an indoor-outdoor patio, where plush couches sat large gatherings comfortably under a timed spray of cool mist. An infinity pool poured water over the edge of a jutting cliff, where manicured fairways sloped and curved. In the distance, a saguaro-studded valley.


Daniel, Rhonda’s newly crowned ex, had designed the house himself, sparing no expense to ensure that it exuded the aura of its natural desert surroundings. Wood beams from an old Sonoran ranch, corrugated-steel walls from an Aztec Indian reserve, arched windows from a burned-down adobe church—most of the fixtures and furniture were sourced from antique salvage shops. Rhonda was never quite sure whether the result was gaudy or sublime.


Certainly now, she looked around and thought, I have my answer.


The ashes in the wood-burning stove were still smoldering. The caterers had cleaned up after the party, but there were stray pieces of lingerie draped over chairs, ravaged boxes of chocolates splayed about the kitchen island, a few empty bottles of wine exhumed from the depths of Daniel’s cellar, errant glasses left here and there. Among them she spotted some water, which she grabbed and guzzled.


She gasped when she was done, the water gone. It took her a minute to catch her breath. What remained was a tomb of silence that always unnerved her. Never would she get used to the stillness of these late hours. And, just like clockwork, the curtains began motoring to their closed position. What shouldn’t be startling always was.


After the curtains came the shades.


Ten o’clock, every night, the house went into lockdown. Daniel used to go to bed at nine thirty without fail, Rhonda being “Just a few steps behind, dear!” In actuality, she never went to bed before midnight. She hadn’t had the heart to tell Daniel this when he’d programmed the various timers to accommodate everyone’s living patterns, because that would mean pointing out the fact that he’d not even missed her in bed beside him; she didn’t want him to miss her. Her timer had never been in sync with his, and vice versa—a fact made so evident by his departure, that timer having been up for some time. He’d not salvaged one antique on his way out the door. He took a few trinkets from his world travels, the framed blueprints of his first golf club designs, but the rest? Who ever wanted all of it anyway? He’d moved into one of those cookie-cutter fairway villas scattered about the base of the craggy mountainside, temporarily, he said, until he and Brie figured out what they wanted to do.


Rhonda plucked a black thong off the floor and stuffed it under a couch cushion, then began treading lightly down the opposite hall, toward the beam of orange light she’d spotted outside the theater room, which signified a warm body. This side of the house was considered the children’s wing; the “treading lightly” was an old habit Rhonda had been unable to break even after the “children” had grown up and moved out. Mostly moved out, that is.


Once there, Rhonda took a moment to study her daughter through the double-glass doors of the room where no movie was playing, just Olivia, sitting there in the dark, swallowed up by an oversize leather chair, knees up, her hair looking more platinum than it a had a week ago, and longer, snaking down the sides of her face (forbidding anybody to see the tiny birthmark under her lip) and over her breasts, pooling on her belly, where she studied her iPhone.


A deep breath, and Rhonda pushed open the door and stood there. How best to start, when your daughter was not speaking to you? She finally just slid into a seat in the second row, released the recliner, plopped her feet on the rest, and spoke to the back of her daughter’s head. “You didn’t tell me you were coming home, Olivia.”


“Next time I’ll send out an alert.”


“I wish you would use the front door like I asked.”


“I have to ring the bell to enter my own home?” She looked back at her mother and, with no small amount of horror, said, “Mom, why are you still wearing that?”


Rhonda looked down. Bit her lip. She’d forgotten. “Oh, it’s that silly movie,” she said, waving it off with a hand.


Olivia faced forward again and said nothing.


“That movie with Joan Allen and Kevin Costner. I forget the name.” She paused a moment to think of it. “Joan Allen’s husband abandons her, just takes off with his secretary one day and doesn’t come back, doesn’t call. Nothing. Anyway, she takes to drinking Grey Goose for breakfast and wandering around at all hours of the day in a long, powder-blue silk robe not unlike this one.” Rhonda gave herself another once-over. “Joan wore it better, as you can imagine.”


“I can imagine,” Olivia said, which Rhonda interpreted as an opening. She slid forward and draped her arms over the seat in front of her. “You’ll never see a more pissed-off housewife in your life as you will Joan Allen in this movie. A cliché, perhaps. But hilarious, nonetheless.”


She let go a little laugh, and Olivia said, “I have no idea what you are talking about.”


“Maybe you need to see it.”


“Maybe I do.”


“Upside of Anger. That’s the name of it.”


“But that’s the thing, Mom. What I’ve finally figured out. You’re not angry.”


No. Not angry , Rhonda thought. Embarrassed, perhaps, but not angry. “I will be no cliché, Olivia,” Rhonda said in a voice of dead calm. “You must know that I was humoring those women tonight. And while I loved Joan Allen in that movie, that woman is not me.”


“And here I was feeling all sorry for you,” Olivia mumbled. And then she said something Rhonda didn’t catch.


“What did you say?”


“I said you’re happier with him gone.”


Rhonda sat back and sighed.


“It’s like you wanted him to meet Brie and leave.”


They sat in silence for some time, until it occurred to Rhonda, “You’re not worried about me, are you?”


Olivia didn’t say anything.


“This isn’t why you’ve been coming home, is it?”


Some kind of strangled huff.


Rhonda got up and went and stood before the projection screen. All this time she’d assumed that Olivia had been having problems at the sorority. Well, this wouldn’t do. She cleared her throat. “Olivia. Honey. You absolutely do not need to worry about me. What happens to your father and me is irrelevant. You are what’s relevant. You need to keep focused on yourself and your dreams and your future. Nothing changes, Olivia. Your father and I both love you, and we will continue to be there for you, no matter what. You do not need to worry about anything but yourself.”


“Did you ever love Dad?”


After a pause, “What?”


“Did. You. Ever. Love. Dad?”


Rhonda, thrown by the question (which was so not the point), not to mention her daughter sitting there waiting, and so innocently, for an answer, could barely pretend to give it thought. “Your father and I have always respected each other, Olivia.”


“I get that people fall out of love, or whatever, but you must have loved him in the beginning? I mean, right?”


She smiled, tightly, “Like I said, Olivia, our relationship has nothing to do with anything that you need to worry about.”


“But—”


“Oh, does it really matter?”


“Holy crap, of course it matters!” Olivia jumped out of her chair, startling Rhonda, who stumbled backward against a wall speaker. The way her daughter’s eyes were bearing down on Rhonda suddenly, well, it might as well have been Evelyn there, swimming around in that sea of deep green. Love, above all else. “God, you remind me of her sometimes.”


“Who? What?” And then, “Oh, please. Mom. Don’t . . .”


“Your aunt Evelyn asked me that same question once, point-blank and knowing the answer.”


Olivia fell back down into her chair, looking defeated, pushed aside, what happened whenever Rhonda chose these rare moments to exhume her sister’s ghost.


“So you never loved Dad.” Olivia’s was not a question this time, but an answer. “Not even in the beginning.”


“I don’t believe in that kind of love,” Rhonda responded, in a tone so even and empty that Olivia’s face drained of color, then turned red when Rhonda didn’t waver, couldn’t waver, not about this. It was the hard, cold truth, and if her daughter was going to ask the question, well, then fine—she needed to be ready to hear the answer.


And she’d heard it. Shoulders up, chin down, phone out, Olivia was back in lockdown mode.


A minute went by. “So what? Now you’re never going to look at me again?”


Olivia looked at Rhonda, but from so far away it was like she was hardly there.


“Oh, come on, Olivia. You really think it works like that?”


No response.


“You, Olivia,” came barreling out of Rhonda’s depths. “You are living proof that it doesn’t work like that.”


Olivia looked up, alarmed.


“If your biological parents had been remotely responsible adults, instead of acting like high school sweethearts, they wouldn’t have had to give you up!”


Olivia’s mouth fell open, while Rhonda had to keep from visibly shaking.


A moment passed.


“I thought you said my birth parents were high school sweethearts.”


Never have a conversation with your daughter half-drunk, Rhonda reminded herself. “Isn’t that what I said?”
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After the exchange with Rhonda, Olivia went and grabbed a bottle of Grey Goose from the stack that now sat behind the bar and took it with her to the study nook, a horseshoe-shaped room framed by windows that wrapped around a giant, hundred-year-old saguaro cactus looming in the front drive. Olivia never could stand the sight of that prickly beast—massive, stark, and illuminated by a single flood light. When all the other lights timed off, this one timed on—a rebellion of sorts.


Her criminal law book lay open before her, but she couldn’t focus. The word respect kept swirling around in her mind alongside the two vodka shots she’d downed in quick succession, and the pathetic image of her mother wandering around all tangled up in that silk robe. Over her clothes, of course, Olivia would have expected no less of her mother who had likely never worn a piece of lingerie in her life.


I don’t believe in that kind of love.


Olivia’s biological parents had been in that kind of love, so she’d been told—and as far as Olivia was concerned, if there wasn’t that kind of love, then what was there?


Even Olivia’s father had figured it out. “I’m fifty-five, Olivia. I want a real marriage. I want to be in love.” Olivia flushed now just thinking of how she had flushed then, when her father had told her this, for she’d never heard him say the word love with such, well, vigor, for love was something never spoken of in their house, not in any real context anyway, beyond “Love you, hon,” which her father would say using the same inflection to whomever he was speaking. In fact, he’d use the same inflection for most everything he said, including, “You’re adopted, Liv,” said matter-of-factly on Olivia’s eighth birthday and while scooping a spoonful of Chinese takeout onto Olivia’s plate. “I just thought you should know.”


But ever since her dad found Brie, he couldn’t speak to Olivia without his eyes tearing up. His voice maintained its uncompromising tone, just this incessant need to wipe tears from his cheeks. He would then frown at his hand, as if it were some aberration. As if he’d woken up from some long sleep and now had to go to his people.


And Olivia? Where were her people?


Olivia bit her cuticles. It was as if her parents’ divorce had left a big, gaping hole in the fabric of her being. She’d never put serious thought into her adoption other than what her mother had relayed to her, which was that, according to the agency, Olivia’s birth parents were love-struck high school kids in no way prepared to care for a baby. Olivia had no interest in knowing more. In her mind, her mom and dad were her birth parents. Oh, sure, Olivia might have used her adoption against her mother every so often, as a way to hurt her, or elicit a reaction from her, but even in those moments Olivia had never really felt adopted, just lonely, wanting different things from those around her. Feeling different. However much she might have hated her parents at times, she never stopped loving them because she knew they loved her. She’d only ever felt safe, coddled, and, ultimately, proud to be the daughter of such an esteemed pair. As Rhonda liked to phrase it, they’d chosen her.


But pair they were no longer. And so now, lately, all these doubts, rumblings, this sense that her mother wasn’t telling Olivia the truth about, well, anything.


She logged into Skype. An array of contacts popped up, many of them sorority sisters whose statuses were either offline or away. It was Saturday night, after all; she moaned, low and long. Hello? Anybody out there?


Words, swallowed into the desert night.


It wasn’t like she didn’t want to be out having fun. Hadn’t given it her all, as she tended to do when entering new social situations. Throwing everything she had at it. She’d rushed six sororities her freshman year. Gotten accepted by only one. It was her third choice, but still, she’d put her heart and soul into it. Attended every last event. Threw her parents’ money at whatever cause or need. The scavenger hunts, costume parties, keg fests, fundraisers, marches, and walks; she’d slept around when it was required, done some drugs, passed out on the lawn, thrown up in the quad. She’d given all of herself and then some, and for what? Overzealous, someone had said about her; desperate, said another. Her reputation now preceded her, and now, not unlike high school, she was being ostracized. Ignored.


Her brother Stevie was online, she now noticed. They’d connected on Skype some time ago but had yet to actually call each other. They rarely communicated at all, in fact. Both of her brothers were much older than Olivia; Rhonda had driven them into sports at young ages, Chase the golf protégé and Stevie the soccer phenom, and by the time Olivia had come along, their lives had already been worlds apart from hers.


Olivia, too, had once had a sport, that sport being inherent, assumed, being the daughter of an Olympic champion. Sometimes Olivia wondered if she’d been adopted for just this purpose—following in her mom’s footsteps. Club volleyball at age ten so that by fifteen she’d be starting varsity as a high school freshman. And she was. Had been. Ironically, she wasn’t bad. The sport wasn’t bad. The whole thing just felt wrong—practice, the sweating, the grinding pain of it all. Not to mention the fact that Olivia was five foot two, while everyone else in her family had to duck through doorways, including Rhonda.


“I quit.” Olivia hadn’t done this to hurt her mother. She had wanted to make her mother proud, but it just couldn’t be this. After five minutes of scoffing, after Rhonda had realized Olivia was serious, they proceeded to argue for a good hour to no avail. Then Rhonda went into panic mode. She’d corralled the girls on the team. God knows what she’d paid them because for the most part they, to this point, had put up with Olivia rather than befriend her. But there they were, one by one, standing on her doorstep with home-baked sweets piled on wobbly paper plates and telling Olivia how much the team needed her. How it was no fun without her. Then came the athletic director. Even Chase and Stevie took time out from their adult lives, those that, ironically, had nothing to do with sports. “You’re gonna get fat,” Chase had said. Looking back on it now, she knew that statement wasn’t far from the truth.


“But what will you do after school?” Rhonda had wanted to know, which was when Olivia dropped the theater bomb. “I’m a kid, Mom. I need to explore my passions.” If there were a word that made her mom’s skin crawl, passions was it.


But Rhonda was Rhonda, a woman who got with the program. There she was, seated front and center of every single theater production her daughter had subsequently participated in (even when Olivia’s role was backstage), whooping and hollering when the curtain came down as if Olivia had just won a big game because she didn’t know what else to do, for once the shock that her daughter wasn’t going to be an Olympic champion like her settled in, she’d bucked up and supported Olivia—many checks were written for private singing, acting, and dancing lessons—in this orthogonal direction in which she’d taken her life.


But even after all that, even as Olivia headed off to the University of Arizona to study, not drama because one couldn’t have a future in drama and Olivia so wanted to grasp the reins of her own future, but prelaw, as someone—she can’t remember who now—had suggested, she got the feeling her mother still looked at her and saw an athlete.


Am I just a reflection in my mother’s eyes?


Hadn’t Olivia had dreams once? Of escaping this barren wasteland of a desert suburb that had sucked her parents dry of whatever love they’d apparently never felt for each other? Hadn’t her plan been to go to an out-of-state university, one with a reputed dramatic arts program? Why had she so quickly settled on an in-state school? To be close to home? Some gravitational force beyond her control?


What was she still doing here?


Olivia dialed Stevie on Skype without thinking. She needed to talk to someone, someone who understood at least something about her, and like Olivia, her brothers were raised by Rhonda but were not of her flesh and blood (they were Dad’s kids from his first marriage). Stevie had played D-league soccer in England for a few years, before Rhonda found him a job at the local private banking branch of UBS. Chase, who’d gone to Stanford on a golf scholarship, ended up quitting the team, and then the school, six months before graduating. He’d bummed around for a while, and then, out of left field, moved to Tucson to cofound a medical device company in which his parents were major investors. But he spent holidays in Alaska with his real mother now, with whom he’d recently reconciled. Olivia rarely saw him anymore. Neither did her mom.


At least Olivia wasn’t Rhonda’s only disappointment.


Meanwhile, Olivia’s computer rang on into oblivion. No Stevie. No surprise. She pressed end, and then proceeded to sit there, feeling the weight of her heart pull her body down into her chair. She didn’t know what was coming over her. She’d gotten used to being alone, hadn’t she?


Her computer made a sound just then. It was the sound Skype made each time one of her contacts came online, though who cared. Not her anymore. Still, Olivia’s eyes darted to it, if absently, the name barely registering; it doesn’t matter anyway, she kept telling herself as she sat there blinking at it, her focus homing in—that inexhaustible last bastion of hope—and then she sat up abruptly.


She blinked at the name a few times, but before she could give that name more thought, that name began calling her. The shrill Skype ring sent Olivia flying back in her chair. It was a particularly unnerving ring, always catching her off guard, probably because it rarely rang. She glanced behind her as if someone might be there. She took a deep breath and turned back, coming forward again, closer to the screen, her heart beating through her chest.


EVELYN CALLING, the call box said.
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The mouse pulsated beneath Olivia’s fingers. Her eyes fixated on the name EVELYN. Aunt Evelyn? Was she calling Olivia from heaven?


Olivia swallowed and clicked.


After a delay, a man’s voice, deep and sonorous, “Olivia?”


She pulled back as his picture swallowed her screen. Dark, piercing eyes, chiseled face.


“You’re not Aunt Evelyn,” she managed finally, her first instinct being to hang up, but then he said, “Don’t hang up.”


There was a pause.


“I’m your aunt Evelyn’s friend. Marco.”


Her throat tightened. “I saw her name in the Skype box and . . .” And nothing. Aunt Evelyn’s death came at Olivia again, all at once, this strange absence.


For a moment they sat there staring at each other. Marco—his name echoed, a whisper in Olivia’s memory. Marco—the man Aunt Evelyn had been living with in Asia or Italy or somewhere, it wasn’t exactly known. The man Olivia’s mother seemed to despise for no reason other than that he was married, and not to Aunt Evelyn.


“I don’t think I was expecting you to answer,” he said. He spoke with an accent—Italian, perhaps. A guess, for Olivia had never met him. Never even seen a picture of him. Knew absolutely nothing about him. Her mother certainly didn’t talk about him. But Italy is where the letter announcing Aunt Evelyn’s death had come from. Two years ago. Thin, soft, ITALIA. ITALY. AIR MAIL. PAR AVION. There was an elaborate wax emblem seal on the back fold, which her mother contemplated for a painfully long moment before at last breaking it open. Her face set in stone as she read, and then she sat down in the nearest chair and stared out the windows into the scorched and barren desert.


“I have some of your aunt’s things,” Marco said. He sat almost regal-like, not moving or flinching, in a crisp, white button-down, as if he’d dressed for the occasion, though he forgot to shave, perhaps even shower; he was the kind of man, seemingly, that came with a scent. “I know this is an immense request, but I need you to come and get them.”


Some kind of sound escaped her.


“I will arrange you a plane ticket to Hanoi.”


“Hanoi?” Olivia frowned. “The letter came from Italy.” The letter now floating to the floor in Olivia’s memory, it having fallen from her mother’s trembling hands. “She was not supposed to leave us in the first place,” Rhonda had cried while Olivia grabbed the letter and read it. The English was broken and difficult to decipher. It didn’t say how Evelyn had died, exactly, some kind of accident or illness, Olivia couldn’t remember, which was odd, she thought now. All she knew was that there were no ashes, no body, no nothing—just a request to come and get Aunt Evelyn’s things, which Rhonda never did.


“Her things are with me, here,” Marco said. A vein bulged down the middle of his forehead.


Olivia thought back. It was so long ago when Evelyn had left. Olivia was seven or eight, she didn’t remember exactly, just that they were still living in their old house on Darning Court, her aunt with them. Evelyn had just finished her medical residency and was getting ready to start a private practice in Scottsdale. Her mom and dad were putting up the money. It was all set, and then . . . well, those towers fell. Though Evelyn insisted that it wasn’t the towers, she simply needed to go, she was joining Doctors without Borders and heading off to . . . Olivia couldn’t remember where, exactly. Asia. Perhaps Hanoi. Sure, it could have been Hanoi. She proceeded to travel all over, Olivia never knew exactly where she was.


Her mom and Evelyn fought about her decision to leave, but still, they remained as close as ever, talking by phone once a week without fail, no matter where Evelyn was in the world. They’d go on until the line dropped, sometimes a minute, sometimes an hour. (If the line hadn’t dropped, would they have talked forever?) Evelyn would still visit during Christmases and never missed Olivia’s birthday. But then Evelyn met this man named Marco and the calls stopped. From then on, when Olivia would ask her mom about Evelyn—where was she in the world, was she coming for Olivia’s birthday that year—instead of answering Rhonda got quiet, as if she didn’t know to whom Olivia was referring.


“She blames you for Evelyn’s death,” Olivia said, when it occurred to her why this call had not gone to her mother.


He looked straight at her, unblinking. “As well she should.”


And if Rhonda hadn’t gone to Italy to get Evelyn’s things, she certainly wasn’t going to go to Hanoi. She wouldn’t let Olivia go to Hanoi either, a thought that gave Olivia a moment’s pause.


“Evelyn spoke fondly of you.”


Olivia blinked at the screen, at the tiny box that reflected her image. The image he was seeing. Was that her? She had this sense, suddenly, of being very far away, as if she were an abstraction of herself, some other girl there, trapped inside that box. “We’d been close, once,” she said finally, tucking her bra straps behind her tank. Her gaze fell downward. It wasn’t only Olivia’s mother who’d let Evelyn slip away, Olivia had too.


“Do you have a passport?”


She looked up again. “I have a passport,” she said, though her brow furrowed as she considered where it was. With her mother, no doubt, bringing her back to why this was so ridiculous. “Look. I can’t fly all the way to Asia by myself.”


“You are nineteen, are you not? In your country this means you are an adult, yes?”


She sensed a slight disdain in his voice, as if where he lived people weren’t defined by an age. More importantly, Olivia wondered how he knew she was nineteen. And what else had Evelyn told him about her? Olivia’s relationship with her aunt, after she’d left, was reduced to a Skype call here and there, a handful of visits. What did her aunt really know of Olivia to tell?


And what did Olivia really know of her aunt other than the ideal she’d created in her mind—nomad, seeker, a woman who lived by her passions and heart. Her affair with Marco had only fueled this ideal, sordid and thus glamorous, as opposed to her mother’s conviction that disaster loomed, that this man would destroy Evelyn’s heart. And in the end, Olivia supposed, her mother had been right.


“It must be soon, if you are to come at all.”


Was he not hearing her?


A curtain billowed in the wind behind him.


“Classes just started,” she said. What she was ruminating over was the upcoming October break. “Can’t you just send her things?”


His silence seemed to say this was not an option.


But what if . . . She peered at him now. “How do I know you’re you?”


He reached for something and held it up to the camera, as if he was prepared for this question.


Olivia narrowed her eyes. It was a composition notebook, one with the familiar marble cover; her aunt used to keep her journal in books like these. He moved the notebook closer to the camera. Olivia’s name was scrawled at the top, the loop-di-loop of the O and the curlicue of the a not to be mistaken. She blinked at it a moment. “That’s mine,” she said.


“I know,” he said.


What is my journal doing there? she wondered, the vision of where it should be still so indelible in Olivia’s mind. After Olivia’s aunt had told her that she was leaving for Doctors without Borders, after Olivia had assured her of how proud and excited she was for her, after her aunt had left Olivia’s bedroom teary-eyed with remorse, perhaps Olivia had been in a state of shock, possessed by some inexplicable loss, and she went over to her dresser and retrieved the notebook from its sacred buried spot, and went and threw it in the trash.


“Open it,” she said to Marco now.


He set it aside, looking unsettled from even having touched it.


Silly, eight-year-old stories about crushes and butterflies and streams, and now, another vision: Olivia tucked into her childhood bed, her aunt a silhouette beside her, the soft drone of her voice filling the blackness with a story. A prince falls in love with a girl from a far-off land. . . . Even now, Olivia could see the moon through the window, big and bold and bathing the room in blue light. They don’t speak the same language, so they communicate with expressions, gestures, and sensations. . . . Olivia had once interrupted her aunt to ask what sensations meant, at which point Evelyn took Olivia’s hand in hers, her eyes that soul-searching green. “Feel that?” she had said, squeezing, and Olivia had. She had felt that.


The girl knew that she could not have the prince, for he was betrothed to a princess, but loving him had changed her, and she could never go back to her home, she could never be the same. She travelled the world, figuring that if she circled the globe enough times, their circles might overlap and he would find her again.


“I want to travel the world,” Olivia would always say.


“Then you will.”


Olivia’s face flushed horribly now, so embarrassed was she to have remembered every word of her aunt’s story, and then hearing her child’s voice, “But did he find her again?” Olivia had made her aunt tell her the story so many times that she finally bought Olivia a journal of her own and made her write the story down so that she could tell it to herself whenever she wanted.


“You’re right. Don’t open it,” Olivia said to Marco.


“I wasn’t planning to.”


For a few moments they stared off in other directions.


“As I said, I will be leaving soon,” he said finally.


“But where are you going?”


Their eyes met and held. The sudden urgency in her tone had startled them both, as if their futures were now connected somehow, which was silly.


“It doesn’t matter where I am going. What matters is that you do Evelyn’s memory this great favor and come.”
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The next morning, Rhonda was up, showered, and dressed by seven o’clock. After tossing and turning all night with that ache in her chest, that wave in her dreams building across some sea, going over every aspect of Olivia’s body language the previous night in response to what Rhonda had so stupidly blurted out in a fit of . . . rage, bitterness, jealously? Had Olivia accepted Rhonda’s excuse about being drunk and not knowing what she was saying, or had Oliva only pretended to accept Rhonda’s excuse about being drunk without knowing what she was saying, etc.—six hours back and forth like that, and Rhonda at last ripped off the covers and started her day.


The only way to end the battle in her head, the question hovering in the air, was to take action. Rhonda was nothing if not a woman who took action. Option one: create a diversionary tactic. Option two: do something, something she should have done years ago. And since she was in no way prepared for Option two, she got busy with Option one, which meant getting a serious move on selling this mausoleum of a house—why should she be the one stuck living in this tomb?—and finding a new one. House hunting! Just the thing to get Olivia focused away from what wasn’t and toward what was! Like using all that idle creativity of hers to help decorate their new home! And if that didn’t work, well, then, there was that dog she’d always wanted . . .


Rhonda spent an hour on the phone with her real estate agent, then some time with a clerk at the animal shelter, and still, it was only 8:00 a.m. Rhonda couldn’t wake Olivia until at least eleven, another three hours, so she distracted herself with foundation business. She exchanged emails back and forth with Peggy, her executive director, regarding the fund’s annual returns, which were negative for the third year in a row. Knight, Inc., would have to cut some grants, but which ones? Not Chase’s certainly. Though his wasn’t a grant. His was a Series B investment. He’d emailed Rhonda the paperwork a few days ago and had sent a follow-up that morning. They were on the brink of something big, Chase had assured her (she’d participated in the prior two rounds of funding). No assurances necessary, she didn’t need to say, I just want you to be happy. She got on the phone with her accountant and had him wire the funds. That’s all she had ever wanted, for her children to be happy, fulfilled so that she’d at least done something right.


Speaking of which, she glanced at her watch. Ten o’clock. She sighed. She’d waited long enough. It wouldn’t kill Olivia to wake up before eleven, Rhonda thought, heading down the hall to her daughter’s bedroom. “Rise and shine,” Rhonda said, standing at the door, mustering as much energy and vigor into her voice as possible.


No response.


“Come on, Olivia, I thought we could go check out some open houses today. I’ve got some places picked out. One even has a built-in dog park! She put her ear to the door listening for a latent squeal about that dog. Nothing came back. No squeal. Just silence. Rhonda turned the door handle, surprised to find it unlocked, and pushed it open. Clothes were strewn on the bed, floor, and desk chair. “Olivia?” Rhonda went to the adjoining bathroom, where she found the aftermath of a makeup tornado, but no Olivia.


Rhonda got out her phone and sat on the bed. Think first, she pleaded with herself. Think before you text. Give a minute of thought to the situation in order not to come across as meddling and intrusive, not to mention panicked. Maybe Olivia went to work out at the gym, or drove to Starbucks to get her morning Frappuccino, a drug store run?


But Rhonda’s pleas with herself rarely worked, and certainly not now, after what she had said last night. Only sixty seconds passed before her fingers got busy. Where are you? She sat there, staring at her phone, waiting for a response. For whatever Rhonda and Olivia’s differences, whatever their fights or moods, whatever their opposing worldviews (according to Olivia), they still texted ten times a day. It was the phone’s fault, Rhonda lamented now, throwing it on the bed. She was helpless against its power. And just like that it beeped, as if to remind her of its power. She picked it up. Heading back to school early, read Olivia’s text. I forgot I have a study group.


Rhonda got a vision of her daughter flying down Interstate-10 steering with her knees so that she could text with both hands.


Please don’t text and drive. Call me from speaker.


She did, twenty agonizing minutes later. Rhonda suggested house hunting next weekend, but Olivia said that she wouldn’t be coming home next weekend because of Greek Week.


There was a moment of dead silence before Rhonda said “Great!” too enthusiastically. Where had that come from? Olivia had made it clear that she had no intention of participating in Greek Week this year; once had been enough.


“Then I guess I’ll see you the week after, for semester break?”


“I’m going hiking in Taos with a friend,” she said.


Rhonda pulled the phone away from her ear. Stared at it. Put it back.


“I told you, Mom.”


Rhonda was certain her daughter had not told her.


“I told you last week.”


Silence ensued while this news settled in.


“I thought you’d be glad for me.”


“I am. I was just . . .” What friend? And since when did Olivia hike?


“She’s in my international relations class,” Olivia said. She was remaining unusually obtuse and low-key about this girl. Normally, Olivia would be unable to hide her excitement upon making a new friend. “She’s the sister I never had, Mom!” How many times had Rhonda heard this desperately childish claim from her daughter? The claim with the sardonic undertone, as if she were blaming Rhonda for not giving her a sister, having witnessed so intimately how much Rhonda had, once, relied on her sister, for all the times Olivia had listened to Rhonda and Evelyn gab on about nothing and everything as if Olivia weren’t there—sisterhood, the kind of solidarity you didn’t get with anybody else. “Is this about last night? What I said . . .”


“Mom.” Deadpan. “I’m just going on a trip.”


“Right. And how will you get there?”


“Dad gave me the M3, remember?”


“All that way, in the M3?”


“We’ll take turns driving.”


After a pause, “How are you on money?”


“Well, if you want to give me some, I won’t say no.”


Rhonda jotted something down. “I’ll move some cash into your account.”


“You’re the best, Mom,” she said, with an undertone that implied the opposite.


The silence grew awkward. Rhonda wasn’t sure how to get off the phone, and Olivia wasn’t making any moves even though she was likely dying to hang up. If this were a competition of who could not say goodbye first, Olivia would win. She had once wanted to be an actress, after all.


“Well, I should let you go,” Rhonda said.


“Okay.”


“Call me when you get to Taos so that I know you arrived safe.”


“I will.”


“And you’ll text me.”


“Like always.”


After hanging up, Rhonda sat there, staring out the window, seething at Daniel. Daniel and his quest for love, what had he set in motion? It was a question that stayed with Rhonda throughout the day and left her sleepless most of the night, until the first light of dawn, when she could take it no more and she got out of bed already dressed in sweats. She brushed her teeth, found flip-flops in the mudroom. A few minutes later she was winding her way down the mountainside in her golf cart. It was still mostly dark out. She had the cart lights on, as well as her hoodie because the air was still frozen. Dew was all over everything, sliding off the rocks and dripping from the bramble, the fairways ice. Not a soul in sight, too early for even golfers, but not Daniel.


Around the other side of the clubhouse, next to the tennis courts, Rhonda slipped her cart silently into a slot before the club’s Olympic-size swimming pool. Every morning at six o’clock, ever since Rhonda had known Daniel, he swam laps. And if he was no longer swimming them in their infinity pool, he had to swim them somewhere.


She entered through a side gate.


He was alone in the pool. Rhonda went over and stood at the end of the lane he was swimming in; he cut through the water with cool, clean, methodical strokes. To infinity and back, Daniel used to joke—no fewer than fifty times.


When he didn’t notice her, she went and got the Styrofoam life preserver and tossed it into his lane. He stood up and looked around. “How long have you been standing there?” he asked, pulling off his goggles.


“Too long,” she responded.


Daniel came over and climbed out of the pool. Steam poured off him. In his Speedo he might as well be naked, and yet nothing. As ever, not one stir below her belly, which was odd, really, because she’d always found him attractive. His hair more strawberry than gray, his arms and legs bristly but taut, naturally, never was he out of shape, though it wasn’t about vanity. It was about dedication and passion. He swam because he loved to.


She handed him his towel. “We need to talk about Olivia.”


He began drying off his legs. “Is this about the M3? I told her you’d have to okay it.”


“Like I was going to say no after you’d already given it to her.”


He smiled: that gleam of pride, he and Olivia and their little secret.


“The M3 is not why I’m here, Daniel. I’m here because . . .” She cleared her throat. “You know . . .” She paused, thinking that he might be able to fill in the rest, but he just blinked at her.


Rhonda peered back at him. Of course he wouldn’t be able to fill in the rest. When was the last time they’d spoken of this with each other? Ten years ago? When Evelyn had left for Doctors without Borders and Rhonda and Daniel had gotten into that fight?


“I want you to promise me, Daniel, that you won’t say anything to Olivia about Evelyn being her real mother.”


He wrapped the towel around his waist.


“Why would I do that?”


“I don’t know. Let’s say she asked you?”


“Has she asked you?”


“No. Not directly. But . . . well, I might have said something.” She paused so he could ask what. He didn’t. “I made some idiotic reference. Our divorce has unraveled her a bit, and now I’m just worried she’s starting to wonder about her origins.”


“Well, you had to imagine she was going to ask about her birth parents at some point.”


“Sure. Yeah.” No. Not really.


“So just tell her the truth.”


Her jaw dropped.


He sat down on a lounge chair.


As if it were that simple.


“It is that simple, Rhonda.”


She stood blinking down at him, Mr. Enlightened. Though, to be honest, Daniel had always hated this business between Rhonda and Evelyn. He was a man who spoke the truth—straight, direct, and irrespective of consequences.


“We’re her real parents, Daniel.”


“I never said we weren’t.”


“It would be different if Evelyn were alive, but . . .” she paused. “I just don’t see what the point is of telling her if Evelyn’s dead.”


“He’s alive, isn’t he?”


She met his gaze. A moment passed. “I don’t know, presumably.”


“Does he know?”


She gasped and huffed. An interrogation was not what she’d anticipated. Daniel had never probed about Olivia’s real father. He preferred to remain oblivious, practically, to the whole thing. He would take Evelyn’s baby in as their own, no questions asked.


“Who knows?” she said, resignedly, staring beyond Daniel, at their house clinging to the mountainside in the distance. Her sister had been so intent on never telling Marco about Olivia. But that was before Evelyn and Marco got back together years later, when Rhonda was sure she’d at long last get the call. One day. Or that they’d just show up, Evelyn and Marco, to claim Olivia as their own. But nothing. No one showed up. Rhonda got nothing. “He has no rights.”


“Doesn’t he?”


Fucking Daniel. She stood up abruptly. “This is not why I came here, Daniel.” She paced over to the far edge of the pool and stared up at the waking sky. This was not supposed to be happening. This had not been the plan. None of this had been the plan. The plan had been for Evelyn to participate in her daughter’s life. To be there and watch her grow up and that someday, maybe when Olivia was eighteen, they’d tell her the truth.


Rhonda paced back to Daniel. “Look,” she said. “I know you’ve had some kind of rebirth, that you’ve awakened or whatever, but you are still you, Daniel. So, please promise me that you won’t blurt out anything that could damage our daughter for life.”


His eyes receded. His expression drew closed. “Fine. I’ll do whatever you want.”


“What I want, Daniel, is for you to take this with you to your grave.” She stood there shaking in the aftermath of that request, feeling like the bad guy that she was.


She wasn’t sure what to do next. Finally, she just said, “Thank you.”


He looked down at his hands.


For everything, she wanted to add. For taking care of us. All of us.
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Rhonda drove the golf cart back to the house in a daze. Just tell her? She flew over a speed bump without even feeling it. Then another. When she reached the great vertical climb the cart slowed to a crawl with the gravitational pull. Hell, she could walk it faster, if she weren’t so out of shape. So out of touch with the world. This world she’d created for herself, the last threads of which she’d do anything to hold on to.


Maybe Daniel was right. Telling Olivia was that simple.


Or, perhaps it was time for Option two?
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