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For Richard, always and forever


Also for every single parent out there doing the most difficult job alone; but especially for my mom, the strongest and most inspiring single mother I know. Thank you.





PROLOGUE


“You want the truth? I’m—” My admission was cut off by a streak of blazing hot pain as something exploded against the side of my head. My brain barely registered the blow, my vision a dusky blur of red, pain searing into my skull and down my jaw. I felt my body spin with the force of it.


I reeled backward until my legs whacked against the low cement wall and I tumbled over, my body hurtling sideways across the ledge. A dark fog pressed against my outer vision, and before I knew it I was falling, plunging into empty space.


I hit the river on my back, my eyes fastened on the bridge’s soaring spires illuminated by a flickering streetlamp.


Then the shadowy water tipped me under.
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ABI


october


I woke abruptly, dreams tumbling from me in cottony wisps. I couldn’t remember falling asleep, but the lamp on my bedside table had been switched off, the only light a full, glowing moon outside my window.


The phone was ringing.


“Olivia?” I murmured, hoping she’d get it so I wouldn’t have to. My daughter was one of those people who could wake up and fall asleep as if flipping a switch.


I rolled over and peered at my alarm clock. The red lights blinked 4:48 a.m. Nobody called at this time of night with good news.


I bolted upright and grabbed the phone, the feather duvet sliding from my body, leaving my bed-warmed arms cold and exposed.


“Hello?”


“Hello, is this Abigail Knight?” The voice—a man’s—was low and tight, coiled like a viper about to strike.


“Yes.”


“This is Portage Point Hospital. It’s about your daughter, Olivia. I’m afraid there’s been an accident.”


×  ×  ×


I ran down the hall to Olivia’s room, cold wings of fear fluttering in my stomach.


Her door was shut and I threw it open thinking, irrationally, that she’d sit up in bed blinking her eyes at me sleepily. I imagined, hoped, that she’d be angry at me for invading her teenage space. She’d throw a pillow at me, and I’d laugh weakly, clutching my chest with one hand as my heart rate returned to normal.


“I had a terrible dream,” I’d say.


“I’m fine, Mom,” she’d reply, looking at me with all the scorn a seventeen-year-old could muster. “You worry too much.”


But her room was silent and empty, her bed a jumble of blankets. Dirty clothes spilled from the laundry basket in her half-open closet. Sheaves of paper were scattered in a disorganized jumble on her dresser.


I lurched out of the room, down the stairs, and into my car.


Last night, at the Stokeses’ barbecue, she’d been fine.


But, no. I shook my head, really remembering. No, she wasn’t fine. She hadn’t been fine for a while.


Maybe it was just the typical moodiness of a teenager, but this felt different. Olivia was usually sunny and sweet. She was an easy teenager. The girl who never partied, got straight As, helped all her friends with their homework.


Lately she seemed distracted and temperamental, irritable whenever I asked what was wrong. And then there were the questions about her father.


She wants the truth.


The thought came fast, an ugly surprise. I set my teeth against it. I’d worried for so long that all the lies I kept hidden on the dark side of my heart would one day be washed into the open. These lies, my past, kept me always on guard.


×  ×  ×


October drizzle coated the car, and a handful of brown leaves covered the windshield. The acidic feeling in my stomach clawed its way up toward my throat as I wrenched the car door open and threw myself inside. For once my old beater car started without any hesitation, as if it too knew we had to hurry.


I tore out of the driveway, my tires spinning in the gravel. I flicked the wipers on, but a single dead leaf was caught, wiping a jagged, wet arc across the windshield, back and forth, back and forth.


I thought of the last time I’d gone to the hospital with Olivia—she’d broken her arm falling out of the ancient willow tree in the backyard when she was ten. My guilt had been overwhelming. I’d failed at the most important job I would ever have: keeping her safe.


I gripped the leather steering wheel hard, securing myself to the present while the past threatened to overtake me. My car squealed as I whipped around a corner too sharply. I was being reckless, I needed to slow down, but Olivia . . .


I couldn’t even finish the thought. My daughter was my center of gravity, the only thing tying me to this earth. Without her, I’d surely float into space, a kite with its string severed by glass.


I pressed my foot hard against the accelerator as my knees began to shake. The decaying leaf was still stuck to the wiper but it had been ripped in half now, leaving the shape of a broken heart behind.


I braked sharply as I rounded the last corner and skidded into the hospital parking lot. It was nearly empty, one ambulance parked at the front, a handful of cars scattered across the lot. Streetlamps glinted against the wet pavement. I slammed on my brakes in a spot near the entrance just as the last half of the leaf in my windscreen was mercilessly ripped away.


×  ×  ×


I staggered into the hospital, cracking my elbow hard on the sliding door. Pain seethed toward my fingertips but didn’t slow me down. I needed to find Olivia.


Please, please be okay.


A doctor appeared suddenly from a set of swinging doors. His steps were brisk, the swift, resolute walk of a man who knew what he was doing. Behind wire-rimmed glasses, his eyes were bloodshot when they landed on me.


“Abigail Knight?” I could just make out the clipped voice I’d heard on the phone. He had thinning white hair and a close-shaven face. Around his neck hung a stethoscope. His white coat had a rust-colored smear across the front.


He stepped closer and held one hand out to me. His eyebrows, thick as caterpillars, were pinched together.


“Where’s Olivia?” I gasped, feeling like I would hyperventilate. People were staring, but I didn’t care. “Where’s my daughter?”


I tried to sidestep him, but he moved his body to block me.


“I’m Dr. Griffith.” He took a step closer. I could see the flecks of gold in his brown eyes. “Will you come with me?”


“Why?” My voice sounded too high, the words crushed on my tongue. “Where’s Olivia?”


“I’m going to take you to her, but first we need to talk. Perhaps somewhere a bit more private.” The doctor’s tone conveyed the gravity of what he had to say. The weight of it kept the frantic questions in my throat from vomiting out.


I looked around at the busy waiting room. A handful of people openly stared at us, while the rest fiddled with cell phones or pretended to read newspapers.


I nodded, a small jerk of my chin.


Dr. Griffith led me through the swinging doors and down a brightly lit corridor to a private meeting room. The room smelled of floral potpourri and was decorated in pale pastels. The floor was shiny, the color of cinnamon, the walls a washed-out cream.


“Please. Sit.” Dr. Griffith motioned toward a cushioned taupe chair. I sat stiffly on the edge.


He crossed to a water cooler in the corner of the room. A hulking tower of plastic cups, white, like vertebrae, leaned on a low black table next to it. He swiped one and filled it with water. The cooler gurgled and belched as air drifted to the top.


He thrust the cup toward me, but I just stared at it. I couldn’t seem to get my hand to take it. Eventually he set it on the table.


Dr. Griffith dragged a plastic chair from the wall and placed it across from me. The scraping of its feet against the floor set my teeth on edge. He sat, planted both feet on the ground, pressed his elbows against his knees, and steepled his fingers, as if in prayer.


“There’s been an accident—” he said, repeating his earlier words.


“Is Olivia okay?” I interrupted.


But the way he was looking at me. With pity. I knew.


An intense desire to run hit me. My shins still burned from my run yesterday morning, my thigh muscles ached, but I felt the pang hit my body hard.


I jumped up, looking around wildly. The doctor stood, eyeing me as if I were a wild animal. But the urge to know kept me rooted to my spot.


“Tell me. . . .” I rasped.


“Your daughter . . .” Dr. Griffith touched my forearm. His hand was heavy, cool against my clammy skin.


He said something about an accident.


Somebody finding Olivia at the bottom of an embankment near the ZigZag Bridge.


Something about a grand mal seizure, corneal reflexes, and a Glasgow score of four.


He said something about a head wound, about fixed and dilated pupils and a CAT scan.


That they’d taken her in for surgery as soon as she’d arrived.


I couldn’t make sense of any of it.


I collapsed on the chair, bending forward until my head was between my knees, as if preparing for a crash landing. I could hear my heart throbbing in my chest, the blood roaring in my ears, the harsh hiss of my breath as it rushed in and out of me in sharp, hollow gasps. My elbow throbbed painfully where I’d banged it.


“No . . . no . . .” I pleaded over and over, clenching and unclenching my sweat-soaked hands.


The doctor sat next to me, his voice breaking through the heavy, viscous bubble surrounding me.


“—sustained severe head trauma. I’m really sorry, Mrs. Knight, but your daughter has suffered permanent and irreversible brain damage.”


My mind reeled, trying to assimilate these facts into something that made sense. Shards of his words assaulted me through a roar of panic.


“Is there someone we can call . . . ?”


Who was there? My mom was dead. I never knew my dad. There was no husband, no boyfriend. I was too busy being a mother to date, too busy to have friends. There was only . . .


“My sister.” My voice sounded very far away, as if it came from down the hall rather than my own mouth.


I wrote Sarah’s number on a scrap of paper. He took it and opened the door, handed it to somebody, then sat back down across from me.


“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Knight, we did everything we could to save her, but Olivia won’t wake up. Right now she’s attached to life support that’s keeping her body alive.” He licked his lips, on the verge of saying something else. “But she . . .”


“She’s an organ donor,” I whispered numbly.


It was what they wanted, wasn’t it? The day she got her driver’s license Olivia had signed up to save another’s life. “You know,” she’d said, shrugging with the confidence the young have that they’re impervious to death. “If it ever came to that.” My kind, gentle girl.


“No, that’s not— What I mean to say is, we can’t legally turn Olivia’s life support off in her condition.”


I didn’t understand. It was as if he had suddenly started speaking Urdu. A throb began pulsing under my eyes.


He cleared his throat, his eyes scurrying momentarily away from mine. “We can’t turn life support off from a pregnant woman. Not in Washington State.”


“Wh—?” I breathed. My body went limp, boneless, my head spinning.


“Olivia was—is—Olivia’s pregnant.”
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OLIVIA


april, 6 months earlier


The yellow school bus swayed slowly past the glimmering sea that fringed Portage Point and headed toward Seattle: our day-trip destination.


“Ughh, the bus is so bo-o-oring.” My best friend, Madison, flopped back in her seat next to me. She took a compact from her purse and started sweeping powder across her already-matte nose.


We were heading to the University of Washington for the start of our two-day college tour. I didn’t know why she was complaining. Being away from school was like a vacation.


Madison tossed her long dark hair and peeked over her shoulder. I knew she was looking at Peter and barely resisted rolling my eyes. Madison could be totally ADD when it came to guys.


I slid the cool metal of my charm bracelet through my fingers. “At least we’re out of school,” I said.


“Too bad we can’t do something fun.” She applied a shiny layer of cotton-candy-pink gloss to her lips and smacked them loudly. “Filling out college applications is totally lame.”


I bit my cheeks so I wouldn’t say anything. Madison’s parents were rich. She didn’t really feel the same pressure I did about college.


My mom, on the other hand, scrimped and saved every penny so I could go to college after I graduated next year. Four years of tuition was totally going to break her. I kept offering to get a part-time job, but she’d just say my job was to study hard and do well in school.


I stared past Madison out the bus window and chewed a lock of hair. Sunlight slid through the window, interrupted every so often by the shade of passing trees.


“Did you see Zitty Zara’s new zit this morning?” Madison stage-whispered. “I think there’s a science experiment happening on her forehead.”


“Don’t be mean!” I smacked her softly, trying not to laugh. Zara did have gross skin, but I felt bad for her.


“Don’t they have Accutane now?” Madison continued. “Why doesn’t she take it?”


She’d dropped all pretense of whispering, so I shot her a warning look. Zara was only a few rows in front of us. I didn’t want her hearing.


But Madison ignored me. She could be mean. Like, hurtfully mean. Once in fourth grade we got in a fight, and Madison got all the girls in our class to stop talking to me. Girls who’d been my friends just “forgot” to save me a seat on the bus or invite me to their sleepovers. I’d never forgotten that feeling of not belonging, like wearing someone else’s shoes and feeling the pain all over. Since then I’d made sure never, ever to get on Madison’s bad side.


“What’s in a zit anyway?” she asked.


I snickered. “It’s pus, you idiot.”


“Eww. God, even the word is gross. Puh, puh, puh-sss.” She leaned hard on the p sound. I laughed out loud. “Puh-ss,” she enunciated. “It’s like an ejection from your mouth. A voiding of puh-ss from a puh-stule.”


“Oh God! Gross!” I gasped, breathless from concealing my laughter.


A few rows ahead, Zara turned around. We both ducked below the seat in front of us, laughing hysterically.


My phone beeped, and I pulled it from my backpack. It was my mom.


Knock knock


Who’s there? I texted back.


Mom: Olive


Me: Olive who?


Mom: Olive ya Olivia!


I laughed and sent her a row of x’s and o’s just as Tyler’s head popped up over the back of our seat.


“Hey, babe.” His amber-flecked hazel eyes crinkled in a smile.


My boyfriend was your typical high school athlete. He was captain of the football team, had lettered in every sport he did, and was working toward a football scholarship to UW. He was way popular, and he knew it. Like, in a confident way, not in a dickhead way.


He leaned down and licked my earlobe, trying to be seductive. I giggled and lurched away from him. He frowned, looking slightly put out.


“God, you guys! Get a room!” Madison huffed loudly.


Heat spread up my neck and into my cheeks. Madison could be such a bitch sometimes. Mom told me I should stand up to her. Tyler said I always saw the best in people.


The truth was, neither of them was right. I was just scared of not being liked.


Just then Tyler’s friend Peter leaned over the seat next to Tyler. “Jesus, you’re the color of a tomato, Liv!” he hooted.


He reached out to touch my flaming cheek, but Tyler smacked his hand away, eyes blazing. “Don’t touch her, man.”


My cheeks burned even hotter, but Peter just laughed.


“You’re such a lunatic.” Madison rolled her eyes flirtatiously.


Tyler’s eyes tightened and his jaw clenched. “Shut up, Madison. You’re just salty ’cause you can’t get a boyfriend.”


I forced a loud laugh. “At least my face isn’t as red as your hair, Peter,” I joked, trying to defuse the situation.


“Whatever, asshole.” Madison twisted in her seat so she could scowl out the bus’s window. She popped the earbuds to her iPhone in her ears and turned the volume up until I could hear the tinny beat of pop music.


“Ignore her.” Tyler tugged me from my seat and sat in my place, pulling me onto his lap and nuzzling my cheek. Tyler and Madison had never really gotten along. She thought he was way too needy.


With his wavy blond hair and hazel eyes, Tyler was the hottest guy in school. I’d worked hard for my seat at the popular table, but that seat had only been firmly cemented when Tyler and I started dating. And it felt nice being his girlfriend. But it was still mortifying when he tried to make out with me in front of everybody.


“I’ve been thinking about yesterday,” Tyler whispered in my ear.


I blushed again, blood pulsing in my ears. I looked around, hoping nobody could hear him.


Yesterday we’d had a heavy make-out session in my room before my mom got home from work. He got a little too excited, and I’d felt so pressured I burst into tears. He could be like that sometimes: too insistent and intense. But weren’t all boys?


He leaned away from me and cracked his neck. I shuddered, grossed out by the sound of his bones popping.


“I’m sorry about . . . you know,” he said. “It’s just, I love you. I think we’ve been together long enough to show it that way.”


“Soon, okay? I’m just not ready yet.”


“I was thinking. . . .” He leaned closer and kissed my cheek wetly. “Maybe one of these weekends we could make it extra special? Go somewhere, just us? You could tell your mom you’re spending the night at Madison’s.”


I wanted to laugh at how ridiculous he sounded. What would we do, rent a hotel room for the night? Besides, I didn’t want to have sex yet. I wasn’t going to be one of those stupid knocked-up teenagers—like my mom was.


But I didn’t say that. Instead I smiled and said: “Sure, yeah, maybe.” I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, and if it would make him happy, I’d let him think we could go away for a night.


The bus lurched to a stop, and I realized we’d arrived at the University of Washington.


“We’re here!” somebody shouted from the front of the bus.


Madison pulled her earbuds out and pointed out the window. “There’s everybody else!”


I followed her gaze. A group of about forty teenagers was gathered at the end of the parking lot. Half of them were wearing casual clothes, but the other half were dressed in matching uniforms: the girls in green tartan skirts with green blazers and knee-high stockings, the boys in gray pants and green ties.


“Preppy dicks!” Peter shouted. A slice of sunlight shone on his red hair and lit the smattering of freckles across his face. He was watching Madison, waiting for a reaction. For his sake, I hoped he stayed away from her. She would eat him alive, and Peter was actually a pretty nice guy. Tyler called her a thot behind her back. If she weren’t my best friend, I’d probably agree. She’d go out with a different guy every weekend, then dump him the next day.


“Fuckheads!” Tyler’s friend Dan shouted.


Bold and bullish, Dan was a fat little tryhard, but his overconfidence and arrogance meant nobody stood up to him. Tyler thought Dan was hilarious. I thought he was a jerk.


“Watch your mouth, guys!” Mr. Parks, our PE teacher who was running this little field trip, yelled from the front of the bus. “Come on, off the bus.”


We stepped out into the glorious spring sunshine. It was one of those pristine Seattle days when the rain has finally stopped, leaving behind a scrubbed blue sky. The air had just a hint of warmth in it, a promise that more days like this would soon follow.


Cherry trees coated in frothy pink and white blossoms peeked from between towering evergreens. In the distance I could see the start of Greek Row, a collection of Tudor, Gothic, and Georgian fraternity and sorority houses.


“Over here, guys!” Mr. Parks waved his arms to us, his beefy biceps rippling under his white polo shirt. We shuffled over, and Mr. Parks made introductions: Portage Point High, Ballard High, and Seattle Catholic Academy, the Catholic kids in the uniforms.


Somehow we’d faced off so we were separated into three groups, but once we’d been introduced, everybody started talking to each other.


Tyler had an arm draped around my shoulder, tucking me tightly against his body. Madison was just to the right of me. I felt comfortable, safe, secure in my world.


And then I saw her.


Just steps from me was a girl wearing the green school uniform of Seattle Catholic Academy. She had long, pale blond hair, sharp Slavic cheekbones, a pointed nose, and a slightly off-center dimple in her chin.


As she swung her eyes toward me, I felt my world slipping toward the edge of a cliff I didn’t even know existed.


She looked like she could be my sister.


The girl’s eyes widened when she saw me, emphasizing the unusual shade of forest green: just like mine.


In that instant, as I looked at the face I’d known my entire life, I felt myself tumble over that cliff. I didn’t know how far I would fall or how hard I would crash, only that nothing would ever be the same.





3





ABI


october


“Do you understand what I’m saying, Mrs. Knight?”


I blinked at Dr. Griffith, not sure I’d heard him right.


“Your daughter is pregnant.” He spoke slowly, as if I were a child unable to grasp his words. “Olivia’s suffered irreversible brain damage and she won’t wake up, but Washington State law prohibits us from turning off life support. We have to give the fetus the best chance at surviving. Do you understand?”


I nodded and shook my head at the same time. I did understand, but it made no sense, as if he’d grabbed random words from a dictionary and pasted them into a sentence.


“Wha—?”


A knock at the door interrupted me, and a pink-scrub-clad nurse with the sad, droopy face and flabby jowls of a Saint Bernard entered.


“Mrs. Knight, your sister—”


Sarah burst past the nurse, elbowing her way into the room. Her blue eyes were laced with red, the translucent skin of her lids as raw and puffy as mine. She grabbed my hand, and I stared at her fingers. Her nails were smooth and perfectly oval, shining red, the color of fresh blood. Even now in the middle of the night, her long, perfectly highlighted hair swung and shone under the anemic hospital lights.


She pulled me in for a hug so hard it hurt my ribs. I stiffened and she dropped her arms, a shadow of hurt crossing her face. It had always been there, this slight distance between us. My fault, admittedly, but I no longer knew how to stop it.


“Where’s Olivia? Is she okay? What happened? Why was she out in the middle of the night?”


The questions were rapid as a machine gun, asked in Sarah’s most demanding mom voice. The one she’d been practicing since I was ten and she was twenty, when our mother left me on Sarah’s front step with nothing but a backpack of dirty clothes. She’d gone home and killed herself that very day, leaving Sarah to raise me.


I shook my head, tears rising in my throat.


“She . . . she . . .”


I didn’t know why Olivia was out in the middle of the night.


After my bath, I’d had some wine and then gone to bed with a book. I was asleep while my daughter was out doing . . . what?


The dark fog of anxiety swirled violently around me.


Panic: my old friend.


“Mrs. Knight?” I heard from somewhere far away.


My vision blurred and a high-pitched whining droned in my ears. I couldn’t hold it away anymore. I crashed to the ground.


“Abi!” People rushed around me, hands lifted me up, pushed me into a chair.


I was sweating heavily. The air was like molasses, weighted like water.


Somebody pressed a paper bag into my hands, and I heard Sarah’s soothing voice speaking to me from a great distance.


“Breathe. There you go. In, then out. In, then out.”


I used to have panic attacks all the time as a kid. But I’d learned to control my emotions, stamping them out like the flames of a fire. Sarah always said I should talk about my feelings, get them out there, but I knew it was better to push them away, pretend everything was okay. It was better not to feel anything.


Somehow, without me even wanting to, my breathing evened, my heart rate slowed. And then my hearing came back. Dr. Griffith and Sarah were talking.


“What happened?” Sarah asked.


Sarah was good at being composed in tough situations. She never seemed desperate or panicky. I felt a stab of anger that she could manage this. I couldn’t even ask the right questions.


“A retired paramedic found Olivia on the banks of the ZigZag River, next to the bridge. We don’t know if she fell from the bridge or—well, the police will investigate,” Dr. Griffith replied. He was crouched in front of me, holding one of my hands tightly in his. His skin felt dry and cool against my sweaty palm.


Sarah shifted in her seat next to me, her hand holding the paper bag to my mouth. “People come out of comas all the time—” she began.


“Olivia isn’t in a coma,” he interrupted gently. “Comas are usually from a localized injury. Olivia’s suffered a massive bleed, which has damaged almost every part of her brain. I’m so sorry, I know this is hard to understand and even harder to accept, but Olivia isn’t going to wake up.”


Grief hurtled toward me, crashing into me and beating inside my chest like a giant, furious animal.


“And she’s pregnant?” I whispered.


“Yes,” Dr. Griffith replied.


I looked at Sarah. Her jaw worked, as if she were chewing leather.


“How far along?” I asked.


“We’ll do an ultrasound to find out for sure, but the HCG hormone indicates about thirteen or fourteen weeks.”


I thought back to what we were doing three months ago. It would’ve been July. Olivia was out of school. She was studying for her driver’s test, taking practice SAT tests, swimming, hanging out with her friends.


We hadn’t done anything special. Money was always tight, and I was saving for the tuition I knew I’d have to pay when Olivia went to college. I couldn’t put my finger on when something might’ve changed, when she would’ve gotten pregnant. She must not have known. She would’ve told me if she’d known.


“Surely the baby’s been exposed to radiation, chemicals . . . ?” Sarah trailed off.


Dr. Griffith winced. “Yes. Possibly. Probably. We do a standard pregnancy test when female patients are admitted, but it was delayed by the surgery.”


A dusty vent blew stale air into the room, the noise an obnoxious whine. Sarah and Dr. Griffith had lapsed into silence.


“I want to see her. Right now.” My voice was hollow and flat.


“Of course,” Dr. Griffith said immediately.


Sarah helped me to my feet, and we followed the doctor down the corridor, toward the ICU.


Despite the harsh reality of the stark white hallway, a part of me still clung to the faint hope that Olivia wasn’t here—that this was all some horrible mistake, some silly clerical error. Not my daughter.


Dr. Griffith walked briskly to the end of the hallway and turned left, then waved a security badge at a locked door. Inside the ICU Jen Stokes, Olivia’s best friend’s mother, hovered over a bed that was surrounded by beeping, clunking machines. A stethoscope dangled from her neck.


“Dr. Stokes,” Dr. Griffith greeted her.


“Jen?” I stared at my neighbor. Just a few hours ago, I’d been at a barbecue at her house, and now we were standing in the ICU. She was wearing faded jeans and an old Seahawks jersey under a lab coat. Her eyes were red, her dark curls a messy halo around a pale face. Her hands were clasped into tight fists and pressed into her belly.


“What are you doing here?” I asked.


“I called her,” Sarah explained; then I remembered that Jen was the senior doctor in the emergency room here.


“Abi, I’m so sorry.” Her mouth worked as if she wanted to say more, but nothing else came. She broke eye contact and looked down.


I followed her gaze, but it took me a moment to realize that the person she was staring at was Olivia. My daughter was as white as the sheet she lay on. Her body was too still, as if all her dynamic energy had been trapped beneath the sheet draped over her.


A tangle of IV bags and pumps surrounded the hospital bed. So many tubes and lines I couldn’t count them: down her throat, breathing for her, up her nose, keeping her stomach empty, flowering from her chest, recording her heartbeat. The ventilator next to the bed made rhythmic blip, shhhh noises.


Her head was swathed in white bandages, stark against her face. She had a deep cut above her right eyebrow, a sickening black and purple bruise blooming across her left temple, and a spray of scratches across her nose and cheekbones.


I stared at my daughter, and the agony I felt wasn’t just emotional but physical. A sharp pain wrenched in my chest so it seemed my heart must’ve stopped, but I could feel it, I could hear it; it betrayed me by continuing to beat when it should have frozen in my chest. The pain and impotence were white lightning searing through me.


My gaze drifted to Olivia’s abdomen, still flat and smooth, no hint of the baby tucked within.


Somewhere in the back of my mind I registered Jen leaving the room. The emotions piled up, threatening to crack me open, splintering me into a billion little pieces. I reached for Olivia’s hand, wanting—no, needing—to be connected to her.


Her wrist lay limply in my hand, but something was missing. The silver charm bracelet Olivia always wore was gone.


In its place was a string of black and purple bruises.





4





OLIVIA


april


“That girl. Jesus. That was creepy,” Tyler said the Monday after our field trip to the University of Washington. We were eating lunch at our usual table in the cafeteria, the one next to the neatly stacked towers of orange chairs used for pep assemblies.


“I know, right!” Peter said. His carrot-red head bobbed in agreement. “What was that about? Do you have a sister we don’t know about, Liv?”


I shook my head emphatically. “No way.”


Next to me, Tyler shoved a handful of fries into his mouth. “She was totally your doppelgänger,” he said. “My dad says everybody has one somewhere.”


“I guess.” I set my peanut butter and jelly sandwich down, my appetite suddenly gone. I didn’t want to talk about this. Why wouldn’t they just shut up?


“She had the same butt chin, too,” Peter added. “She looked just like you.”


Tyler frowned at Peter. I ground my teeth together, waiting for Tyler to make some snappy clapback. Tyler always called my chin dimple a butt chin. Not in a mean way, just in a Tyler way. But I knew he wouldn’t like anybody else saying it.


But Tyler went back to his fries. I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.


Madison laughed and bit into a carrot stick. “Having a chin dimple doesn’t mean you’re related to somebody, you idiot.”


“She’s not my sister, all right?” I snapped. “I’ve never even met her before.”


Everybody went quiet. My heart pulsed in my neck and I looked down. I felt them all exchanging looks. I was the peacemaker. I never lashed out or got involved in arguments.


I picked at the edge of my sandwich until it was as bare as a stone. I hated the dry feel of crust in my mouth. When I was a kid my mom would cut the crusts off my sandwich, snip away the square edges, and cut a little bite-size hole in the middle so it looked like an O. I suddenly wished she were here to reassure me.


Madison abruptly changed the subject. “Sooooo, my brother’s coming home next week.”


My head snapped up and blood rushed to my cheeks. I let my hair swing in front of my face to hide it, chewing hard on a strand of hair.


Tyler snorted and dropped an arm around my shoulders, pulling me closer to him. “Can he score us some pot?”


“Tyler!” I shushed him.


“Shut up, fuck-face.” Madison’s dark eyes flashed. “It was only one time. He was just stupid enough to get caught.”


“Wait. I thought he was in New York. Isn’t that where your parents sent him after he got caught dealing?” Peter’s freckled face creased with confusion.


Madison scowled. “Once! And it was only pot.”


She was mortified that everybody knew Derek had been sent to a private East Coast school to “reform” him. We all drank sometimes and a few of our friends smoked pot, but only stoners and losers actually dealt it.


Peter’s eyes darted between Madison and Tyler, sensing the tension.


“Olivia,” he said, changing the subject quickly. “You don’t have swimming practice tomorrow, right? Could you help me with some chemistry shit later? I’m on that homework grind, trying to catch up again.”


“Sure.” I darted a look at Tyler. His brows folded down. I could tell he wasn’t happy with me studying alone with Peter.


He could be a little possessive sometimes. It wasn’t like I’d ever cheated on him or anything. He was just like that: all macho on the outside but sort of insecure on the inside. I knew it was just because he loved me, though.


“Thanks, dude.” Peter grinned at me.


I scraped myself out of the hard metal chair. “I’m going outside for some fresh air. Wanna come, Mad?”


Madison unfolded her slender frame and stood, brushing off her black leggings and black sleeveless sweater. She tossed a hard glare at Tyler and Peter and huffed toward the door.


We stepped into the cool belly of April and headed for the quad, huddling on a bench near the fountain. We were the only students around, the air still too crisp to sit outside.


Clouds raced overhead as if they were on a conveyor belt; one minute it was sunny, the next threatening rain. Squinting at Madison, I tried to judge her mood.


I fiddled with the bracelet on my left wrist, pulling the cool metal through my fingers, back and forth.


“Sorry about Derek,” I offered.


“ ’S okay. Sorry about that girl.” She picked a hangnail. “I’m sure she isn’t, like, your sister or anything.”


I appreciated her saying it. No matter how moody Madison could be, I knew I could always count on her. It’s probably why we were still best friends all these years later.


We’d met in kindergarten and became friends when it turned out we both hated playing dress-up. I didn’t want anyone knowing my mom made me wear long underwear under my clothes all winter. Madison just wanted to play outside.


“Do you think you’ll, you know, look her up?” Madison asked.


I shrugged. I didn’t want to admit I’d talked to her in the bathroom at the University of Washington.


Up close she didn’t look quite as much like me as I’d thought. Even though her eyes were the exact same shade of green as mine, hers were slightly wider spaced. The dimple in her chin wasn’t as pronounced as mine, her cheekbones not as sharp, her nose a little smaller. Still, she made me uncomfortable.


She’d dried her hands, then leaned casually against the sink.


“I’m Kendall Montgomery,” she said. She flipped her long blond hair over one shoulder in that way bitchy rich girls did.


“I’m Olivia,” I replied.


There was an awkward pause. “My dad’s dead,” I blurted, afraid she was going to say something about how alike we looked. “Just in case you thought we might be related. And there’s no way we have the same mom.”


“That’s too bad.” She smirked. “My parents are assholes. It’d be awesome if I could replace them.”


I laughed, a rush of surprised air bursting out of me. At least I was always glad my mom was my mom. Her entire life was dedicated to me. Sometimes a bit too much.


“Where do you live?” she asked.


“Portage Point. It’s this tiny town just south of—”


“I know Portage Point. That’s where my mom’s from.”


There was a heavy silence as we both realized what she’d said.


“Your mom?” My palms suddenly felt hot and damp.


“Well, not from. . . .” She hesitated. “That’s where she lived when she was in high school, I guess.”


I didn’t know what to say.


“Anyway,” Kendall said, heading for the door, “it was nice meeting you, Olivia.”


“Yeah, you too. See you around.”


She’d waved, a little flick of her fingers, and left.


On the bench, I turned to Madison and shook my head. “Naww. I don’t think I’ll look her up. What would be the point? I already know she isn’t related to me.”


“You don’t know know that,” Madison countered.


I stared at her. “What do you mean?”


“Well, what if you have a long-lost dad out there and a whole other family? What if your mom had, like, some illicit affair or something?”


The idea was so ridiculous I laughed out loud. I couldn’t imagine my mom having some passionate affair. She was like a study in self control—she frowned but never yelled; she smiled but never laughed too loud; her makeup was always lightly done, her clothes neatly ironed.


Mom was as steady as a statue. There was none of that flighty, hyper-gossipy vibe that some of my friends’ moms had. She was the type of mom who was always there for me, ready with a tissue if I needed to cry or sitting in the stands cheering me on at swim meets.


“Yeah, right!” I snorted. “She wouldn’t know how to flirt, let alone have an affair. Plus, she’d be all worried she’d get an STD or something.”


Madison laughed too. “Okay, maybe that girl’s your dad’s daughter.”


“My dad’s dead, Mad.”


“I know, but maybe he had another family before he died? Or he was cheating on your mom? Or”—she widened her eyes dramatically—“maybe he isn’t dead.”


I rolled my eyes. “You really need to lay off the soap operas.”


“Get woke, Olivia. You’re so naïve. Sometimes people lie, and you don’t even know why,” Madison replied.


I flinched as the insult hit me. “I really don’t think my mom would lie to me about my dad.”


“How do you know? Sometimes the truth hurts.”


“So do lies,” I said under my breath.


×  ×  ×


That night, Mom came home with an armful of groceries and announced she was going to cook. I cringed. Martha Stewart she was not. Usually her cooking experiments ended in disaster.


Once she tried to bake these Cornish game hens with this gross, gloopy sauce, but she turned the oven on broil instead of bake. Within a half hour the whole house was filled with a smoke so thick you could almost chew it.


I wished we could just order pizza.


“So, what’re we making?” I put my game face on and started unpacking ingredients from the paper bags. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings or anything.


“Spaghetti bolognese.” She reached for the other bag and pulled out fresh basil, a bulb of garlic, an onion, one carrot.


I smiled. Mom hated carrots, but I loved them. She always got one and cooked it up to put on the side for me.


“Okay, I’ve got a good one,” she said, peeling the skin from an onion. “Knock knock.”


“Who’s there?”


“Puma.”


“Puma who?”


“Hurry up or I’ll puma pants.”


“Eww, yuck, Mom!” I laughed. “That’s totally gross!”


She chuckled. “Thought you’d enjoy that.”


“So. What’s the occasion?” I waved at the ingredients.


“Oh, I don’t know.” She shrugged and laughed. “I’m off work early, and you’re going to be a senior in high school pretty soon, and I’m just so proud of my girl.” She pulled me in for a hug and kissed me on the forehead.


My mom was a toucher. She patted my shoulders, stroked my hair, kissed my cheek, hugged me. She held my hand when we crossed the road until I was ten and started getting teased about it. Once I asked her why she always touched me and she said, “I guess it makes me feel more connected to you.”


Sometimes it felt weird hugging my mom, like I was too old for hugs, but it was nice, too.


“How was your day?” she asked as I minced garlic.


“Good. I got an A on my history test, and we finished the layout for the yearbook.”


She’d stopped chopping onion and looked at me intently. She had this way about her where she really listened, even to the most trivial things.


Soon the scent of garlic and onion sizzling in butter mingled with the rich smell of hamburger. The diced carrot was boiling in a small pot on the stove. Mom popped the french stick in the oven to warm, and we piled our plates high with pasta and took them to the dining room table.


“Mom.” I dumped my carrots over my sauce and stirred them in, trying to seem casual. “Can I ask you some stuff about my dad?”


A noodle slid off the edge of Mom’s fork and landed with a soft plop on her plate. She stabbed at it and cleared her voice.


“Sure, sweetie. What do you want to know?”


“Well . . .” My mind whirled.


Usually she didn’t want to talk. Not that I asked often. She’d always get this funny frozen half-smile on her face, like she was in pain. But since seeing that girl Kendall, I don’t know, I guess it got me thinking more about him.


“How far along with me were you when he died?”


Mom took another bite of her pasta and screwed up her face into her thinky look—lips twisted to one side, eyebrows down, eyes up.


“Only a few weeks. I never got the chance to tell him.”


“Was he hot?” I smiled slyly. “You know, when you first met him, did you get all fluttery inside?”


“Very!” She fanned her face with her hand and laughed. “He made my knees weak. All that blond hair and those brown eyes. I could just fall into them.”


I paused, my brain jamming on that one word. “Brown?”


“Yeah.”


I stared at her hard. She’d told me before that his eyes were green, just like mine. I remembered the day, the very moment she said it. I’d held that nugget of information in my heart since I was thirteen, proof that I was connected to the father I never met in some tangible way.


I waited for her to retract it, to assure me she wasn’t lying. But she didn’t.


I stared at her, scrambling to untangle the threads overloading my brain.


“Did he have, like, another family?” I asked finally.


Late-afternoon sunlight flooded in through the open curtains and beamed across the dining room table. The light fell on Mom’s face, landing in lines carved so deep she suddenly looked twenty years older.


Mom burst out laughing. “No, of course not! What on earth gave you that idea?”


I watched her carefully, looking for any cracks.


“Well, like, maybe I have brothers or sisters out there I don’t know about.”


For a moment the prospect of her reply opened under me like a gaping hole. What she said now, I knew, could change everything.


Suddenly she jumped up, eyes wide. “Oh my goodness! The bread!”


She threw the oven open and a cloud of black, acrid smoke billowed out. I slipped the oven mitts on and grabbed the charred french stick, tossing it in the garbage while Mom threw open the sliding glass door and started fanning the air with a kitchen towel. Chilly spring air blew through the house, dissipating the smoke. But the bitter smell of something burning remained.


Mom pushed at a lock of blond hair stuck to her forehead with sweat. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I guess we won’t be having bread with our pasta.”


“It’s okay. It wouldn’t be a homemade dinner if we didn’t burn something,” I joked.


She laughed sheepishly. “Why don’t you tell me about school? Not too long and you’ll be a senior. How does that feel?”


Her words tumbled out too fast, her voice edgy as a serrated knife.


“Mom, you haven’t answered my question. Did my dad have other kids?”


A puff of clouds rolled over the sun, shifting the light and casting sporadic shadows over Mom’s face. I felt a quiver in the air, a vibration like electricity that weaved its way through the burnt toast smell.


Mom met my gaze, her blue eyes innocent. “Nope,” she said. “Your dad died before he even knew about you and he most certainly didn’t have any other children.”


I stared at her smooth face, trying to get a handle on the emotions rolling through me: fear, panic, confusion, anger. Mostly anger, because something told me she was lying.


A dark horror slid into my heart. I’d always trusted my mom. Trusted everything she said, obeyed everything she told me to do. I’d never thought twice about questioning her.


But now I felt that trust disappearing like evaporating mist. If she could lie to me about something as fundamental as this, what else had she kept from me?
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As the hours bled into each other, I alternated between numbness and sorrow, each as intense and debilitating as the other.


“I need to know what happened,” I said to Sarah.


She was so still, barely moving since we’d settled in the family waiting room the doctors gave us. I couldn’t hold still, pacing the floor, counting the ceiling tiles, pouring water from one cup to another. I needed to move, to do something. My analytical brain needed to make sense of things, to question the facts and frame the story, to make the columns align, the numbers add up.


“You should go home. Get some rest,” she replied.


I glared at her. “I’m not going anywhere.” Olivia and I were linked by birth, by life. I wouldn’t leave her in death.


More time passed. “Why does she have bruises on her arms?” I asked Sarah, slamming an empty cup to the ground. I sucked my lips over my teeth, trying to steady myself. “Do you think somebody hurt her?”


Sarah looked startled. “I don’t know. The police—they’ll investigate.”


Tears tumbled down my cheeks, sliding into the hollow of my neck. I could barely breathe, whimpers racking my body as I sank into a chair. Sarah came to me, slid her arms around my shoulders. We held each other like that for a long time, our bodies shaking.


“I wanted to keep her safe!” I sobbed.


“This isn’t your fault, Abi,” she replied, her voice raw with pain.


I pulled away and looked into her reddened eyes.


“What if it is?”


×  ×  ×


Night washed over Olivia’s room. The hospital lights turned on one by one, and still I didn’t move from my seat next to her bed, the intermittent bleeps and swooshes keeping Olivia connected to this world a bizarre lullaby to my pain. Despair swirled inside me, a relentless fog that made me incapable of anything: eating, drinking, moving.


I stared, lost, at the bruises circling Olivia’s wrists. They were ringed with blue and purple, as if someone had grabbed her, staining her beautiful skin with the color of anger.


I laid my forehead on the edge of her bed, grateful to be alone with her. All day the doctors had encouraged me to go home, get some rest. Sarah had brought me a ham sandwich, left untouched and eventually tipped into the garbage, and then relentless cups of coffee. But it just made me need to pee, and I didn’t want to leave Olivia. So I stopped drinking altogether.


My head pounded from tears and dehydration, but I couldn’t leave. Not yet. I felt like I was living inside a tear in the fabric of time, the real world outside on pause.


Two days had passed since my dash to Olivia’s broken body, time shuffling past with excruciating slowness. More doctors trundled in, more reports, another CT scan, an ultrasound showing a fetal heartbeat. Cautionary whispers that she might miscarry and more whispers that if her heart held up long enough, they could save the baby.


Save the baby? I wanted them to save my baby.


I slept in fits and spurts, my forehead pressed against Olivia’s stomach. Night inched by. Alarm bells rang intermittently, and I imagined the people being told their loved one hadn’t made it. I imagined what would happen when it was Olivia’s turn.


I awoke with a start when somebody shook my shoulder.


“Mrs. Knight?” Dr. Griffith held a cup of water out to me. “Why don’t you have a drink?”


“It’s Miss,” I corrected him. “I’m not married.” My voice rasped, my throat barren of any moisture. But still I refused the water.


He slid a chair across the room and sat next to me, the cup clasped between both hands. “Miss Knight. You need to take care of yourself. You need to eat, drink, get some rest.”


“Why does everyone keep saying that?” I burst out. Pain ripped through me, undiminished by the passing hours, and I pressed my fingers hard into my temples.


“You have a long road ahead of you.” He glanced at Olivia. “All three of you.”


I stared at him for a long moment, tried to lick my cracked lips.


“Olivia isn’t coming back,” he said gently. “But there’s a chance your grandchild could survive.” It hurt him to say this, I could tell by the tightening of his eyes, and it made me like him. Or at least respect him.


“How long?” I finally said.


“How long what?”


“How long does Olivia have to be on life support for the baby—” I broke off, the words skewering my heart.


“We’d aim to get her to thirty-two weeks’ gestation.”


I did the math quickly. Eighteen more weeks on life support.


“Is it possible?”


Dr. Griffith hesitated. “As far as I’m aware, it’s never happened before. But I think it’s possible.”


I tried to breathe, but a solid lump had formed in my chest, squeezing all the oxygen out. I clenched my eyes shut, then opened them.


“Why haven’t the police come? Where are they?”


Dr. Griffith looked surprised. He took his glasses off and polished them on his lab coat.


“The hospital doesn’t report . . . accidents.”


“Accidents? This wasn’t an accident!” My voice pitched high, anger and pain surging through my body. “You’ve seen the bruises on her wrists!”


“My apologies.” Dr. Griffith shook his head vigorously. “I just mean that the hospital isn’t legally required to report anything other than gunshot or stab wounds, and this is likely why you haven’t heard anything from them.”


I pressed my palm to my forehead, a tingle of panic buzzing in my fingertips. But this time I won, pushing the anxiety away. I would report it myself.


“Olivia’s a good girl. What happened?” I asked.


I heard myself using the present tense, but I couldn’t help it. I didn’t want her to slide into the past yet. She was still here.


His eyes were kind but calculating, the eyes of a lawyer rather than a doctor.


“I don’t know. But I promise you this”—he held the cup of water out to me—“you’ll need your strength to find out.”


I took the water and gulped down every drop.


×  ×  ×


It started raining as soon as I left the hospital. It was almost night, black clouds edging over the horizon.


I turned onto my street, slowly rolling toward my Victorian-style three-bedroom. Mine was the smallest house on the street, perched at the end of a row of grander ones.


My neighbors were middle-class professionals, lawyers, doctors. Their wives stayed home and raised chubby-cheeked toddlers. They had playdates and did hot yoga and went for coffee dates. I, a single working mother, pregnant at eighteen, stuck out like a sore thumb.


I never would’ve been able to afford the house on my own. But everything I did was for Olivia, to give her a better chance in life: middle-class neighbors, a good school, low crime rate, and right by the beach. I wanted her to have all the things I’d never had. So I couldn’t regret any of it. Not now, not ever.


I imagined Olivia on our last morning together. I’d watched her swaying to silent music in the living room, her eyes closed, the earbuds of her iPhone pressed deep into her ears. A scarf I’d never seen before was draped around her neck. It was silk, scarlet, like a flame around her throat. She was wearing a baggy sweatshirt, loose-fitting sweats. Dark circles were smudged like half-moons beneath her eyes, her face pale as a tissue.


“Are you feeling okay?” I’d pressed the back of my hand to her forehead, concern washing over me. It was smooth and cool. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and drew her close for a hug.


“I’m fine. Just studying.” She pulled away sharply, her brow crinkling.


I caught the undercurrent of her words: Would you ever just stop asking? My mom used to tell me that I never let things go. Sarah said that too.


I almost started questioning Olivia. Everything was something to be worried about. She was sick, she had cancer, she was being bullied. My stomach gave a panicky spasm. I did that sometimes: worried and questioned and analyzed until I found a rational reason. I needed the whole picture to understand the details. The problem was that it never changed anything. Like when my mom died.


Get a grip, Abi, I said to myself. She’s just being a teenager.


I busied myself with my laptop bag, the cold slice of her rejection smarting.


“I know it’s Saturday, but I have to go into work for a bit.” I hated leaving her alone, but as a single mom sometimes I had no choice. “You know the rules. No riding in your friends’ cars. Don’t walk on the main road.”


I waited for her to point out that I never worked on the weekend. I wanted to tell someone about a new case I was working on at my CPA firm, Brown Thomas and Associates.


It was the first time I’d felt excited about work in years. Accounting wasn’t what I was supposed to do with my life. Once upon a time, I’d been a journalist. I’d had fire, ambition, ideas. I loved the buzz of investigating, seeing my byline under a headline.


But the antisocial hours of a journalist didn’t work for a single mom with a baby who battled severe ear infections. I was a mother first. I would never abandon my daughter the way my mom had abandoned me—loving me, then turning away; being there, then . . .


So I’d switched to accounting. It allowed me regular hours and more time with my daughter. I’d come to accept the trade-off years ago.


“Do you want me to stay?” My smile slipped a notch. “You know you come first.”
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