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The afternoon that Olivia Tschetter defended her doctoral dissertation, her mother, Vivian, fell from a step stool she’d placed in the pantry and struck her head—possibly on the nearby kitchen table or the knob of the pantry door, which was propped open. The accident was heard by Olivia’s oldest sister, Annie, who had just walked in the house to drop off some Mason jars for the aunts; it was Annie who rushed to the kitchen and found Vivian unconscious. A CT scan revealed that the “accident” was probably caused by a mild stroke, but although Vivian remained unconscious, her condition was stable, and doctors felt there was no reason to transfer her to one of the big hospitals in Sioux Falls. They seemed confident, or at least hopeful—the family were to argue about precisely which, later—that she would regain consciousness at any moment and that her chances of recovery were fairly good. It wasn’t until Vivian died two days later that anyone could have known about the second blood clot already forming.

In the meantime, Olivia, immediately after defending “The Use of Flouting Implicatures by Advanced Non-native Speakers of English”—and almost before she could register sweet, dazed relief at the ordeal being over—found herself taken gently aside by the department secretary and told that something had happened. Olivia was on a plane to South Dakota in two hours. She already had a ticket to fly home the next morning (unbeknownst to everyone but Vivian), and it was only fifty dollars to change the day of departure.

On the flight home, she was grateful for the dull, insulating roar of the aircraft and the bright, stale air. She was still dizzy from lack of sleep, from days and weeks of intense, caffeine-fueled preparations culminating in the gallons of adrenaline that washed through her system sixty seconds before she approached the tabletop podium in a conference room full of committee members and graduate students. For two hours, time had no meaning, then for five delicious minutes she was weightless, months of worry and work lifted from her back. Five short minutes—then the disconcerting news of her mother shunted Olivia onto a kind of plateau, an emotional waiting room of sorts. She was too drained to do anything but let things happen around her.

She tried to doze on the plane. When she found she was too tired to sleep, she rehearsed in her head the story of her defense, which she would tell Vivian as soon as she was conscious. Later she would tell the others. In the Tschetter family, it was important to be able to tell a good story; to Olivia, the youngest of four by a good six years, it was all but a survival tactic. The only thing better than telling a good story was pulling off a good surprise. Olivia had often done the one but not the other. For a variety of reasons (all of which, she felt, boiled down to birth order), she was the only one without a flair for surprises, not counting Charlie, their father. Surprises were antithetical to his very nature. Olivia, in contrast, loved surprises; she was just bad at them.

Until now. No one but Vivian knew that Olivia’s defense date had moved up an entire month. And no one would know, until she’d told Vivian the end of the story. That was the natural order of things.

Vivian did not regain consciousness the next day. Ruby, Olivia’s middle sister, delayed her plans to return to Sioux Falls, and their brother, David, even began to talk of coming all the way from the Black Hills. Great aunts Barbara and Rubina came in from the farm with food and took Annie’s daughter, Abigail, back with them so Annie’s husband, Richard, could go to work. Vivian’s closest friend, Maureen, came to the hospital whenever she could. Olivia still wasn’t sleeping; her life was on hold until she could talk to Vivian. The others thought she looked ill, and she thought so too when she caught her reflection in the bathroom mirror of the hospital room. Exhaustion had bleached the color from her already pale skin, and her straight brown hair, which could be coaxed to swing in a curve just below her chin if she bothered to blow-dry, hung in dull strands. Her face was thinner; she touched her cheekbones, ran fingers along the line of her jaw. She heard someone say, outside the bathroom door, “This is terrible timing; she’s got less than a month,” and smiled at herself.

What with everyone coming and going, Olivia didn’t find herself alone with Vivian until shortly before she died. Ruby had run home to take a shower, and the moment Annie and Father headed down to the hospital cafeteria to stretch their legs, Olivia took advantage of the privacy to tell her unconscious mother that she had in fact passed her defense with flying colors, just as Mother predicted, that she’d been far more nervous than Mother predicted (no sleep at all the night before, no appetite the day of, fingers and toes like ice the entire time), that one committee member, Dr. Ogilve—who was inordinately fond of noun-phrase referring expressions—had caught her off guard at one point by pouncing on the indefinite article in one of Olivia’s subject’s utterances. Wasn’t it also important, he said, to consider such referents in light of their cognitive status on the Givenness Hierarchy? For one moment Olivia’s mind had gone completely blank, wiped clean of the Givenness Hierarchy, wiped clean of the entire English language, but she maintained a white-knuckled clench on her poise and the next moment managed to say, “I think you’ve answered your own question,” a response that Dr. Ogilve and the other committee members accepted without question. It wasn’t the most important moment of the defense, but it made the best story; it would get the biggest laugh. It was the part that the others would always remember. David, Richard, and Father, who all had graduate students of their own to advise, would each retell it in their own time and their own way, for their own purposes. David holding forth in a lecture hall, towering over the lectern and issuing robust pronouncements on the amount of bull to be found in the academy; Richard, good-humoredly stepping in to relieve the nerves of a doctoral candidate about to face his own moment of truth; Father—Father didn’t have David’s impeccable timing or Richard’s natural affinity with students. But Father’s students would relish it the most as a rare moment of levity shared by Charlie Tschetter, a professor of few, carefully chosen, widely spaced words.

Olivia, watching the door, had just told Vivian, “You know, Mother, you’re going to have to hear this all over again as soon as you’re conscious,” when Vivian’s hand moved the slightest bit, then went limp again. Olivia watched her closely. She didn’t seem to be breathing. Olivia pushed the call light for the nurse, but a code blue team had already arrived with a crash cart, and Olivia was shuttled off to the hallway. She didn’t think to go looking for Father and Annie. The whole thing was over so quickly that Olivia was back in the room sitting on the edge of Vivian’s bed, shrugging the nurse’s hands from her shoulders before Father and Annie had been tracked down. It was over so quickly, in fact, that it almost seemed not to have taken place. Still, it must have taken place, because Olivia found herself waving the nurses away, insisting on a moment alone, with an energy she hadn’t had since she stepped to the podium two days earlier. There was the danger that the others would be back before she could finish what she’d been saying to Mother, and she had the oddest impression—which she knew to be false but could not believe was false—that if she could only finish, Vivian would open her eyes and everything would seem real again: the defense, the numbing drone of the aircraft that still echoed in her head, the doctors’ bland assurances, and especially her mother’s limp hand, which Olivia held between her own.

So Olivia, gripping her mother’s arm now, hurried to the end of her story and got there with a minute or two to spare, and Vivian still didn’t open her eyes. There was something that Olivia’s mind wasn’t grasping, but another part of her was starting to understand, something that operated on a visceral level, because panic was setting in and she couldn’t speak. Father and Annie were there then; she heard their voices. Annie pulled her from their mother, pulled her in close, gasping. Olivia clung to her sister, both of them shivering like trapped animals; she saw Father kneeling at the bed, disbelief distorting his features until she couldn’t recognize him, and then she felt something cold and damp soaking Annie’s shirt. She lifted a hand to her face in surprise, and that was when she realized she was crying, and that was when she knew her mother was dead.
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Two months later, Olivia sat on the hard piano bench in her father’s living room, hands tucked under her thighs, facing Father, Great Aunt Barbara, and Great Aunt Rubina. She was waiting for them to get to the point. So far Aunt Barbara was holding forth on the homemade noodles she’d brought, and Father wouldn’t meet Olivia’s gaze.

They had entered the room like perfectly civil people, but they might as well have sprung from behind the furniture, because this was definitely an ambush. She visualized it to pass the time: Aunt Barbara vaulting her well-padded self energetically over the easy chair in which she now sat, thin little Aunt Rubina scaling the back of the sofa to Olivia’s left, and Father darting out from behind the lacy green curtains that Vivian had threatened to replace for years—all descending upon Olivia and interrupting a perfectly peaceful moment alone. Or if not perfectly peaceful, at least quiet. At least blank.

She was grateful, at any rate, for the piano at her back, glad to have the sheer silent mass of it in her corner, so to speak. She discovered that if she strained her leg back under the bench, her bare toes could just stroke the corner of one of the unopened boxes shoved against its pedals. Father and the aunts did not know that the boxes contained (among other things) marked-up copies of her dissertation, committee members’ comments from her defense, and all the necessary papers to submit once she’d made the minor changes they requested. She had not told anyone in the family that she’d passed her defense, and while she knew this was odd, it also seemed irrelevant. She found it fairly easy not to think about.

Now she stifled a yawn and noted with fascination the faintly greenish cast to Aunt Barbara’s carefully sculpted blond hair. It must have been the sunlight filtered through those green curtains; Aunt Barbara was not one to tolerate an inferior dye job. Olivia made a mental note to share this observation with Annie, then wondered again if she knew about this little meeting, if perhaps she’d even been invited. Annie’s niche in the family practically required it. She’d been ten years old when Olivia was born, with one foot in childhood and the other planted firmly in the world of grown-ups (so it always seemed to Olivia). She spoke her youngest sister’s language, but sometimes to adult ends—Olivia’s ally, but in a most unequal alliance. Annie was useful to Vivian whenever there was a need to reconcile Olivia to changes in plans or dull trips to the clothing store. Now, at thirty-six, Annie’s influence was more subtle, less inevitable. Olivia could resist it, mindfully, in the same way that it was possible to swim against the tide.

If Annie had been invited today, this meant that the others knew she would take their side. The fact that Annie wasn’t there told Olivia nothing: she’d been ill all week again, ill and irascible, and might have stayed home on that account.

She could have warned me, Olivia thought—although she should have figured it out herself the moment Father called from work to say he’d be home for lunch. He was home for lunch every day, and at exactly the same time, 12:15, and Olivia was always there with lunch ready.

And then Olivia had heard the slap of the back door at 12:00, not 12:15, and Father walked in with the corners of his mouth turned down, which meant he had something to say and was preparing to say it. (It might take him ten minutes to begin, if no one was competing for the floor, or two hours, if all the Tschetters were home.) While he and Olivia were still looking at each other, the aunts had pulled up, and Father, watching them approach through the picture window, had looked neither surprised nor dismayed, just tightened his mouth. Olivia just had time to say, “Does Annie know about this?” when the aunts entered.

“Would you believe,” Aunt Barbara was saying now, “some of those noodles took over a day to dry? The wide ones, that is. We had them spread out all over the downstairs on sheets, just like usual. It must be more humid than we thought.”

“I would think the humidity wouldn’t be an issue, what with your having central air and all,” Olivia said finally, knowing full well that Aunt Barbara would rather set fire to a stack of fifties than turn on the central air. Central air had been one of the many battles she’d fought with Uncle Emmet—and one of the few she’d lost.

Aunt Barbara snorted. “We haven’t had the central air on yet this year.”

Olivia said, “Well, there’s your problem.”

Aunt Rubina clasped and unclasped her hands, smoothed her cotton skirt printed all over with lilacs. Aunt Rubina was the youngest of Vivian’s aunts (and Vivian’s favorite), but her hair had been white as snow for as long as Olivia could remember. Today it was piled loosely in a bun, a few flyaway strands escaping to frame her thin cheeks.

“So. Where are these noodles?” Olivia asked. She was trying to send Father accusing looks, but he just stood there in front of the window jingling the change in his pockets, looking at nothing in particular in the center of the room. Even on a hot summer day like today he wore a tie, dark blue with thin maroon stripes. He would as soon have shaved his head as lecture on campus without a tie.

“They’re in boxes in the trunk of the car,” Aunt Barbara said. No one made a move toward the door. “Do see that Annie gets some right away. She says that’s all Abigail will eat for breakfast some days, homemade chicken noodle soup.”

“Just like Olivia at that age,” Rubina said with her slow-blooming smile. “Your mother always said you had chicken broth in your veins.”

Aunt Barbara opened her mouth—Olivia steeled herself—but before she spoke, her eyes dropped to something at Olivia’s feet, and she clamped her lips together, sent a short, audible puff of air through her nostrils, and began rummaging in her purse. Julia Child, to whom Aunt Barbara was allegedly highly allergic, was emerging from behind the boxes under the piano. J.C. was the show cat Vivian had ruined. She was brought to the Tschetters years ago when she was less than a year old and winning blue ribbons for Cousin Bernice, one of the Toronto cousins. Bernice was in the middle of the summer cat show season—she was showing three or four seal point Siamese that year—when J.C., whose official name at the time was Phairydust Phoo, came down with some sort of eye infection and had to be quarantined. She asked Vivian if the cat could convalesce at the Tschetters’s and left behind an array of food cans and equipment that covered the dining room table. Vivian had looked over the grooming instructions with horror. “I don’t spend this much time on my hair,” she’d said. “And what sort of a name is Phoo?”

But she felt sorry for the cat. She was such a scrawny, ugly little thing, and anyway she was sick; her crystalline blue eyes were watery, and she complained a lot. Father tried to point out that all Bernice’s Siamese complained a lot, and they all looked ugly to the untrained eye: skinny as snakes, with peevish, triangular faces, ears all out of proportion. Vivian thought J.C. just needed to fill out a bit. She took the cat to the kitchen and let her perch on the kitchen stool, fed her little tidbits as she went about her work. J.C. developed an eclectic and discriminating palate over the next few weeks. She liked goat cheese but not feta, she accepted slivers of toasted garlic but not raw, she ate ratatouille and minced coq au vin and went ecstatic over chicken in aspic. By the end of the month, everyone agreed that J.C. was looking a little more normal.

Bernice returned and was horrified. She actually shrieked. “You’ve given this animal a potbelly,” she said when she could speak again. They all looked at the cat, which Bernice held up under its armpits. There was a slight paunch, perhaps, but it wasn’t really noticeable unless the cat was walking. “This is not an animal I can show! This will take weeks and weeks to undo. Have you been feeding her?”

“Of course, we’ve been feeding her,” Vivian said stiffly.

“I mean, besides her prescription diet? Has she been living on straight cream?”

“If she follows me around the kitchen vacuuming up any little crumb that drops, I don’t see what I can do about it,” Vivian said.

Bernice packed up Phairydust Phoo and her numerous accoutrements and marched out the front door. She marched back in four weeks later on her way home to Toronto and deposited a cat carrier on the Tschetters’s living room floor. “You’ve ruined her,” she said. “She won’t touch her food. She bit a judge.” Bernice demanded five hundred dollars to cover the loss.

Vivian was sorry to have a cousin angry with her, and sorrier still about the five hundred, which they could ill afford (Ruby was about to start college in the fall). But she wasn’t sorry to have J.C. (as she came to be known) back in the kitchen. Vivian insisted that the cat could tell when pasta was al dente, and preferred it.

Aunt Barbara had thought the whole thing was a lot of foolishness, and still did.

“How old is that animal?” she said now. She was still rummaging. Father handed her the box of tissues from the coffee table.

“Nearly fifteen, I think,” Olivia said. J.C. insinuated herself round one leg of the piano bench, considered Olivia’s feet with a mildly alarmed sniff, and finally sauntered to the center of the room, where she sank her claws into the carpet and leaned back into a long, low stretch.

“How you can bear to witness that, I’ll never know,” Aunt Barbara said.

“Olivia,” Rubina said suddenly, “something smells lovely. Whatever have you got going for lunch?”

Olivia stifled a sigh. Aunt Rubina was so well intentioned. “Osso buco,” she admitted.

Aunt Barbara said, “Olivia.”

“It isn’t Mother’s osso buco; I wouldn’t even attempt—it’s just a sort of experiment I’m trying. From the book we gave her at Christmas, the Pellegrino Artusi. The ‘authentic’ one.”

“Olivia, you can’t continue on this way.”

“It’s the most useless excuse for a recipe you’ve ever seen,” Olivia said to Rubina, because she’d been indignant about it all morning. “It’s not just that he doesn’t give amounts—sometimes he gives amounts, in fact—it’s that he assumes you’re already a chef. It’s like he’s not so much giving you a recipe as referring in passing to a dish you’ve already made a hundred times. Maybe that’s fine if you’re born knowing these things, like Mother, but for the rest of us mere mortals—”

“Olivia, you cannot continue on this way. You cannot sit here doing nothing with your days but making veal osso buco for lunch—”

“Actually I used lamb shanks.”

“—and coq au vin for dinner—and—and beef Wellington for breakfast.”

“I have never made beef Wellington for breakfast,” Olivia said coldly. She had in fact eaten some for breakfast, just last week—Father had, too (he was looking away guiltily now)—but only because it was left from the night before. They had a hard time finishing all their leftovers these days.

Anyhow it hadn’t quite turned out, and therefore, Olivia felt, shouldn’t count. She definitely lacked Vivian’s touch with puff pastry. In fact, she ought to have used store-bought; this thought depressed her heavily.

“I was just trying to illustrate my point,” Aunt Barbara said. “The specifics are not relevant. You are doing nothing with your time but cooking elaborate meals the two of you can scarcely be expected to finish—not to mention the expense”—she glanced at Father, whose money was being wasted—“and not making any effort to, well, return to your studies. Get back to normal.”

Olivia thought, There is no normal now.

Rubina leaned over and squeezed her arm. Olivia wondered if she had spoken out loud without realizing it.

“Olivia,” Father said. He finally left the picture window and crossed over to sit on the edge of his recliner. Father was composed of long, narrow lines, but he didn’t usually seem gangly—unless he was seated, as now, with his long feet planted wide apart, elbows resting on high, narrow knees. He clasped his large, spare hands together. “No one’s suggesting that you should jump back into things with both feet.” He paused. “No one’s suggesting you should try to defend your thesis next week, or even next month.” He paused again. Even J.C., sitting back on her haunches now, seemed to regard him with mild interest. “However, you might think of making a start. You might find it helpful to think about setting a new defense date.”

“Yes,” Aunt Barbara said. “That gives you something to aim for. Then you can start looking over your notes, or however you prepare for these things, maybe a little more each day. Ease back into it. You’ll feel better once you’ve made a start.”

“Oh,” Olivia said. She turned to Father. “Do you feel better?”

Father had gone back to his office on campus the Monday after the funeral.

He took a breath. “I do find that work can be a very good thing.”

“Work is salvation,” Olivia said.

“No one is saying anything ridiculous about work being salvation,” Aunt Barbara said impatiently, pulling another tissue from the box. “Why must you make everything out to be so dramatic.”

“Death is dramatic,” Olivia said.

Father said, “It’s not like you even have to write, Olivia. You’ve got the dissertation handed in, the worst of it over with. You might make a beginning by just looking through the things Dr. Vitale was kind enough to send.” He nodded at the boxes under the piano.

Dr. Vitale had been kind; he’d taken more trouble than Father knew. Some weeks back he’d gotten the graduate school to extend her deadline for handing in the final signatures. Olivia wasn’t sure (she hadn’t paid close attention to his recent spate of emails, and at this point was not even reading beyond the subject line), but she had the impression that she had missed this extended deadline.

“What’s this? Your advisor sent some things?” Aunt Barbara was looking at the boxes brightly—as if in all the times she’d been over for Sunday dinner in the past weeks, she had minded her own business to the point of remaining oblivious to every alteration, large or small, in the Tschetter household. “Wasn’t that thoughtful? I thought perhaps Harry—”

“They’re not from Harry,” Olivia said with a neutrality she would never have managed before Vivian’s death. Harry, her closest friend from grad school, had sent a package recently, but it was best if Aunt Barbara didn’t know that. The package had contained some of his cake mix cookies (the one thing he attempted in the kitchen), several episodes of Mystery Science Theater 3000 that he taped for her himself, a stack of bulletins from the church they both attended near campus, and a small silken brown bear wearing a tiny University of St. Anselm sweatshirt. The bear had made her cry.

Aunt Rubina sighed. “Such a nice young man. Coming all this way to the funeral, and fitting in so beautifully…”

“It’s nice to have one’s good friends about in times of trouble,” Olivia said pedantically. “I appreciated all of my good friends who managed to come.”

“He stayed only a few days, didn’t he?” Aunt Barbara said. “I thought it was a shame we never had the chance to give him supper out at the farm. In fact, I’ve wondered if—”

“He had to get back,” Olivia said. “His own studies, you know, and I think it was his girlfriend’s birthday. You can’t expect someone so thoughtful to blow off his own girlfriend’s birthday.”

Aunts Barbara and Rubina subsided momentarily, looking a bit crushed. Aunt Barbara rallied first. “These boxes from your advisor, then. I’m sure he’s a busy man to be shipping packages off to students who don’t bother to open them. Why don’t we open them now?”

Olivia said, “They’re addressed to me.”

She didn’t look at Aunt Barbara when she said this, because she knew she was on the edge of what Father would consider civil. She looked instead at the pile of neatly folded, used tissues that Aunt Barbara had stacked on the coffee table. She felt almost a professional interest; her own mounds of wadded-up tissues tended to spill to the floor.

Father persisted. “I for one would be very happy to see your dissertation. You could walk me through it. I’m not claiming I would understand it all, but it can be a useful experience to have to explain your research to someone who doesn’t understand it.”

“She should explain it to me, then,” Aunt Rubina broke in with a small, self-deprecating laugh. “I’m sure I wouldn’t understand half of it. I still don’t understand what an implicature is.”

“It’s something that’s true even though you haven’t said it,” Aunt Barbara told her.

“No, it isn’t,” Olivia said. She sighed. She didn’t want to get drawn into this. “For heaven’s sake, lots of things are true even though you don’t say them, that’s—you’ve almost got it backward.”

“Well, what is it, then?”

Olivia knew what Aunt Barbara thought she was doing. She watched J.C. stand up again and stretch—just a small tune-up stretch this time—and saunter toward the kitchen. Finally she turned to Aunt Rubina and said, “Here’s an example. Person A says, ‘Where’s Aunt Barbara?’ Person B responds, ‘I smell something burning in the kitchen.’ Now, Person B hasn’t actually answered the question, have they? It sounds like they’ve even changed the topic. What is Person B really trying to say?”

“Aunt Barbara is in the kitchen burning something,” Rubina said helpfully.

“Exactly,” Olivia said. She hadn’t had to think hard to come up with this example; it had been Vivian’s favorite way of explaining Olivia’s work to other people. “Person B didn’t say it in so many words, but we understand it nonetheless because we assume Person B is being cooperative and trying to contribute something relevant to the conversation. So the idea that Aunt Barbara is in the kitchen burning something—of course, this is just an example, Aunt Barbara—is an implicature: you can infer it from what was said, but it’s not a condition for the truth of what was said. That is, it’s true that Person B smells burning from the kitchen, whether or not it’s Aunt Barbara who’s responsible.”

“My goodness,” Aunt Rubina said. She was smiling at Olivia with real admiration.

“I don’t see how that’s different from what I said,” Aunt Barbara said.

Olivia shrugged.

Father cleared his throat. “Well, this is good. You see, you can begin to think about things again, engage your mind, and little by little it will get easier to occupy yourself instead of—dwelling on everything. Which I know is very painful.”

Olivia began to count the implicatures in his statement, ending with: making osso buco from a vague Artusi Pellegrino recipe doesn’t require thought. This, from a man who could barely fry an egg.

Olivia said, “I am too doing things. Mother’s last newsletter never got finished.”

Implicature: Olivia was actively working on finishing Cooking with Vivian. This wasn’t entirely false; she had gone so far last night as to crack open the door of Vivian’s study and wonder if the final issue was that sheaf of papers sticking out of a manila file folder in the middle of the shelf.

“Well,” Aunt Barbara said. “That’s something. It’s worth doing, I’m sure. I’m not sure it should take priority over a dissertation defense.”

“I think it’s a lovely thing to do,” Aunt Rubina said. She removed her glasses and peered at them—probably so she wouldn’t have to look at her sister—then brushed at them with thin, papery-dry fingers. “I for one would truly treasure having that final issue. All the more so if you add your own touches to it.”

“Anyway, I’m not ready to think about my dissertation defense,” Olivia said, which was perfectly true if misleading. She kept her mind carefully blank as she said it. She felt as if her body were occupied by a perfectly ignorant and impartial observer from outer space: a being that could feel the shapes form at her lips but not take in the sense of them.

“How long could it take to finish the newsletter?” Aunt Barbara asked. “A week? Less than that, if it’s all you do?”

“It is a project with a definite ending point,” Father said. “You mail it out and it’s done. It’s a fine thing to do. And in the meantime, you might consider…” His words trailed off. Olivia looked at him in surprise. He was a pauser, but he was not a trailer-off of words. “Annie has raised the idea of a grief counselor.”

The coward, Olivia thought. Not even showing up to say it in person. Ill, my ass. “No,” she said.

Aunt Barbara said, “I hardly think a counselor is necessary, Charlie.”

It rankled to have Aunt Barbara take her side. Olivia wanted to say that she actually thought it was a smashing idea, a wonderful, healthy thing to do, something everyone should do—and so she did think, but she’d be damned if she was the only one in the family to go to a grief counselor, and she knew she would be. It was just like Annie to think it was a fine thing for Olivia, but would Annie, practical, ever-competent, multitasking Annie, be caught dead seeing a grief counselor? She would not. Would Ruby? Would David? Father? She could have laughed.

“What about Italy?”

Everyone looked at Aunt Rubina as if she’d just spoken in Greek.

“I mean,” she said meekly, “the trip you and Vivian were supposed to take. Maybe you should still go.”

“That was supposed to be a graduation present,” Aunt Barbara said. “Here she hasn’t even set a new defense date.”

Father held up the flat of his hand to Aunt Barbara. “Olivia? Do you still want to go to Italy? We could always change the dates of the Casa Ombuto reservations, instead of canceling. A change of scene—”

“This isn’t a Jane Austen novel,” Olivia said, aware of sounding irrational. “No, I don’t want to go.” She had to work harder now to keep her mind blank. She focused on Aunt Barbara’s pile of tissues, on the feel of the corner of the box against her toes.

“You wouldn’t have to go alone,” Father said. “Maybe Annie, or Ruby—”

“You could go, Charlie,” Aunt Rubina said, but Father and Aunt Barbara both quelled her with a look. Vivian had been trying for years to get Charlie to take her to Italy.

“It’s cheaper for me to stay home and make bad osso buco,” Olivia said.

“I can’t imagine it’s anything but delicious,” Rubina said.

“You’re welcome to have some,” Olivia said politely. “I have to run now, so I won’t be having any.” She stood. She could think of nowhere to go. The blank mind thing was working too well.

“Where are you going?” Father asked. He stood as well, and the aunts rose in tandem. They all stood there, tentatively.

Aunt Barbara said, “You aren’t going to Annie’s, I hope. It’s my understanding that she still isn’t feeling well.”

“Exactly,” Olivia said, because something had just come to her. “And she was supposed to deliver Meals on Wheels today. She called and asked me to sub for her.”

Implicature: Olivia had agreed to sub for Annie. In fact, she had said no.

“So you see I have plenty to occupy my mind,” Olivia said. She looked at her wrist, but of course she wasn’t wearing a watch. “Father, if you wouldn’t mind feeding J.C. She likes the marrow from the osso buco. Be sure to cut the meat up small enough so she doesn’t throw it up.”

He nodded.

“And if no one else wants osso buco now, feel free to save it for supper, although I really don’t know what else there is for lunch. We’re nearly out of eggs.”

“I’ll enjoy the osso buco very much,” Father said, and she could feel the look he was sending Aunt Barbara—it was palpable—although by then she was headed for the front entry for her purse and sandals. It wasn’t that she never went anywhere, she told herself as she slipped into the sandals—anyone could see that, for here in her purse were the keys to the Oldsmobile. She went to the grocery store. She went to Annie’s. And now she was going to Meals on Wheels.

“You can make whatever you want for supper, Olivia,” Father was saying from the doorway to the entry. “I never said I didn’t appreciate it.”

Olivia shrugged and reached up to peck him on the cheek. She waved at the aunts over his shoulder. “Good-bye,” she said, and she headed out into the sun a little too quickly. The contrast with the cool green light of the living room was too great, and she had to stand there blinking for a moment, knowing their eyes were probably on her back, before she could get her bearings enough to move off in the direction of the Olds.
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Chicken Broth

Here you go, Jeannie. It’s been hard to get this down because I never measure a thing when I make soup. I had to make a pot just to see, and now I’m not sure I did what I usually do because I don’t usually think about it. Anyway, throw a chicken in a pot with some veggies and you can’t go far wrong.

Place in a pot:

1 whole chicken, 3½ or 4 pounds, cut up or not

2 carrots, chopped in 3 or 4 pieces

2 stalks celery, same

2 yellow onions, quartered (leave the skins on for color)

2 tsp. salt

10 to 15 peppercorns (forgot to count before I tossed them in)

1 bay leaf

several sprigs of fresh parsley or 1 tbls. dried

a good pinch of thyme

2 cloves garlic, peeled and squashed, if you want to

Water

Cover the whole thing with water, about 2 quarts. Bring to a boil, skimming off the foam as the liquid heats, then cover and reduce heat to a simmer. I usually crack the lid just a little so some of the steam escapes. Simmer 1½ to 2 hours.

Remove chicken (it’ll be falling off the bones by now) and save for use in the soup, or for casseroles, tacos, sandwiches, etc.

Strain broth and discard vegetables. Let cool, then refrigerate. Skim the fat off the top before using.

Heat broth to a boil, throw in some thin egg noodles, and you’ve got dinner. They ought to outlaw the canned stuff.
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It turned out that Olivia couldn’t remember exactly where the Senior Center was and had to circle the same three or four blocks downtown for ten minutes looking for what she recalled was a low white-brick building.

The entire downtown wasn’t much longer than six or seven blocks. She drove north toward the large Lutheran church, the one with the thirty-foot painting of Jesus facing Main Street with his arms outstretched (directing traffic, the kids always snickered). She passed shoe stores, pizza places, a basement-level aquarium store that crept to a new location every few years. Most of the real shopping in town occurred a few miles away at whichever of the two malls out on Twenty-second Avenue was thriving at the moment, but the downtown remained acceptably active. It had a couple of decent restaurants, and clothing stores the college kids couldn’t afford. She turned left at the post office.

She wouldn’t have minded driving around if she hadn’t been trying to get somewhere. And if Aunt Rubina hadn’t brought up Casa Ombuto. That was the one thing she had looked forward to before Vivian died, beyond getting her defense over with, and she had had it all planned out. The trip would really begin once they’d changed planes in Chicago. First, they would rehash the details of the defense, the reactions of everyone in the family. Once they were over the Atlantic…she imagined it now, the endless blue over which they would hover, seeming not to move. In that state of suspension, with all the time in the world, she would admit to the hard things. Her doubts about starting a postdoc. Her self-loathing over the fact that she would sooner risk the appearance of institutional incest than leave St. Anselm for the wider world. Her suspicion that she was no more than a smart, obedient extension of one of the field’s bigger names. Vivian had heard it all before, in bits and pieces, mostly over the phone. This would be different. Olivia would listen back. Things would be solved, and resolved upon.

And by the time they had landed in Florence, perhaps she would have admitted to the other reason she didn’t want to leave the University of St. Anselm, the one reason Vivian hadn’t already heard: Harry. It seemed as irrelevant as anything now. She wasn’t even sure if she still loved him. She couldn’t gauge anything these days.

Someone behind her honked and the blue sea fell away. Olivia jerked forward and took a left onto Main. Again.

Certain members of Olivia’s family had often professed surprise that Olivia could have trouble finding anything in a town of only sixteen thousand, and the very town she had grown up in; Olivia felt that if anything, growing up there made it more difficult. She knew, of course, how to get to all the places she knew: the hospital, the library, houses of old school friends. She could get from Father’s office on campus to the Dairy Micro building, where they bought ice cream in the summer, and all around the sprawling campus—where many of the red brick buildings looked alike to her—on foot. But getting around that way, you tended not to think about street names or north and south, and then when someone mentioned some little street named after a tree, or started going on about Fifth Street versus Fifth Street South, you didn’t have a clue as to what they were talking about.

“Wait a minute,” David had said. “You don’t know south?” This was a couple Christmases ago, when they’d all been home for a few days and Olivia had to admit to not knowing exactly how to get to some church Abigail’s school was singing in.

“I know south on a map,” Olivia said.

“Point south,” David said. “Right now, show me what direction south is.”

Olivia looked out the window, but the sky was overcast, and anyway she wasn’t entirely sure it would have helped if she had seen the sun. Even when the sun was clearly shooting up from the east or plunking down in the west, she had to stop and mentally place compass points around the horizon—and the afternoon sun, hanging around some vague middle portion of the sky, was no help whatsoever.

“This is amazing,” David said to Ruby.

“Oh, we’ve always known this,” Ruby said, but David wouldn’t stop grinning at Olivia and nodding as if something he’d suspected for years was finally being confirmed.

“I do just fine in Columbus,” Olivia snapped, “which has a bigger population than all of South Dakota. I rely on maps and good directions, and I do just fine.” She didn’t mention that she left twenty minutes early before venturing anywhere new for the first time. “But who goes around Brookings with a map? I mean, it’s not like I could get lost.”

“It’s a good thing you’re an academic,” he told her, “and not something requiring actual life skills, because you couldn’t find your way out of a paper bag.”

It wasn’t fair, she thought now, driving slowly past the same antiques store for the fourth time. Half the family were academics: Father, and David, and Ruby nearly so before veering off into television; Annie married an academic. Yet no one else seemed to lack the supposed “life skills” David was talking about. Olivia suspected it had to do with all those years of trailing along after the others, worrying more about keeping up than about where they were heading.

She approached a short alley she was tired of seeing over and over, and in exasperation turned up it abruptly. Halfway up the block the alley opened out into a parking lot before a low building that suddenly looked familiar, although she didn’t know where she’d got the white brick from; the building was colorless concrete. Not a very cheerful place for seniors, Olivia thought as she parked near the double glass doors. Next to these doors stood a large metal rack on wheels bearing several large, shiny metal boxes. It was probably too late to deliver meals today, Olivia realized, and feeling a little better, she got out of the car and went into the building to make an honest woman of herself.

She found herself standing in a dining hall. Twenty or thirty old folks—mostly women—sat around several round tables, finishing lunch. Olivia hadn’t been here in years, but she could swear she recognized the centerpieces of orange and yellow artificial flowers that adorned each table. Her entrance didn’t cause much of a stir. One or two people nodded at her, and the cloth covering a deserted table nearby twitched; two young girls peered out at Olivia before dropping the cloth and exploding into giggles.

Olivia crossed quickly to the cafeteria-style window that opened into the kitchen, her sandals slapping hard on the bare floor. A warming table on the other side of the window held covered dishes; pots and pans littered the counter near the commercial dishwasher across the room. If she leaned forward she could just glimpse several sheet cakes cooling on the counters in the next room and a tiny television silently flashing commercials.

“Can I help you?”

Olivia jumped. A tall, spare woman with a straight line for a mouth had appeared in the hallway next to the kitchen. The woman was wiping her hands on an apron. She looked at Olivia like she might look at a stray cat.

“I was—Annie Huussen, my sister, was supposed to deliver today, with the group from Brookings Christian Reformed. But she was sick, so I thought I’d see if I could help out.”

“Little late now,” the woman said. “Deliveries start at eleven-thirty.”

“Oh well,” Olivia said cheerfully. “I must have gotten the time wrong.”

“Come on back and we’ll sign you up for tomorrow.” The woman turned and went off down the hall. Olivia followed.

“Actually, it’s possible Annie will be better by tomorrow,” she said to the woman’s back, although she didn’t believe it. The woman didn’t respond. She turned into an office where several women and an elderly man were clustered around a computer.

“I don’t know, Doris,” one woman said when they entered. “It’s not doing what it did yesterday when Marjean was here. Marjean just hooked up the new printer, and voilà.”

“No, she did something with a disc first,” another woman said.

“Don’t you kids take tons of computer classes these days?” Doris demanded of a girl who was leaning against the desk, chewing a wad of grape gum that Olivia could smell from four feet away. The girl’s gum chewing slowed and her eyes widened. She shrugged.

“What’s wrong?” Olivia asked.

“The new printer won’t print,” the elderly man said.

“Stupid thing,” Doris said. “I knew we shouldn’t have bought a new one with Marjean in and out all the time. The director,” she added to Olivia. “She’s supposed to be on maternity leave.”

Olivia leaned in to read the message on the screen. “Looks like the printer driver just needs to be reinstalled,” she said. “Have you tried that?”

Doris looked at her as if she’d just asked whether Doris had tried to pilot the space shuttle. “All I do is tell it to print,” she said. “I don’t turn it on, I don’t turn it off. I print the labels for the next day’s meals, and then I make the changes by hand. I don’t trust this thing farther than I can throw it.”

Olivia thought Doris looked strong enough to throw a computer pretty far. She said, “My advisor’s printer just did this; it came with a bad disc. We had to download the driver from the website.”

The women scattered. The elderly man gallantly held the back of the office chair while Olivia sat. It was an HP DeskJet, same as Dr. Vitale’s. She found the site without much trouble and clicked on “Drivers.”

“You’re running Windows 95, right?” she asked. Doris gaped, but one of the women said, “That’s right.”

Olivia started the download. She shut off the printer while she was waiting. It was strange, after all this time, to be doing something someone needed.

She turned on the printer again.

“Is this what you were trying to print, ‘Labels for July’?”

Doris nodded.

“There we go,” someone said as the printer woke up. There was a light scattering of applause.

“I see you’ve got things going,” someone said from the door. Olivia turned and saw a youngish woman with a diaper bag slung over one arm and a tiny flannel bundle against her shoulder. She was patting the bundle and jouncing just a little.

“The computer fairy came,” the elderly man said, and the young girl with the grape gum snickered. Olivia stood up.

Doris said, “Plenty to do in the kitchen, people. And could someone corral Lydia and get her going on those boxes that need to be crushed? She and Violet are fooling around in the dining hall.”

The others melted away, with Doris issuing orders to their backs.

“I’m Marjean Warren,” the youngish woman said. She shifted the bundle to her other shoulder and shook Olivia’s hand. She had very dark, thick, shoulder-length hair shot through with threads of gray that gave her an authoritative air Olivia immediately envied.

“Olivia Tschetter,” Olivia said. “I just stopped by because my sister was too sick to come in today, but I guess I was too late.”

“Tschetter? Ruby Tschetter’s little sister?”

“That’s my other sister, yes.” Olivia nodded with a modest smile. At least she hoped it looked modest, and not like an effort to show forbearance.

Marjean broke into a grin. “I knew her before she was famous,” she said to Doris. “We graduated from high school together.”

Doris’s thin eyebrows rose. She said, “I would never have known you for sisters.”

Years of practice enabled Olivia to maintain a neutral smile. “She takes after our father,” she said, “and I take after our mother.”

“Did you know,” Marjean said to Doris, “that Ruby Tschetter was the only person in the history of Brookings High School to be elected president of the student council on the strength of write-in votes alone?”

This was true. Good things had always come to Ruby without her bidding them. Good things crawled to Ruby’s feet and prostrated themselves before her. Olivia’s lips were starting to feel frozen. She said, with a glance at the door, “Well, I—”

“I’m surprised she hasn’t been snatched up by a Minneapolis station,” Marjean said.

“Sioux Falls’ll be lucky to hang on to her,” Doris agreed. “Full-fledged meteorologist like her, with those looks…But she never acts like she’s above herself.”

They were both nodding approval and looking at Olivia, who suddenly wondered if she should take a bow.

“Well, we’re all proud of her,” she said instead. She looked at her wrist, but she still wasn’t wearing a watch, so she ended up rubbing the bones of her wrist with the fingers of her other hand, thoughtfully, as if nursing a sprain. “Actually, I should probably—”

“So what do you do, Olivia?”

“I’m—home on a break from graduate school,” she said, because it sounded better than the absolute truth: I’m hiding out in my dead mother’s kitchen.

“For the summer?”

Why not? “Yes,” she said.

“Would you be interested in picking up a few hours while you’re home? For pay, I mean, not as a volunteer. We need someone in here who can handle a computer besides me. I’m supposed to be on maternity leave, but I have to come in every time the computer says ‘boo.’ I’m never going to get Lizzie into a schedule this way.”

The flannel bundle hadn’t peeped the entire time; it was hard to imagine her bucking a schedule.

Olivia said, to buy time, “Just doing whatever needs to be done on the computer?”

“Yes, and if Doris needs a little backup now and then.”

Olivia glanced uneasily at Doris, who appeared to be a de facto member of the hiring committee that had just formed, and who was looking at Olivia as if she might ask why she had been let go from her previous position.

“Mostly it’s printing out labels,” Marjean said, “and updating them as necessary—that’s easy—and maintaining the volunteer schedule. That’s probably the biggest deal, because it changes all the time; the churches are in rotation every one or two weeks—but you could always call me at home. I know everybody. For that matter, Doris here knows everybody. Once in awhile the routes need to be shifted around, and we have to rewrite the directions a little. But you’re from here.” She spread her free hand expansively.

“Well—yes,” said Olivia. “You say I could call you?”

“Lizzie sleeps right through the phone,” Marjean said.

“Exactly how many hours?” Olivia asked. She had not been on a schedule since the day before her defense; the days had gone by in a blur, made distinct from one another only by the ever-changing ingredients spread across the kitchen counters. Even before her defense she hadn’t been on a schedule, come to think of it; for weeks she’d just studied, eaten, slept round the clock. Sometimes she’d eaten at four in the morning; she never knew whether to call it breakfast or dinner, just threw together a meal of fried eggs and noodle soup, whatever was in the fridge.

“Well, say you came around eight, because if Doris is going to need backup that’s when she’ll need it, and stayed until noon. One at the outside. Twenty, twenty-five hours a week?”

It would get everyone off her back. It would, in addition, be a little money, which she didn’t care about, but Aunt Barbara would. Father would like the fact that she was supposed to be somewhere at a certain time doing something.

“I suppose if it’s only twenty or so hours a week,” Olivia said. “I mean, I really couldn’t stay all afternoon.”

“Oh no, I’d never expect that,” Marjean said. “You’ll do it, then?”

She didn’t want to commit—but Doris had a look in her eye, as if she might ask Olivia what else she had to do that was so important, so Olivia said, in a brighter voice than came naturally, “I guess I could give it a try.”

“Wonderful! I can train you today on the office stuff, since I’m here anyway, and Doris can show you the ropes in the kitchen tomorrow morning. In fact,” she turned to Doris, “why don’t we put her with Donna for the rest of the week? Donna’s our star volunteer,” she told Olivia. “We’ll send you on a few delivery routes with her, get you up to speed.”

Olivia hadn’t realized she’d have to do deliveries. Her heart sank a little. “I thought the deliveries were done by volunteers.”

“Ideally they are. Once in awhile numbers are low, and I’ll step in and take a route. Doris can’t go.” Marjean flashed Olivia a conspiratorial smile. “She’s indispensable. You and me, we’re just office drudges.” There was a squeak from the bundle, and Marjean shifted it to the other shoulder and commenced patting. “Doris is amazing. She is a cooking goddess.”

“I do a bit of cooking myself,” Olivia said, smiling at Doris.

Doris said, “I’d better see to the frosting,” and moved off toward the door.

Marjean leaned in and lowered her voice. “Don’t let her scare you,” she said. “She just needs to be handled.”

Olivia was not feeling in peak form for handling difficult people. She stifled a sigh.

Marjean went to one of the filing cabinets in the corner, jouncing the whole way. “I’ll grab you an application. It’s just a formality, but I’ll need a couple of references. Nonrelatives. Names and phone numbers would be fine.”

Phone numbers, Olivia thought blankly. “Can I make a quick call?” she asked.

“Be my guest.”

Olivia picked up the phone and dialed home. She looked at the twelve-month calendar on the wall before her while the phone rang and rang. It was a South Dakota calendar, with the usual panoramic view of Mt. Rushmore, and some smaller insets of Custer State Park, Crazy Horse, Wall Drug (ugh, she thought), the Badlands—you would think the eastern side of the state didn’t exist. The answering machine went off, and her father’s voice said, “You have reached the answering machine of Charlie and Vivian Tschetter. Please speak after the tone.”

He still hasn’t changed the message, she thought. Then realized—

Of course.

Vivian was not going to pick up.

She replaced the receiver swiftly.

This was what came of letting yourself get distracted: you forgot the unthinkable, just for the space of a heartbeat, and then had to realize it all over again.

“You okay?” Marjean said.

Olivia’s hand was still on the phone. She removed it. She wasn’t sure she could trust her voice, so she coughed instead. “I’ll have to get you that number later,” she said finally, and coughed again.

“There’s a water fountain just down the hall,” Marjean said. She was still bent over the baby. Olivia managed to keep coughing while she went down the hall to the water fountain, and then she drank and drank from the cold stream even though she wasn’t thirsty. She could hear chatter from the kitchen a few feet away, and beneath the chatter, bursts of sound from the tiny TV. Finally she straightened and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She walked back to the eight-by-ten office and, acutely aware of the price she’d pay later, deliberately put from her mind every thought having remotely to do with her mother’s death.



4

It took all of two or three days for Olivia to feel that she had always worked at Meals on Wheels, not because she felt at home inhabiting Marjean’s office or passing through Doris’s kitchen, but because the stark sense she had of being a stranger in these surroundings suited her perfectly. Walking the empty hallway between kitchen and office, she felt she was wandering in a foreign country, able somehow to speak the language and pass unnoticed among the natives but unencumbered by roots or ties to anything in her immediate surroundings. Home, and the nagging issue of Aunt Barbara and Father and the boxes under the piano, even Annie’s oddly distant behavior, were all unreal to her while she printed out labels or checked lists of volunteers.

Lydia and Violet contributed to this sense of unreality as much as anything. Lydia was a young woman—eighteen or nineteen, Olivia guessed—from the Step Ahead Center for Developmentally Disabled Adults, which paid her part-time wages so she could gain work experience. She was quick and shy and unfailingly good-natured but had to be closely supervised; collapsing boxes was her passion, and when left to her own devices she would empty all the canned goods from a box willy-nilly just for the pleasure of collapsing it. Her other passion was hide-and-seek, and when she didn’t have something to occupy her attention, she tended to slip away and hide without telling anyone. If no one thought to go find her, she would jump out at the first person to pass by and yell “Surprise!” in her thin falsetto, even though this invariably frightened her more than her victim. Olivia rather liked Lydia, but she did wonder at first how Doris, of all people, had the patience to deal with her.

Then Doris brought her daughter Violet to work again, and all became clear. Violet was also developmentally disabled. (“Retarded,” Doris said, matter-of-factly, causing Olivia to cringe inwardly.) Violet was the tiniest fourteen-year-old Olivia had ever seen. She looked about eight, with a mess of curly brown hair cropped short and a small, pointed face. There was something blighted rather than elfin about her looks: her nose was shorter than one expected, her eyes very round and heavy-lidded. She spoke so seldom that for a week Olivia thought she wasn’t verbal at all. Violet shadowed Lydia devotedly, and Lydia treated her as an affectionate, scatterbrained older sister might. Often, traversing the hallway between kitchen and office, Olivia caught a glimpse of brown curls disappearing into a storage room or heard frantic whispers dissolve into giggles behind a half-closed office door.

Olivia herself engaged in only two activities that threatened to disturb the pleasantly blank surface of her workdays: email, which she checked simply because she had time to do so, and meal delivery. The former was thus far more potentially troubling than actually so; she found she could ignore Dr. Vitale’s emails as effectively at work as from Father’s computer at home. The latter activity she hoped to avoid as soon as her training with Donna Hansen was over.

Olivia delivered route 5 with Donna for three days. Route 5 was held to be the least desirable route by just about everyone but Donna; Donna didn’t consider anything undesirable. Donna Hansen was capable of facing down the most depressed and depressing client with the sheer force of her raw, indomitable cheer, and to Olivia’s amazement, most of the clients thrived under this rough-and-tumble care. Perhaps it was because they sensed Donna wasn’t afraid of them, of their undeniable proximity to death. Old age? Donna barely acknowledged it. Woe betide anyone who tried to tell her that she couldn’t possibly know what it was like to be old and alone. Mrs. Carlisle tried.
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