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Day One: Arrival

ME
We’re here! Just got to the hotel. Come on over!

OLIVIA 
Mom! It’s finals!!! Remember??

ME
What? You’re not coming?

OLIVIA
Fiiiiiinals mom!!!!

“She’s not coming?” my husband, Neil, asked, shocked.
“Finals, she says.”
“But Fay, we came all the way from New Jersey!” he 

squawked as he flopped onto the bed in our Marriott Court-
yard room, tossing the throw pillows onto the beige upholstered 
chair in the corner. “I hate all these pillows,” he grumbled. “I 
don’t know why there’s always so many goddamn pillows.”

“I know,” I agreed. “And why does everything have to 
always be beige? Hasn’t any hotel decorator ever heard of 
teal or magenta?”
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I looked over at Neil. Like myself, he’s in his forties and 
graying. And also, like myself, he’s of average weight, neither 
fat nor skinny, despite our love affair with Ben and Jerry’s, 
though Neil appears slim because he is quite tall at six-foot-
one, whereas I am only five-foot-six. Neil’s eyes are green, 
and a bit wide apart, lending him a look of innocence that 
is belied by his smile, which turns up only on one side, as 
if he’s smirking. As for me, I have a roundish face, lending 
me a somewhat youthful look that offsets my gray hair, and 
brown eyes that used to match my hair. Now they tend to 
match the dark circles beneath my eyes. 

Neil’s long frame lounged on the hotel bed, his feet 
hanging off. The framed prints above his head were of the 
Golden Gate Bridge. In case guests forgot where they were. 
In Miami hotels there were always prints of palm trees. I 
wondered if Alaskan hotels had photos of Kodiak bears.

Neil and I had traveled across the country to help our 
only child, Olivia, move out of her dorm, now that her 
freshman year was over, and bring all her copious belong-
ings back home to New Jersey.

“So we have to wait till finals are over?!” Neil resumed 
his thread. “When do they end?”

“Wednesday,” I told him.
“That’s in two days, Fay! Are we not going to see her till 

Wednesday?!”
“She said maybe we can grab lunch or dinner together 

tomorrow.”
“We came all the way out to San Francisco, and she’ll see 

if she can fit us in?”
“Neil,” I soothed him, “remember finals? Even you must 

have done some studying.” Neil always vaunted how he had 
never studied nor gone to classes and still managed to get a 
BA. I sure was glad for once that our daughter never listened to 
him. But despite my defending her, in truth I, too, was put out.
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ME
So we won’t see you till tomorrow?

OLIVIA
Sorry mom. Finals! 

OLIVIA
(adding) 

But I’m so psyched you guys are here!!!

ME
So are we!!! But wish we could see you today…

OLIVIA
Gotta go back to studying

ME
OK. I understand. See you tomorrow then! 

OLIVIA 
For sure!

“So that’s it? She’s dumping us?” Neil complained.
“She’s not dumping us, Neil. Try to be a little more 

understanding.”
“No, that’s your department, Fay,” he countered. “You’re 

the one who’s always so understanding about whatever crap 
she pulls.”

“Neil…”
“Remember the TB vaccine?” he prompted.
Before Olivia had even left for California, I had read 

the warnings on the university website that vaccine records 
were required in order to receive the first semester grades. So 
I contacted her pediatrician and obtained her records. But 
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then a few weeks into the semester, I got a frantic call 
from her. Actually, any phone call from Olivia meant an 
emergency, since our default form of communication was 
now texting. After once calling her during class—I can’t 
keep track of her school schedule—and another time at 
the hideously early hour of 10:00 a.m. on a Saturday, it 
was decided that it’s safer to text her. Anyway, it seems 
she can’t be bothered to pick up the phone anymore for 
anyone, even her cronies. It’s all texting. “What did she 
say?” I’ll ask her regarding a friend’s response. “I don’t 
know. She hasn’t seen my text yet.” “So call her!” “No, 
she’ll see it soon.” Thus, getting a phone call from Olivia 
meant serious business.

“Mom! They’re telling me I can’t get my grades because 
I haven’t taken my TB vaccine!”

“What are you talking about?” I protested. “Of course 
you’ve gotten the TB vaccine! Remember when you started 
hyperventilating and the nurse had to have you lie down? 
And how she used a special baby needle for you?”

“I know!” she shrieked. “I told them! But they say they 
don’t have a record of it!”

“What do you mean? It’s there on the chart from Dr. 
Schlesinger!”

She didn’t answer. 
“Olivia, you still have the chart, right?”
“I can’t remember where I put it.”
“But didn’t you submit it? They must have it in their files.”
“Like I said, I don’t remember where it is.”
“But, again, did you not submit it?”
“No! Like I said, I can’t find it!”
“She lost the chart?” Neil, who had overheard, asked in 

disbelief. 
“Yeah,” I grimaced. “Let me think what to do.”
“What do you mean let me think?” he barked. “This is 
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her problem. And it’s her fault she has this problem. So let 
her deal with it.”

“Well, I don’t know if she has Dr. Schlesinger’s number.”
“So send it to her, and let her call him,” he said, leaning 

against our kitchen sink with the purple wall in the back-
ground. It had been Olivia’s idea to paint the kitchen purple, 
and I love it because purple is my favorite color. Neil had 
groused about the color—What’s wrong with white?—and 
about the mess and the fact that the kitchen was off-limits 
for two days, not to mention the paint fumes, which he 
was sure were giving us all cancer. But in the middle of the 
painting project Olivia had gotten invited to go to the beach 
with friends. So I ended up finishing the first wall and then 
decided it looked great with just that one wall painted as a 
pop of color. Plus I was tired.

“Okay,” I agreed. “I’ll send her his number.” But after-
wards I thought, It’s just so much easier for me to call the doctor 
and have him send it to me so I’ll have it just in case something 
like this happens again. I mean, sometimes you want the kid 
to learn a lesson, but other times you just want to take care 
of the matter. After all, we were talking about her getting 
her grades.

Neil claims I spoil Olivia. I don’t really. I just want us to 
have a good relationship, unlike the one between my own 
mother and myself. Sometimes that means giving in a little 
bit and not complaining about every little thing. But there 
in our hotel room, I wasn’t about to dip into this bowl of 
guacamole again, so I didn’t answer. Anyway, it had been a 
long day and we were both tired. We had had to wake up at 
four to get to the airport, and then switch in Houston. 

Thus, instead of heading into San Francisco proper, I 
suggested we pop over to the outdoor mall we’d spied on our 
way in, opposite our hotel, which was in a suburb. We spent 
the evening window shopping and ended up in PF Chang’s 
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for dinner. Yes, despite being in a city famous for its China-
town, we dined in an ersatz Asian chain restaurant. We just 
wanted to make an early night of it. After all, we needed to 
recharge our batteries for all the fun we’d have the next day 
with our little girl!
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This whole story started when Olivia told us she would 
have to evacuate her dorm at the end of the school year and 
bring all her stuff back home with her as well. And she had 
a lot of stuff.

“How is she going to bring all her crap?” Neil had asked 
me. Olivia had had to purchase at the outset a lot of the 
essentials—lamp, fan, mini-fridge, etc.—and then had spent 
the rest of the year acquiring “cool” things she found on the 
street or in the Salvation Army store. 

“Good question. Maybe we’ll have to go and help her?”
“Help her bring home a fridge?”
“Oh, she can sell that to someone, I’m sure,” I had said, 

“or put it in storage. But as for all her clothing, we could put 
some in our suitcases.”

“I told you not to buy her those boots for her birthday. 
At least you could have had them shipped here.”

“But she wanted to wear them there,” I had explained. 
“So? You don’t have to do everything she wants, Fay.” 
“Yeah, I didn’t think.” 
“No,” Neil had countered. “You just didn’t want to refuse 

her. You never want to refuse her.”
“Are we starting this again?” 
“So now we have to go to San Francisco,” he had griped, 

“and spend the money on plane tickets, a rental car, and a 
hotel. Great.”

“Come on. It’ll be fun.”
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“You know San Francisco is the most expensive city in 
the US?”

“So you’ve told me.” Over and over. 
We managed to purchase two round-trip tickets to San 

Francisco with the same return flight as Olivia’s. We were 
very excited. She hadn’t come home even for Christmas 
because she had been invited to spend the holidays with 
friends in L.A.

“Can’t wait 2 c u,” I had texted Olivia. No, I’m kidding. 
I can’t stand incorrect grammar. After all, as a paralegal, I am 
used to documents which must be perfect. Put in an “and” 
instead of an “or” and it could cost the client thousands. 
And me my job. Olivia mocks me for always adding ques-
tion marks and other punctuation she considers unneces-
sary and a flagrant waste of her valuable time. What I really 
texted was: 

ME
Can’t wait to see you!

OLIVIA
Can’t wait 2 c u 2!!! 

Ugh. 
A week after we had purchased our tickets, Olivia texted 

me again about the move.

OLIVIA
Hey mom. Guess what? Me and Stephanie and

Rachel are gonna move into an apartment 

together!

       (Stephanie and Rachel were new friends
she had made at college.)
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ME
(confused)

I know. You already told us.

OLIVIA
No I mean now!!!!

ME
(even more confused)

Now? Not in the Fall?

OLIVIA
Now!!!!

ME
But you’re not going to be there for the summer!

We’re not going to pay rent for you to not be there! 

OLIVIA
I’m going to get a friend to stay in my room and

pay Stephanie the rent

ME
But doesn’t that mean that you will no longer

need us to come and bring all your stuff back

home?

No answer for a few moments, as she collected her 
thoughts, leaving me on seen, that is, she saw my text but 
didn’t respond. Finally:

OLIVIA
But it will still be so great 2 c u!!!
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ME
Yes, but we could have seen you here in NJ. I can

imagine what your dad will say.

True to form, Neil had been apoplectic. We already 
bought the plane tickets! But I had assured him we were just 
as needed as before, only now we were going there to help 
her move from her dorm to her apartment. After all, she 
couldn’t move all her possessions alone, as she herself had 
assured me. I also explained to him that Olivia said she was 
going to get a friend to sublet. Thus, the situation had been 
salvaged. 

Two weeks later, in another exchange of texts, Olivia 
casually mentioned that she and her prospective roommates 
had rented a U-Haul. 

ME
(My fingers flying over my phone’s keyboard)
A U-Haul?! So again, you won’t actually need us 

to move your stuff.

Again, radio silence on her part. Again, Neil had been 
beside himself. Again, I had calmed him down. 

“We’ll be going to help her pack,” I had said, repeating 
Olivia’s eventual save.

Honestly, none of these changes of plans had fazed me. I 
was okay with everything because I was just so happy to be 
seeing my girl again. And to bring her home.
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