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            to my friends

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Egidius, where have you gone?

            I long for you, my friend.

            You found death, you left me behind in life.

            Your company was good and nice.

            It seemed we would die together.

            Pray for me now, I have yet to be unhappy.

            Egidius waer bestu bleven, 14th century

            Only yesterday I regaled six friends with a boiled leg of mutton and a kidney a l’pontoise. They indulged in the pleasures
               of conversation so fully that they forgot that there were richer meats or better cooks.
            

            Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, The Physiology of Taste, trans. Fayette Robinson
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            Chapter One

         
         I honestly believe that there are no longer any great, really great, barn-burning friendships because you can get everything
            delivered these days. Nobody needs anybody, not when they can just pay for it. I used to really wow my friends when I would
            fly home from a trip with a vacuum-sealed bag of Texas steaks on dry ice. They’d say, “You brought this all the way back for
            us? Texas steaks? You must have had to buy a separate plane ticket for all this meat!” Now anybody who wants anything—St.
            Louis spareribs, really good lox, some cookie the size of your head that everybody’s crazy about in San Francisco, pistolette,
            anything you can think of—there’s a button on your phone that will get it to you in twenty-four hours or less. It costs an
            arm and a leg, but somehow pressing a button on a phone doesn’t feel like spending money to people. At least not in the way
            opening your wallet used to.
         

         
         What room is there for a cordial gesture in that kind of world? Everyone hates how all of this works, of course. Have you noticed how unhappy getting their food delivered really makes people now? It’s not just a welcome break from cooking on a Friday night, it’s a necessary part of the evening routine. 

         
         But these companies, they pay their delivery people something awful like four dollars, and that’s not even four dollars an
            hour, it’s per delivery or something. It’s not that they’re wrong to try to get all they can out of you, it’s just that the
            whole procedure is grotesque, and siphons some of the essential humanity from pretty much everybody in the process.
         

         
         For some reason everyone would apparently rather live in this world, instead of one where you can only get étouffée in Louisiana,
            or every once in a great while, when a really good friend smuggles a crockpot of insulated étouffée back home after a visit
            to New Orleans, and she wanted to bring you something that you’d normally have to be there to eat, so much so that she dragged
            a unique moment across the country, practically in a state of cryogenic sleep, just so she could include you in it, and that’s
            why I haven’t had a best friend, a real up-and-down, both-of-you-know-it best friend, since I was forty, when Therese Dumont
            decided that actually she couldn’t stand me right in the middle of her cancer treatments and took me off the casserole list.
            She never told me why, either. I never found out what it was that I was supposed to have done wrong, and of course, in that
            situation, I couldn’t ask. She didn’t die for another three years, but she never put me back on the casserole list.
         

         
         But everybody eats too much nowadays, anyhow.

         
         And tonight, Susan Montgomery, who’s the closest thing I’ve had to a best friend in the last fifteen years, walked out of my apartment for good, a few hours after telling me she didn’t want to talk anymore. She even had a list of grievances she’d written out by hand. Towards the end of the argument, she started reading some of the list out loud to me, although she never finished it. After a certain point, I told her that I got the idea. 

         
         The worst part is that less than six hours after she ended our friendship on the couch in my living room, I had to get up
            and take the bus to work, which was one more indignity than I knew how to bear. No one should have to ride the bus after that
            sort of thing. I was so unhappy it almost felt like I was having a religious experience, and not one of the good kinds. To
            say nothing of trying not to cry on a city bus when you are practically sixty years old, instead of sixteen, just because
            your best friend doesn’t like you anymore.
         

         
         I’d barely slept after our fight, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten. I thought Susan was coming over for dinner,
            and I’d been saving it for her. Then, of course, she had launched straight into what I only later realized was not a spontaneous
            fight but a rehearsed breakup, so there hadn’t been any time for me to eat during it. I hadn’t wanted to afterwards, either,
            which is something that almost never happens to me. I can always eat.
         

         
         I’ve thought about it very carefully since then, but I still don’t think there was a way I could have recognized the signs any sooner. Things had been absolutely normal between the two of us that week. She hadn’t been distant or evasive, hadn’t seemed resentful towards anything I had said. I’d texted her the night before to ask if she wanted to come over to help me, since I’d been working on a recipe that didn’t make sense for just one person, and she agreed to stop by sometime after six to try it. 

         
         That was it. She didn’t say, “And I’ve got something to talk to you about,” or anything like that. It was exactly like a hundred
            other invitations I’d extended to her over the years, and a hundred others that she had extended to me.
         

         
         I love it when people just drop in after informal, close-to-the-last-minute invitations. And I love my apartment. It’s in
            an old brick row house in Kensington, it’s just small enough that there’s no room for anything that isn’t perfect in it, and
            I can clean the whole place from top to bottom in less than an afternoon—and I love hosting people in it. I’m a very good
            bustler. I bustle, but I don’t hover. I don’t have a lot of furniture, but everything that I do have is in excellent taste.
            I serve all my meals on a William and Mary sideboard—English oak, single plank—and I change the tablecloth with the seasons.
            The tablecloth helps people feel relaxed, because there’s no point in having a beautiful seventeenth-century sideboard if
            your guests are too nervous to eat off of it.
         

         
         It had been a perfectly friendly exchange, is what I mean. We didn’t always continue a conversation over text once one of
            us had offered an invitation and the other had accepted it, if that’s what you’re thinking. The fact that she didn’t follow
            up her acceptance with a joke or an anecdote or a question wasn’t unusual, and I don’t think I had any reason to be suspicious
            at the time, even after thinking it all over very carefully in retrospect.
         

         
         That’s part of the reason I was so surprised when it did happen. If she had been planning to dump me that evening, then why didn’t she ask me to come meet her first? Why let me go to all the trouble of making her dinner, especially since neither of us ended up eating it? 

         
         It would have been a good dinner, too, although I never got any further with the menu than this:

         
         
            	Lamb goulash with a hot potato crust

            	Mango and apricot chutney

            	Radish and celery salad

            	Baked apples

         

         The key to a good celery salad is to trim the hell out of it. Keep as many of the leaves you can, but be ruthless about brown
            spots and laciness. Any celery leaf that is not scrupulously perfect has to go. Get rid of the tops and tails, as well as
            most of the outer stalks, anything that is even slightly too thick or too coarse. Pare whatever stalks have survived the culling
            with a good, sharp knife, or use a vegetable peeler if you’ve got one. There should not be a single thread left. Celery is
            a perfectly good vegetable, but if you don’t peel it first, you might as well dump dental floss into your salad.
         

         
         Cut them into very thin slices, on the bias, and soak them in cold salted water for ten minutes. The radishes should be treated in the same way, although if the skins are thin and unblemished, there is no need to peel them. Anything with a strong, sharp flavor will do for a dressing: good bleu cheese and sherry vinegar, or hot bagna càuda. If you can’t be bothered to make bagna càuda, you can crush a few anchovy filets and hazelnuts under the back of your knife and douse the whole thing in olive oil and it’s very nearly just as good. 

         
         We talked like this all the time to each other, Susan and I, discontinuous and abrupt. Whenever you first start to love someone,
            and this is true whether you’re involved romantically or just becoming close friends, your text message history perfectly
            reflects how you feel. You could hand your phone over to anybody off the street and show them what you two have been writing
            to one another, and that stranger would know exactly what was happening right away. But once love settles in, your writing
            habits change. I don’t mean you start taking each other for granted right away, but as you start spending more and more of
            your time together, your texts start getting interrupted and replaced by in-person conversations, which the record doesn’t
            reflect. Some of the people I’ve cared about the most in the world, you’d never know it from the way we text each other. If
            I handed you my phone, all you’d see between us would be fragments like On my way and Milk? and Where are you? I don’t see you, and you’d probably guess we were roommates who didn’t know or even like one another very much, before considering the possibility
            that we were very much in love.
         

         
         Only it was clear from the minute Susan walked in the front door that nothing was going to be usual about this night. She was incredibly nervous and stiff right away. She barely looked at me when I tried to say hello, and she took off her coat with a series of very dramatically restrained gestures, if restraint can ever be said to be dramatic, which I think it can. Like she was convalescing from a long illness. There’s this kind of sucked-in, tight-laced manner of moving a person can cultivate in order to make it very clear that they are just barely holding back something impressive and terrible, and that’s what Susan was doing. 

         
         Even her feet had sounded unhappy on the stairs, although there was nothing very unusual about that. My apartment is perfect
            in almost every way—I’ve got the whole top floor to myself, with great sun exposure on both sides, leaded-glass transom windows
            over all the doors, and picture-rail molding in the living room—but it is in a six-floor walk-up building. Before I moved
            in here, I didn’t even realize that walk-ups could go that high. I thought landlords were legally required to put in an elevator
            after five floors, but they don’t. I can’t pretend it’s easy, but it is one of the reasons my rent is so low for this neighborhood,
            and at least it forces me to exercise. I don’t mind it too much for myself, but it is a real barrier to having people over.
            You have to mention it very early on when you’re getting to know someone, so they know what they’re getting into when you
            invite them over for dinner.
         

         
         If you wait until after they’ve agreed and then say, “By the way, it’s in a sixth-floor walk-up,” they won’t dare to cancel,
            but they will probably not come over a second time, and they will politely dislike you for the rest of their lives.
         

         
         So I heard her feet on the stairs, sounding unhappy, thinking nothing of it yet, and I shouted to her from the kitchen to
            let herself in, since I was trapped in front of the stove and never lock my front door when I’m home. Nobody’s ever going
            to rob the sixth floor of a building with no elevators.
         

         
         “Barbara?” she said. That’s when I could have suspected something, I think. There really was nothing before that to clue me in. But who else would have been talking to her from my kitchen? 

         
         “Just let yourself in,” I said again. “I can’t leave the fat.” I really couldn’t. The recipe I’d been working on was really
            a cross between Hungarian goulash and shepherd’s pie, which I thought had real promise, and involved just barely warming quite
            a lot of paprika in hot lamb drippings before deglazing the pan. You can’t bloom paprika the way you would a spice like cumin.
            Red spices are like red-headed people; they burn quickly. You only want to use a little heat, briefly, to develop the flavor
            before you add your wine or broth—maybe twenty seconds, maybe thirty.
         

         
         “Do you remember the conversation we had yesterday?” she said. Her tone was so weird that I turned off the burner then and
            there, for all the good it did me. If she already knew she was finished with me, I think the least she could have done was
            tell me in advance so I didn’t waste a perfectly good dinner.
         

         
         Even though I had turned off the stove—once it became clear that this was not going to be an ordinary visit, and that we were
            in for a real night of it—I still left the pan on the stove. So it kept carry-over cooking from the residual heat of the burner,
            and the whole thing was ruined. It felt ruined, anyhow, by the time she said she didn’t want to take any of the non-burned
            parts of dinner home with her, so there was no point in trying to save the rest.
         

         
         “Yesterday? I didn’t see you yesterday,” I said, coming out into the living room where Susan was standing rigid, holding her
            coat protectively over her stomach, not looking at me.
         

         
         “Day before yesterday, then. When we had dinner at Frankie’s, the polpettini.”

         
         This was very much like Susan, incidentally. It wasn’t the day before yesterday, it had been nearly a week ago. She will say something happened “yesterday” when what she really means is anytime in the last few weeks, or just that she happened to be thinking about it yesterday. To her, “a couple” means “any number between two and ten,” and “I’m almost there” means practically anything,
            including “I’m still in the shower but thinking very seriously about leaving the house.” She is not an exact sort of person.
            That’s why I was so stunned when she brought out that list, because it seemed like evidence that she thought of herself as
            a totally different kind of person from how I have always known her to be. It’s much harder to tell someone they’ve misunderstood
            your relationship when they’re the one who thought to get their side in writing first.
         

         
         Well, it turned out that she was very upset about something I had said that night we shared the polpettini, something I did
            not even remember saying, but once she explained how it had upset her, I was perfectly happy to apologize for it.
         

         
         Apparently, over the polpettini, Susan had mentioned an argument she’d recently gotten into with her sister, an argument about
            Susan’s career, which she was thinking of changing (Susan was always thinking of changing careers), and to which I had replied,
            “That sounds about right.”
         

         
         Now, if I had said that to her with a tone, then I agree, it would have been passive-aggressive and even rude of me. But my
            conscience is absolutely clear on that front. I said “That sounds about right” in a perfectly neutral way, in a voice that
            had been vacuumed clean of any judgment.
         

         
         All I meant by it was that the two of them do argue a lot, which is true. And this particular subject is one they enjoy fighting over most of all, so it was no surprise to me that they had fought about it again. 

         
         Now, I can appreciate that nobody likes to be told that they fight with their sister all the time, even when it’s true. Maybe
            especially when it’s true. And it’s not difficult for a neutral statement of fact to come across as smug. So I really was
            happy to apologize to Susan for it. And I did apologize, right then. In fact, if she had told me it offended her at the time,
            while we were sharing the polpettini, I would have apologized right away.
         

         
         That’s why the list galled me so much when she hauled it out of her purse a few minutes later. I don’t think I’m an especially
            defensive person. Sometimes I can be careless of speech, and on occasion deliberately hurtful, but I’m not defensive. I will
            apologize readily and often, especially to someone I care about but even to strangers and people I dislike. It’s one of my
            better qualities.
         

         
         But it turned out that, on this occasion at least, apologizing was in fact a significant tactical error. Now Susan felt like
            she’d scored the first point, or smelled blood in the water, because next thing you know, out came the list. I couldn’t believe
            it. I had thought this was a casual, informal, workaday apology over something relatively small, something that only became
            important to you because it was important to your friend, that routine, everyday traffic in low-grade concession that makes
            communication generally light and easy between the two of you because you’re always ready to apologize to each other over
            little, stupid, piddling things that don’t really matter, mostly because you know that she knows how ready you always are
            to apologize, and isn’t going to hold things over your head.
         

         
         But now, here Susan was, absolutely refusing to sit down on my couch but standing so close to it that I couldn’t sit there, either, reading a script cataloguing all of my offenses, and charging me with, among other things, not being supportive enough about her having a baby. 

         
         This was really news to me, especially because Susan doesn’t have a baby. She hasn’t even tried to have a baby.

         
         If you had asked me the day before, or even five minutes before, how important having a baby was to Susan, I would have said
            that it was somewhere on her list of priorities, if conditions were right, but certainly not anywhere near the top. If she
            had asked me for additional support, I would have been very happy to deliver on that front, but she really didn’t talk about
            having a baby very much. Whenever she did, she never sounded very concerned about it: if things were right, if the guy were
            right, if work was going well, then maybe . . .
         

         
         Which seemed entirely appropriate to me, because Susan is forty-nine years old and single, with a singleness of long standing.
            Also, she has arranged her life so that she never has to get up before ten in the morning. She can get up before ten in the
            morning if she absolutely has to, but then that’s pretty much the only thing she can do all day, because she has to spend
            the rest of it recovering in bed.
         

         
         That’s not a dig. I don’t mean that people in their late forties shouldn’t try to have children if they want them, although obviously it’s going to be more difficult and probably more expensive than it would have been a few years earlier. Susan had just never made any serious moves in the direction of having a child, and didn’t seem especially concerned that so far it had never happened to her. She had always sounded so composed and practical whenever the subject came up. 

         
         I mean, if Susan had ever said, “I want a baby more than anything, and I’m ready to become a single mother if I don’t meet
            anyone this year,” I wouldn’t have encouraged her to do it, because I think that’s a very difficult thing to undertake at
            any age (but especially at her age). I would certainly have heard her out, been sympathetic, and offered to help, within reason.
            But she never did. Every once in a while, she would say something about how she “didn’t really mind that it hadn’t happened,”
            which apparently was secretly code for something else. I think at one point she had gone as far as looking up the phone numbers
            for a few fertility doctors through her insurance network, only there are so many fertility doctors in New York that she got
            overwhelmed and could never decide which one to call.
         

         
         Of course, wanting to have a baby and not being able to have one is very sad. But at a certain point, you have to either really try to have one or let the idea go.
         

         
         I’ll admit I do get wary of some of those women our age who make trying to have a baby look like Custer’s last stand. I’ve
            seen them get frantic and fragile, seen them push friends and husbands away, throw good money after bad, and start taking
            it personally whenever other women get pregnant. Then, they want to take it out on the whole world, and everyone has to walk
            on eggshells around them. Should we send her an invitation to the baby shower? What if it’s too much for her? Should we apologize? But I won’t walk on eggshells around them. It doesn’t do them any good. It’s very sad, but you’ve still got to behave like
            a person; that’s my line.
         

         
         I don’t really believe that Susan wanted a baby that badly, anyhow, when it comes down to it. I know you’re not supposed to say that sort of thing, but the way she brought it up just didn’t have the ring of truth. I think she had been feeling a little aimless lately, and very much annoyed with me, but wasn’t willing to be honest about it, and none of the little things about me that had been driving her crazy seemed sufficiently important to end things over, so she had to find a tail to pin on the donkey, so to speak. She needed something that sounded sufficiently important, something she could tell our mutual friends if they asked, “Why don’t I ever see you with Barbara anymore?” 

         
         Then she could say, “Well, I’m afraid Barbara just didn’t support my decision to try to have a baby in my forties,” and everyone
            would feel sorry for her and disgusted with me. Maybe she also resented me for being a few years older than her, on the other
            side of the change, with a safely grown child of my own, and none of that awful, paralyzing, last-chance, this-might-be-it
            uncertainty that comes right before menopause.
         

         
         Of course, I could be wrong about all of this. I was clearly wrong about a lot of things with Susan. Maybe she really did
            want one, and I missed it. Too late now to do much about it, of course.
         

         
         I didn’t interrupt her speech. I waited until she was finished and asked, “What would you have liked me to do differently,
            and when would you have liked me to do it?” Even though she was behaving like a crazy person, I know it’s important not to
            interrupt someone when they’re in the middle of complaining about you. And I wasn’t being snide, I really wanted to know.
         

         
         “It’s not—It isn’t as though I have some perfect idea of everything you should have said, or when you should have said it,” Susan said, still looking at her list but clearly no longer reading from it. “I just know what being supported feels like. And you weren’t supporting me.” Finally she sat down on the couch. I don’t know why she waited so long. 

         
         “That night at dinner? Or all the time?”

         
         “Most of the time.”

         
         “But you weren’t doing anything to support,” I said. “I’m not blaming you, I’m just pointing out—you weren’t making appointments,
            you weren’t bringing around boyfriends, you weren’t freezing your eggs, you weren’t doing IVF . . . Was I supposed to push
            you to do any of those things? Did you want me to find you somebody to get you pregnant?”
         

         
         “That’s not funny,” Susan said. “That’s not at all funny.”

         
         “I don’t think it’s funny, either,” I said. “This is a very serious accusation, telling me I never supported you, like I was
            standing in the way of your dreams, but you don’t even know what sort of support I’m meant to have offered. I mean, did I
            ever try to stop you? Or tell you I thought it wasn’t a good idea? You might just be sorry you haven’t been able to have one,
            but that’s not my fault, so it’s no good blaming me for it.”
         

         
         That was not the right thing to say. I think it may have been true, but that doesn’t mean it was the right thing to say. Certainly not at that moment, and probably not in that tone. I knew that, and Susan knew that, but at this point I was getting a little angry myself. Of course, now Susan was much more than a little angry with me. You can always tell, in an argument, when you’ve given someone else the chance to be really indignant, and you are going to have to shut up and take it, and I could tell then. 

         
         She looked at me for a long time, mouth all in a line, and very quietly, she leaned over towards me and said, “You know, I
            just feel really sorry for you.”
         

         
         Well, that was not the right thing for her to say, either. That is never the right thing to say.

         
         “I feel sorry for you” is what people say when they’re so angry with you that they’ll never admit to being angry ever again.
            You’ve lost all of your sightseeing privileges to any of their private feelings. They’re going to control themselves and maintain
            perfect composure in front of you forever. It’s just awful. It’s considerably worse than getting yelled at. The only thing
            you can say in return when someone tells you they feel sorry for you is that you actually feel sorry for them, which, is an
            unsatisfying thing to say because they got it in first, and it makes you sound like a little kid copying her big sister. But
            it’s still the only thing to say.
         

         
         So I told her, “Well, Susan, I actually feel really sorry for you,” and we probably ought to have ended the conversation there,
            because nobody was going to say anything coherent or sensible after that. And neither of us did. We just kept announcing how
            sorry we felt for each other, like we were having a competitive pity party. The only interruption came when she finally started
            putting on her coat to leave, and I remembered about dinner.
         

         
         “Wait a minute,” I said. “Let me give you a plate. There’s still salad and chutney and dessert that will keep.”

         
         Susan looked at me like I was crazy and said, “I’m not hungry, Barbara.”

         
         “But you’ll be hungry later,” I said. “It won’t take me a second. You don’t have to bring a plate back, I’ll just stick it in a takeout container.” 

         
         I wasn’t crazy. I hadn’t forgotten that we were fighting and that we probably weren’t going to speak again. But it’s one thing
            to hate someone. It’s another thing to hate them so much, after eight years of talking practically every day, that you wouldn’t
            even eat something they made for you.
         

         
         “I won’t be hungry for this dinner,” she said. “Besides, it smells like a campfire in here. I’m sure it’s burned.”

         
         “The apples aren’t burned,” I said. “The salad isn’t burned. The chutney isn’t burned. There’s no point in wasting a good
            dinner just because we’re fighting.”
         

         
         I knew that she was angry with me, and I even agreed that we had real problems between us, but it felt unbelievable to me
            that she wanted to throw out almost a decade of perfectly good friendship over a few things that we could fix between ourselves,
            if we only took the time to talk them out, and that she didn’t want to eat a homemade baked apple later just because, in the
            moment, my apartment smelled like singed paprika.
         

         
         I have a special cast-iron pan just for baking apples. There are four little divots in it, and each of the divots is arranged like a miniature Bundt pan, so that the cast iron can cook the apples from the outside in as well as from the inside out. The skins get all slumped and glossy, and the insides are perfect, almost like custard, after forty minutes. I serve them with hard sauce in winter and with a berry coulis in summer. Or if I can’t be bothered to make a dessert sauce, I just dust them with powdered sugar and a little lemon juice, or a little melted butter and cinnamon. They’re very good, no matter what you put on them. 

         
         “I’m not wasting anything,” she said, jamming her stupid little list back in her purse and getting up to leave. She happened
            to be wearing a shirt of mine, an off-white dungaree-and-cotton-jersey Sacai piece that she’d borrowed ages ago, with these
            really gorgeous buttoned French sleeves. It looked terrific on her. She didn’t say anything about the shirt, even though we
            both knew it was mine. How could she be so sure she was finished with me, but still want to keep my clothes? She didn’t want
            to eat my food, but wearing my shirt wasn’t going to bother her, wasn’t going to remind her of me? Maybe she convinced herself
            she borrowed the shirt from someone else to feel better about keeping it. Who knows? Then she was gone, and it was over.
         

         
         As soon as the door closed behind her, I started to cry and couldn’t stop. At one point, I think I tried to lie down in bed
            to get some sleep before work, but that only made me feel nauseated, so after a while, I crawled back out to the couch and
            just wallowed. What people really need is an app where someone comes and takes all the food you cooked, but can’t eat out
            of your house. Now, in addition to losing Susan, I was going to have to figure out how to incorporate chutney into every single
            meal I made this week. And chutney doesn’t go with everything.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Before Susan broke things off, I had eight best friends, never at the same time, and I don’t talk to any of them now. Some
            of them don’t talk to me, although some of them probably would if I gave them the chance, but I don’t talk to any of them.
            I’d already known Susan a long time before we became best friends. Eventually, she just sort of moved up from a back burner
            to the front of my life, a couple of years after Therese’s funeral. It was a gradual, mutual thing. Since Therese died, I
            haven’t had the energy to go looking for someone else.
         

         
         That’s not exactly right. Truthfully, I do think I still have the energy. I’ve stopped caring about a lot of things in my
            life—sex, both generally and with any one person in particular; owning a pet; keeping up with the news; the state of other
            people’s marriages—sometimes for a little while, sometimes for a long time, sometimes seemingly forever, but I always want
            a best friend.
         

         
         I still have energy to try new things. At my age, this makes me slightly unusual, and I think this is mostly because I haven’t let myself get fat, even though seemingly everybody else has these days. Which may not be much of a problem for them, but I think if you’ve made it to your fifties without getting fat, you might as well keep going and see it through to the end. What’s the point in going in for a whole new wardrobe at this age? 

         
         My sixth best friend, Rhonda Lehrer, was terrifically fat and always had been, although come to think of it, she actually
            did have quite a lot of energy most of the time, but I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if I got fat now. What I do instead
            is I weigh myself once a week. If you weigh yourself any more often than that, it becomes much too easy to get neurotic about
            it, and if you weigh yourself any less often, you start kidding yourself: “Oh, these pants must have shrunk in the wash, it’s
            probably just water weight, I’m sure they’ll fit better in a week or two.”
         

         
         So I weigh myself once a week, and as long as I’m within a five-pound range of a certain number, I just keep doing whatever I’m doing. The range is more important than the number itself, because anybody’s weight can fluctuate pretty considerably in a short period of time for a number of unimportant reasons. If you step on the scale every morning and one day you’ve gone up three pounds for seemingly no reason, and you don’t already know that, you start to panic and think, “My God, what did I eat yesterday to make me gain three pounds in twenty-four hours?” and start calculating what you’ll weigh at this pace in a month. Then you don’t eat for twelve hours, but if you’re anything like me you’re absolutely hopeless as an anorexic, so you can’t hold out for any longer than that, and then you end up eating two sandwiches in a row standing over the sink, eating so fast that your throat spasms afterwards, like getting an ice cream headache but from swallowing too much dry bread too quickly. 

         
         If I’m up more than five pounds on any given week, I might cut out snacking between meals or eating in restaurants, and add
            an apple to my dinner until things go back to normal, and that seems to work fine. I’m almost never down more than five pounds
            because I like to eat. But I know my range and what’s good for me. I’m five-foot-six, which isn’t short but it isn’t exactly
            tall, either, so I make sure to take a ten-minute walk after every meal, even if that just means marching around the house
            and going up and down the stairs a few times when the weather’s bad.
         

         
         I also don’t take any prescription medications and I never drink more than one cup of coffee a day, and that never after noon. Even on my honeymoon (I only took one with my first husband, Caleb, since by the time Henry and I got around to getting married in 1999, Ezra was almost a toddler) or a big vacation like a cruise, I never have more than one cup. I have just as much energy as I did in high school, if not more, and almost everybody else I know seems like they’re constantly five minutes away from a total nervous collapse. Even the young people. They never take a walk after eating, and they drink five or six cups of coffee, or worse, those tallboy energy drinks, sometimes even after dinner. They don’t really even have dinner, I mean, they just keep grazing the whole night after work, there’s no beginning and no end to dinner, so no wonder they don’t have any energy left. I do, but nobody likes getting advice on how to feel better, especially not from somebody else with better personal habits. Everyone with bad habits refuses to believe that they can improve them, or that improving them might make them feel even the tiniest bit happier, so I mostly keep it to myself. 

         
         I realize that diet talk isn’t the most exciting thing in the world, and that it’s very easy to go too far in a particular
            direction, and seriously hurt people’s feelings. But it did used to be a very helpful way of getting to know a potential new
            friend, especially when both of you knew not to take it too seriously. Nobody wants to sound like an Erma Bombeck column,
            of course.
         

         
         People seem to have forgotten this, but for decades, probably longer, certainly for my entire life up until about a few years
            ago, your diet was a perfectly ordinary, perfectly civil topic of conversation. It gave you something to talk about that wasn’t
            too personal when you didn’t know each other well yet. Now, of course, it’s much too personal to talk about diets. The most
            polite thing you can do is pretend that everybody else is just a brain that happens to be carrying a human body around after
            it, so you’re not supposed to mention it. But eating is something that everybody has to do pretty much every day, usually
            with other people, and there are only so many things that everybody has to do regularly, so it seems like a shame to banish
            the entire subject from polite conversation.
         

         
         And diet talk was so useful for weeding out the anorexics and the pleasure-haters and anyone who thought she was above the business of womanhood. It made it relatively easy to find out if someone else was easygoing and collaborative, or if she had to have things always done her way and made sure she got credit for every little thing, if she was going to appreciate your graciousness when you said something self-deprecating and offer you a little tidbit of frailty in return, or if she was going to take advantage of it. You could learn an awful lot about someone from just a few minutes of diet talk, but now of course it’s nobody’s business what anybody eats. Practically nothing is anybody’s business these days, which is awfully depressing. At a certain point, if everyone wants everyone else to mind their own business, we’re all going to die of loneliness. 

         
         Something similar I’ve noticed is that almost nobody talks about “letting yourself go” nowadays. Nobody lets themselves go
            anymore, apparently, or maybe there’s nothing to let go of. They just become more “comfortable with themselves” and “learn
            how to take it easy” or, God forbid, “make peace with their body.” Make peace with their body! Do they hear themselves, I
            want to know.
         

         
         What I don’t have, really, is the heart to go through it all again. Losing nine best friends is no joke, even if they were
            all spaced out and years apart. Sometimes I worry that nobody’s ever really loved anybody else, not ever, not in the way that
            lasts. I hope that isn’t true. I hope the problem is just me. I hope love is happening to other people all the time, and I’m
            just the one who hasn’t figured it out yet.
         

         
         In some ways, it was almost a relief to give up on trying to sleep when the sun came up, because this kind of thinking is exhausting. But on the other hand, the idea of leaving the house and going to work felt completely impossible. What could I do to collect myself? Practically nothing. I have certain standards and routines that ordinarily sustain me in the face of ordinary bouts of loneliness, but none of them could bear the sudden loss of Susan. Watching someone break up with you while they’re still wearing your clothes is no ordinary kind of loneliness, let me tell you. 

         
         I did my best, regardless: some cold water and cold cream for my face, and a glass of tepid water to drink. Cold water on
            the skin is good for the pores, but cold water to drink is too hard on the throat after a bout of crying. I don’t know if
            that’s strictly true, but it helps to have strict rules about that sort of thing. I put on a soft, comfortable, nearly shapeless
            felt coat in forest green. It’s got deep, well-sewn pockets, and it’s rescued at the very last possible second from frumpiness
            by the heaviness of the hemline, which gives the whole thing a silhouette like a bell. That helped a little.
         

         
         Of course, on my way out of the apartment, I ran into my worst neighbor. There are six other apartments in this building—all
            of us have lived here for at least five years, and some of us fifty—and I get along with everybody, except for her. Her name
            is Lorraine, and she has got to be eighty-five years old if she is a day. She lives in the ground-floor apartment, and every
            time somebody goes in or out of the building, she comes out to investigate, like the front doors belong to her and she’s got
            to check everybody’s papers to make sure they have the right to pass. She’s very stylish, which is unfortunate because I dislike
            her so much, and I resent having to give her credit for anything, but she is. She used to work for London Fog and later for
            Fendi, as a buyer or a designer or something fairly high up in management, and even though she’s retired now, she still dresses
            every day like they might need her back in the office.
         

         
         I know all this because for the first few months that I lived here, I thought I could get her to like me by asking her a lot of friendly, impersonal questions and offering to help bring in her deliveries, which didn’t work. She still interrogated every guest I ever buzzed in. I was embarrassed to have people over. I had to warn them after they accepted my invitations, not only about the stairs, but also about Lorraine the bridge troll. And she was always buttonholing me to tell me that nobody else in the building broke down their boxes properly before putting them in the recycling bin, which was true, but neither one of us worked for the recycling department or for the superintendent, so who cares? 

         
         Once I overheard her buttonholing one of the other neighbors on the stairs—a very nice girl from the third floor named Dee—saying,
            “Don’t ever breastfeed. My grandmother, my mother, and I all used formula, and in our family, we called anyone who breastfed
            a peasant. And don’t let anybody else in the delivery room. When you have a baby, you feel like shit and you look like shit.
            It should be like Lucy and Ricky, where he stays in the waiting room and she comes out later in a negligee after they’ve cleaned
            the baby up. My nephew took pictures while his child was being born, and it was all covered in blood, looked disgusting . . .
            We called it the monkey baby.” Dee wasn’t even showing yet.
         

         
         After that, I tried ignoring her. It even got to the point where I would pretend to take phone calls on my way down the stairs
            just to get out of conversations. That didn’t work, either. She’d just follow me out the door and gesture angrily for me to
            hang up and talk to her.
         

         
         She also has this terrible dog who barks at everything that moves, just like she does. Lorraine’s only strategy for training the dog is to scream “Be quiet!” whenever it barks, which it does whenever anyone walks past the front door, which happens quite a lot since we live in a pretty busy part of Brooklyn. 

         
         I would have cheerfully cut off a toe, even an important toe, to get out of having to deal with Lorraine that morning, but
            I was just too exhausted to try to outrun her, or even just to wait at the top of the stairs until she went back inside her
            apartment. She caught sight of me coming down early, and just stood at the bottom of the landing, peering up with that undisguised
            curiosity and malevolence that the very old have in common with babies and toddlers, before they’ve learned how to arrange
            their faces into polite expressions and after they’ve forgotten or stopped caring how to do it. But she was wearing a truly
            massive, convex Issey Miyake dress, navy, that looked like a big pleated cocoon, with these wonderful, delicately embroidered
            mustard-yellow loafers, and I had to admire her for that, if nothing else.
         

         
         “Wait a minute,” she said as I tried to walk past her, as if I couldn’t tell she was waiting for me. But if she had wanted
            me to talk to her, she should have addressed me first; I don’t like being rude to someone so much older than me, but there
            are still rules about addressing someone in public. You can’t expect someone to wait for you based on nothing.
         

         
         “I can’t wait, Lorraine,” I said, shimmying past her and heading for the front doors.

         
         “Wait a minute,” she said again, hobbling after me in exasperation. “I want to talk to you.”

         
         “But I don’t want to talk to you,” I said, and I made sure to close the front door behind me instead of waiting for it to shut on its own. It was too heavy for her to work it by herself in time. 

         
         “I want to talk to you!” she shouted from behind the glass. And of course, the whole time her dog was barking its head off
            behind her front door, so she alternated between “I want to talk to you” to me, and “Be QUIET!” to it, the whole time.
         

         
         “Yes, you’ve made that very clear, Lorraine! I have to go now!”

         
         Then I took off down the street, although that really wasn’t necessary. She’s not steady enough on her feet to follow me out
            of the building like she used to. The handful of times I’ve seen her walking that dog by herself, it’s looked like she’s about
            five seconds from toppling over. And it’s not even a very big dog.
         

         
         One of our other neighbors Claire has started asking me in very hushed and serious tones if I think we should call Animal
            Control, because Lorraine spends all day yelling at her dog and is probably going to break a hip taking it on a walk one of
            these days. On the one hand, I think it would be better for the dog to live with pretty much anyone else, but on the other
            I can’t bring myself to take a dog away from an old woman, even an off-putting old woman who once followed me out to the trash
            cans to tell me the girls on the fourth floor must be hookers, they have so many men over.
         

         
         It’s also hard to explain to Claire that I think Lorraine’s yelling is basically incidental rather than hostile. She grew
            up in this neighborhood, and everybody who grew up here yells; they don’t necessarily mean anything by it. That’s not to say
            I think her dog is living an especially happy life, just that I don’t think she’s crossed over the line yet from sad to somebody-has-got-to-do-something-about-this.
         

         
         Claire is very polished-looking—she’s one of those young women who wear a lot of very thin rings between their second and
            their third knuckles—and I don’t think she has ever yelled in her life. The idea of wearing rings that high up on the finger
            makes me shudder, although I have to admit the women who do it almost always manage to pull the look off nicely. It looks
            good, but I imagine it must feel like having a wedgie on each individual finger, or leaving your shoelaces untied on purpose.
         

         
         I like Claire, but we have very different ideas about the power of making phone calls to improve somebody else’s quality of
            life. I think the likeliest outcome of calling Animal Control would be having to make a lot of follow-up phone calls.
         

         
         Susan was always terrific with Lorraine. Something about her completely deactivated Lorraine’s omnidirectional hostility.
            They could have whole conversations without complaint at the bottom of the stairs together, completely mellow, and she saved
            me from more confrontations over the years than any fake phone calls. I’ll need a new strategy now.
         

         
         The real problem with Lorraine is that the more I try to avoid her, the more embarrassed I feel about treating this old woman,
            who is at her worst merely irritating, as if she were a dangerous threat. This makes me want to avoid her even more, because
            I don’t like being reminded of how guilty she makes me feel. I tell myself that once I have dealt with the Susan thing, I
            am going to reexamine my Lorraine strategy. Hiding on the stairwells is a ridiculous way to start the day, and I don’t need
            any more help feeling ridiculous.
         

         
         Under ordinary circumstances, I like going to work. I even like taking the bus to get there. I like being around a lot of people in the morning, since I always have a clean and quiet apartment of my own to get back to. I like the feeling of power I get whenever I see the bus pull over to pick me up, and I like not having to worry about where to park a car. There are only three stops between my place and the Wyckoff Market Hall, where I work, which is just long enough to adjust mentally from my at-home thoughts to my professional thoughts, but short enough that the commute is a negligible part of my day. 

         
         I have spent the last fifteen years organizing nearly every element of my life very carefully in a way that feels close to
            perfect. My commute ranks very high on that list. But if you really want to cry something all the way out of your system on
            the way to work, you need the privacy of a car, not the simulated privacy of the bus, where the best people can offer is to
            pretend they can’t notice that you’re crying. Of course, people can still see you crying when you’re in the car, especially
            when you’re stopped at a traffic light. But it makes it easier to pretend that they can’t.
         

         
         After getting off the bus it’s only about a two-minute walk to the employee entrance. It’s a nice walk. The Market Hall is in a very attractive building that looks like a slightly overembellished train station, and the sidewalk is lined with those big London plane trees that bring the temperature down by about ten degrees in summer. At the end of the block, there’s this French-immersion preschool, and if I time my commute right, I walk past the front doors just before seven-thirty, right when this wonderful cloud of toddlers emerges to line up outside. They all wear matching yellow canvas jackets with two little loops at the waist, so their teachers can tie them all to the same long white tow-rope. Once they’re all strapped together, they bumble down the street, and I have no idea where they go every day, but they always wave at me, and at one another, and it’s very sweet. 

         
         But after the night I’d had with Susan, I felt so hopeless and raked over I didn’t even want them to see me, like I didn’t
            even deserve to wave at a bunch of babies going on a field trip. They should only have to look at happy, bright things with
            a good future ahead of them, like ducks and firefighters, not nearly-sixty-year-old me, who works at a glorified deli counter,
            who doesn’t have a car or a best friend, and whose last best friend read through a list of my personal failings in my living
            room in front of my couch.
         

         
         I don’t know why the part about the couch bothered me so much, except that I happened to love that couch. It was a giltwood
            confidante sofa in LXV style, and I’d had it reupholstered in red velvet by La Maison London back when I was still married
            to Henry. It was too big to fit through the front doors of my new building after the divorce, so the movers just left it outside
            at the bottom of the stoop, which you can imagine did not predispose Lorraine to like me when we first met.
         

         
         I kept calling different moving companies to explain my problem but none of them would come out to take a look once they heard the last moving company I’d used had given up on it. Finally I got a hold of a piano moving company that sawed it into three pieces, brought the pieces inside one by one, and then reattached them so carefully in my living room, you’d never have known anything had happened to it. That procedure cost me almost as much as the couch had cost in the first place, but I didn’t care. Besides, I was still due to receive alimony for the next twenty-four months, so money wasn’t really an object at the time. 

         
         This is something else that Susan did not appreciate about me, I later learned. Apparently, whenever I get paid, I’m very
            generous to my friends, and I make a lot of expensive plans, and then after a few weeks of having my dinner in nice restaurants
            and an extravagant moviegoing schedule, I have to go back to staying at home and cutting out coupons for the rest of the month.
            It’s not as if I borrow money from my friends—even Susan could admit that—but apparently she used to find this pattern of
            living large and then scaling back very upsetting. Well, for that matter, so do I, but I never dreamed that any of my friends
            were holding it against me.
         

         
         If she had said, “Listen, Barbara, you’re a terrible budgeter and you owe me $600,” or something, that would be one thing.
            I could understand it if I had owed her money. But I didn’t owe her a cent. She just took it personally that my money and
            my month don’t run out at the same pace.
         

         
         Part of the reason I couldn’t sleep, of course, was that the whole house still smelled terribly of burned paprika. That smell
            lingers a lot longer than you might expect, given that paprika isn’t an especially strong-smelling spice on its own. Maybe
            if I could have preserved my solitude for another few hours before having to go to work, even if I couldn’t sleep, I might
            have been able to settle my thoughts—recalling in tranquility everything we’d said in anger—and sorting through what I could
            bear and what I couldn’t, then I might have been all right.
         

         
         But having to rush out of my clean apartment and having to deal with other people so soon before I was ready made anything like careful reflection impossible. I just couldn’t stop thinking about the deranged things Susan had said to me. Even though I don’t believe more than half of them were anywhere near the truth, that fight still carried this residual contaminating effect that irradiated every other interaction I might have otherwise welcomed that morning. I didn’t want anyone to look at me, or to have to move around me on the sidewalk, or do anything that would acknowledge my presence in any way. 

         
         When I was waiting to get off the bus, for example, somebody’s backpack lightly bumped my shoulder, and I nearly screamed;
            that’s how upset I was. I didn’t even want to look at dogs that morning. I felt cold the whole way over to work. It’s incredible
            how wrong someone can be about you.
         

         
         At one point, Susan was just reading out loud from her little list of every time I’d done or said something that had offended
            her, and I just let her talk because I’d given up trying to argue with her. But about a quarter of the things that she put
            on that list, I don’t even remember. I’m not at all sure they happened, even. I suppose if I’d been keeping track, like she
            apparently had been, I’d have a clearer sense of it, but I didn’t realize we were supposed to be tracking each other’s scores
            on paper, so I only had my own memory to go by.
         

         
         Now, had I wanted to go point for point with her, I could certainly have mentioned a few observations of my own, even without the benefit of a written list. I could have, for example, mentioned the fact that the last time we went to the theater together, she held up our entire row from leaving after the curtain call because, unbeknownst to me, she had taken off her sneakers during the performance. I had been sitting next to her in the dark, airing out her exposed socks for ninety minutes, and I couldn’t do anything but stand there while the group sitting to our left jostled and fidgeted to see around me and figure out what was the hold-up. 

         
         And of course, when they realized what it was, they were all quietly horrified, but she had absolutely no idea, just kept
            squirming her feet back into her shoes at a rate of about a quarter-inch a minute, instead of just untying them and getting
            it all over with at once. I think I would have been less embarrassed if she had been flashing people.
         

         
         I might have mentioned that she collects wind chimes, which in their turn collect dust, because she’s only ever hung two of
            them up properly on her balcony. The rest are just thrown around the house almost at random. She doesn’t store them properly;
            she doesn’t even toss them into a cabinet together, so they’re all in the same place. Some of them are on her bathroom counters,
            some of them on the floor of the closet—at least one of them is on her nightstand—and of course they’re all hopelessly tangled,
            so she couldn’t even hang most of them up if she wanted to. And that’s the least of her problems when it comes to countertops,
            let me tell you. I will never understand how a person can love me and not love clean countertops. Of course, Susan doesn’t
            love me anymore, which I suppose explains everything.
         

         
         But the thing is, I didn’t want to talk about her faults. None of them ever stopped me from loving her. The whole time we were fighting, all I could think was how we were just in the wrong part of the house. That was really our only problem. We should have gone into the kitchen, which was full of food I had made for us, for her, with her particular tastes in mind, and we should just go in there and eat it together, and everything would be all right. I don’t mind that she knows my faults, even if we don’t agree on what they are. I don’t even mind that they were making her angry. I understand that I can be difficult sometimes. Judgmental, pushy, rigid. But the reason she wrote them all down, the reason she was reading them all out loud, was because she wanted me to understand that they were disqualifying, that they had killed her affection for me, and she wanted to show she had done her homework before walking out the door. 

         
         

         The Market Hall is not like a supermarket, not even one of those very upscale supermarkets that are getting popular these
            days. It’s more like a traditional European covered market or a mall food court, only, of course, it is only like a food court
            in terms of the layout and flow of traffic, not in any other sense. If you have ever been to an Eataly, you will have a good
            sense of what I’m talking about, although of course, Eataly only sells Italian food, whereas we sell all kinds. And Eataly
            allows third-party shoppers and delivery people in the store, which, thank God, we don’t.
         

         
         All the different sections—the butcher, the deli, the bakeries, the dumpling restaurant—are run by independent vendors, each with a unique owner-operator, their corresponding set of employees and working hours, point-of-sale system, that sort of thing. It’s a very nice place, with a lot of clean glass displays and copper foot rails and tiny marble tables and shopping baskets made of wicker or woven jute, instead of black pressed plastic. 

         
         There are no shopping carts, which is another thing the hall doesn’t allow, mostly because there isn’t really any room for
            carts here. The Market Hall is pretty big, at least for New York, but the aisles are not. Even by New York standards, the
            aisles are a pain to navigate. Carrying around woven baskets makes the shoppers feel more European and relaxed, and they’re
            less likely to get in a shouting match with each other over the burnt broccoli salad, which does happen on occasion because
            it’s very popular and tends to run out by midafternoon.
         

         
         Not having carts also means that customers have to come back more often than they otherwise might. The idea is that people
            can pick up what they need here for a dinner party or a long weekend, but it’s not a place where they can stock up on enough
            basics to get through the week. We sell beautiful food in glass containers to mostly very nice, unhurried people, which is
            exactly the kind of job that suits me at this stage in my life. But today I was completely unable to meet the moment.
         

         
         After Susan and I had been fighting for a few hours—both of us really slogging it out and never really gaining an inch of
            ground with the other—I could suddenly see with total, perfect clarity how she was going to describe this fight to somebody
            else afterwards. Probably, she had a phone call scheduled after this, maybe with the person who had helped her write the list,
            the woman or women she had started talking to about me some time ago, without my knowing it.
         

         
         And I couldn’t even tell her what a mistake that would be, that any friendship founded in the criticism of some other person was doomed to fail. There is nothing cheaper than sympathy from somebody new, whether it’s a casual friend you’ve only recently bonded with, or a new lover who rushes in to help you bridge your way out of an old, tired romance with someone else. If you tell even a slightly sympathetic story about yourself to someone you’ve only met in the last six months, they’re automatically going to take your side. It doesn’t count. They’re going to say “I can’t believe she did that” in all the right places and “No!” and “You’re not serious?” and it will feel like you have finally found someone who understands you, but it’s only because they’re hearing your stories for the first time, and you’re still both using your most interesting and considerate behavior with each other. It isn’t real. They haven’t seen you really relaxed yet. 

         
         Susan was going to walk out of my apartment after this and tell someone else everything I’d done and said, and they were going
            to congratulate her for being brave, as if Susan needed encouragement to stand up to people, which she doesn’t. Not that they
            would know that, because they don’t really know her like I do. But this would cement the story that she just did something
            difficult and necessary and authentic instead of totally bizarre and unnecessarily hostile, and that would be the end of it.
         

         
         By the end, it had turned into one of those awful, choked-up conversations where you both end up muttering hoarsely instead of yelling. Every time I thought we had reached a turning point and could finally start agreeing on something, one of us would break out some fresh resentment to the other’s amazement—“How can you say that?”—and then it was back to interrupting each other in loud whispers for another hour, and getting up from the couch in furious amazement to get a glass of water. So I was exhausted and furious, not to mention both swollen and dehydrated at the same time, and had nothing better to look forward to at the end of the day than a kitchen to clean. 

         
         What I hadn’t realized at the time was that there was no point in trying to argue with her. Nothing I said was going to change
            her mind about me. The fight was just to generate a suitable excuse to stop talking to me. Maybe if I had realized this sooner,
            we could have gotten it all over within five minutes instead of hours, which would not have made things any better except
            I wouldn’t have had to drag myself into work on the strength of a forty-minute catnap, which made me feel like I was hallucinating
            at eight in the morning, which is of course when Olivia cornered me about the Narcan.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Olivia works mornings and is responsible for Composed Salads. The tossed salads—your Greek, your fattoush, your Italian chopped, your wedge—anybody working the deli line can throw together. We have the laminated recipes posted all along the back wall of the kitchen, and all anyone has to do is measure and mix, all of the real work having been done by the prep team before the store opens. Bound salads (chicken, tuna, pasta) work pretty much the same way, but Composed gets its own section head, even though she’s only here four days a week, because that sort of thing really needs someone with an artistic vision behind it, not just a couple of spoons and a checklist. By food service standards, the Market Hall is a pretty good place to work, but even so they make sure to keep as many of us as possible working just under 30 hours a week, so they’re never on the hook for too many health insurance policies. This week, she was featuring leeks à la grecque and a sort of bare-bones Indonesian variation on salad Niçoise, which I thought was a nice way of sidestepping the usual sort of tiresome, endless argument over what belongs in a Niçoise in the first place. 

         
         Aside from me, I think Eduardo and the other Barbara are the only two full-timers, even though I’m fairly certain everybody
            except Kai would gladly work five days a week if they could. Kai is a very genial young man who studies at Kingsborough, although
            he looks about fourteen, and only works on Tuesdays and Thursdays. He’s an all-hander, but everyone else specializes: Olivia,
            in addition to Composed Salads, helps me with soups when we get backed up, the other Barbara handles catering and holiday
            orders, Caitlyn makes dessert, Ariel and Hanna split the rotisserie and sandwich section, Orlin washes dishes, and Eduardo
            is responsible for deli orders, as well as being the only member of the swing shift before the closing team comes in at four.
            I’m responsible for soups, general recipe development, scheduling, and bookkeeping, and we all cover the register as needed.
         

         
         It’s not a great system. With everybody constantly going back and forth between various stages of food prep and handling cash, you can easily find yourself washing your hands every five minutes, if not more often, especially since management won’t stock single-use gloves. They’re right not to, I should say. People get overconfident, wearing gloves. They’ll put a little layer of plastic over their hands and think they’re wearing a magical talisman against germs. I’ve seen prep cooks—not here, but plenty of other places—wear the same pair for hours. They’ll switch stations, retie their hair in a ponytail, scratch their nose, move from cooked to raw meat and back again, all without changing them out, because they think only skin can get dirty or something. No gloves is the way to go. It keeps people honest. But there’s always someone waiting behind you at the prep sink, and everybody’s hands look like three kinds of hell all the time. 

         
         It just doesn’t make sense to have a single person attached to the cash register at a deli. No matter how fancy the deli in
            question is, and no matter how many signs you put up explaining the deli-ordering process, most customers think that anybody
            standing behind the counter can weigh out a container of salmon and toasted orzo for them. Which, in fairness, is a perfectly
            understandable assumption.
         

         
         None of us could stand saying “Sorry, I just operate the register” six hundred times a day, so I ended up training the rest-of-the-day
            staff on point-of-sale and counting out drawers to save time. Olivia is not one of my favorite coworkers, but she is admittedly
            very charming with customers, and under certain circumstances, is very fun to be around. She wears the ugliest black clogs
            I’ve ever seen, but her bangs are very nicely shaped, and she has good penmanship, which counts for a lot with me. Overall,
            Olivia is a very nice person who I suspect is a little embarrassed by expensive groceries, like many people her age are. People
            her age like spending a lot of money on food, but they prefer to do it by buying a lot of very cheap restaurant food every
            other day, which, if you ask me, is the worst way to go about it.
         

         
         Olivia is maybe even more than a little embarrassed by it. I think she would be perfectly happy working at a do-nothing nonprofit or a significantly worse food hall. We are the worst possible combination of high-end and pointless as far as she’s concerned, so every so often, she gets swept up in trying to introduce something she thinks is important to our routine. Right now, it’s carrying Narcan, that little nasal inhaler that can reverse opioid overdoses, which I thought was a perfectly ridiculous idea. I told her so the first time she brought it up, and I told her again. 

         
         “Well, the way I see it, Olivia, this is a deli,” I said. “I’ve been here for quite a few years now. I’ve seen people forget
            their purses and yell at each other over parking spaces, and once somebody fainted from the heat when the air conditioning
            went out, but I have never, not once, seen anybody overdose on drugs here. I’ve never even seen anybody take a regular dose.”
            It was still early enough in the day that most of the customers were concentrated at the bakery and coffee shop. We’d get
            busy from about eleven on, but hardly anybody who shops here has to be anywhere in the mornings, which leaves plenty of time
            for conversation before the lunch rush.
         

         
         “Sure, but you can’t predict when or where people are going to overdose,” Olivia said. “Just because this isn’t the likeliest
            place doesn’t mean it could never happen. Anyhow, it’s not like it hurts anybody to keep it behind the counter. The store
            wouldn’t have to pay for it, and if you’re wrong—I mean if you were to use it on somebody who isn’t overdosing, who was just
            having a seizure or passing out for unrelated reasons—it can’t hurt them.”
         

         
         Which I realize is probably true. But I don’t want to carry Narcan. I don’t see what on earth that has to do with selling people soup. I know life is very difficult for people addicted to heroin, and that society can be very cruel to them. I don’t think they all deserve to die just because they’re addicted to drugs, and frankly, I resented Olivia’s implication that I did want them to die if I didn’t let her stuff our spice shelves with a bunch of prescriptions she brought from home. I just don’t agree that the best way to treat addiction is to turn grocery stores into free clinics. Who was going to be responsible for teaching everyone on shift how to use it? And who’s going to replace it when it expires or goes bad, or whatever Narcan does when you leave it out for too long? I’m sure Olivia would be all too happy to volunteer, but she’ll be gone in a year, if not sooner, either to go back to school or to work someplace less middle-aged. 

         
         That’s what it is. She’s embarrassed by how many boring, conventional, middle-aged, upper-middle-class women shop here, and
            she wants to make things feel a little more exciting by pretending that half of them are secret drug addicts who need her
            keen eye to spot the signs of an oncoming overdose in front of the olive bar. Well, I’m not embarrassed by them. I don’t always
            like them, but I’m not embarrassed by their existence.
         

         
         Olivia even showed me a poster once that she wanted to put up in the staff bathroom. It had a little silhouetted illustration
            of someone passing out on a toilet and somebody else helpfully shouting at them, along with a bullet-point list to help whoever’s
            using the bathroom to recognize the signs of an overdose: turning blue, something called “pinpoint pupils,” and falling asleep.
            I’ve never seen anybody look like that in my life. And how are we supposed to stare into somebody’s eyes to check their pupils
            while they’re falling asleep?
         

         
         “ASK person if they are okay. Shout their name,” the poster suggested, although of course we wouldn’t know their names, would we, if they were falling asleep. “Then remove NARCAN Nasal Spray from the box. Peel back the tab with the circle to open the NARCAN Nasal Spray. Hold the NARCAN nasal spray with your thumb on the bottom of the plunger and your first and middle fingers on either side of the nozzle. Gently insert the tip of the nozzle into either nostril.” 

         
         I’m not going to do any of this. None of us is. So I tell Olivia no, again, and she stares at me for what feels like five
            minutes. She’s blinking back tears. Angry tears, not embarrassed ones. Well, she’s free to stop being angry as soon as she
            chooses to. This is an imaginary problem and the sooner she moves on, the better off we’ll all be.
         

         
         I resent being made to feel like I’ve failed to live up to some common, universally agreed-upon standard of decency. It’s
            not like people are regularly passing out or overdosing in the store, and I kick them out of the aisles with my cruel boots.
            If I see someone suffering, I try to help. But I’m not a doctor and I’m not a social worker, and I have a reasonable amount
            of compassion for drug addicts, but no more than a reasonable amount. I don’t cherish them the way Olivia seems to. I don’t
            ride around on city buses hoping to find someone using—not just using, but overdosing—not just overdosing, but who doesn’t
            have any Narcan of their own, no friend who knows how to administer it—she looks for crises like I look for a new friend.
         

         
         The truth is that our customers are not, by and large, people who suffer directly from the opioid epidemic. I don’t know, maybe some of them have trouble with pills, but if they do, they keep it to themselves. Certainly, any substance abuse problems they may have haven’t yet progressed to the point where they interfere with their ability to do the shopping for dinner. They are reasonably nice, well-dressed people who just want to buy half of an air-chilled, tequila-lime rotisserie chicken and a side of the burnt broccoli and peanut salad, and who wait, mostly patiently, to be served by number. 

         
         I couldn’t see any reason why we should prioritize a bunch of hypothetical last-gasp intravenous drug addicts, who, I’m sorry,
            but if we’re being honest, are not likely to inject a heroic dose of heroin before strolling into an international market
            hall and ordering a pint of the malt vinegar skordalia. The skordalia is very, very good, and worth the thirteen dollars we
            have to charge for it. It’s Greek, and it’s something between a dip and a bowl of mashed potatoes, although you can use old
            bread instead of mashed potatoes as a base if you like, or even walnuts. The secret is using malt vinegar powder instead of
            malt vinegar.
         

         
         That’s always the secret for deli potatoes, incidentally; you’re cooking potatoes on such a large scale that you can’t afford
            the level of moisture that a home cook can get away with more easily. Malt vinegar powder gives excellent, concentrated flavor
            without making the dish soggy or weepy. It’s also very good if you sprinkle it on fried wonton wrappers, as a garnish for
            something vibrant like a spring pea soup, for example.
         

         
         One of the things the Market Hall has become known for in the last few years is our “soups with a sauce” counter. That was Susan’s doing, actually. Lots of soups come with croutons or little finishing details, but she’s the one who suggested we make a policy out of it. The idea was that every soup ought to be livened up with a unique, contrasting sauce of its own, ladled over the top at the very last second, sort of like how the Gulf Stream perks up the Northeast Atlantic, not just chopped herbs or a squeeze of lemon. So you might have a container of chicken soup finished with an almond-and-parsley pesto, or sorrel soup with a walnut sauce, or beef and shallot stew with a sauce of pomegranate molasses, that sort of thing. For a few weeks last winter, we served Icelandic fish chowder with a barberry sauce, which was very popular before Christmas. The chowder was very good, very delicately turned, but incredibly plain, and the sauce was glorious, spiky, vibrant, and looked like blood. It was an absolutely thrilling combination, and one of Susan’s best ideas. It just came to her, one day, when we were on a walk together, just like that. She never worked here. She doesn’t even work in food; she’s a project manager. 

         
         “If you want to help addicts, Olivia, you should volunteer at a hospital or a rehab,” I said now. “It’s a very nice idea,
            and I hope you do it. But we can’t afford the legal liability of reversing overdoses,” which I don’t think is true, but which
            sounded appropriately final. “Please just don’t talk to me about drugs again today. I can’t handle it.”
         

         
         “Is everything okay?” Olivia asked. Now she was all attention and concern. This was worse than the Narcan, because now she suspected there was something the matter with me, and that I might have something interesting to confide in her. Do-gooders are really just in it for the gossip as much as for the sense of self-importance. That’s not fair to Olivia, or to do-gooders, but I was too tired to be fair to anyone that morning. But as much as Susan had broken my heart, I’d have to be suffering ten times worse than I was before I would consider confiding in a twenty-five-year-old at work. 

         
         What I wanted to say was that potatoes deserved at least the same care and attention she wanted to give these imaginary heroin
            addicts who couldn’t stop themselves from trying to buy leek and cheese burek before passing out, but I couldn’t find a way
            to say it without sounding ridiculous. But I really do believe it. Potatoes matter to me. It’s important to treat them with
            respect. People matter to me, too, but I think it’s much better to focus on one thing at a time, rather than splitting your
            attention across everything you care about all day.
         

         
         “You tell me if everything’s okay,” I said. “Have you done your date checks on the cold checks? If I check the production
            logs, will they be up to date? Where are we on soups?”
         

         
         “I will check the soups,” Olivia said.

         
         She emphasized soups in a way that made it clear I had disappointed her, which was fine with me. Anyone who can be disappointed by being asked
            to think about soup has no power to hurt me.
         

         
         All I needed to do was make it to the end of my shift without fighting with Olivia again or texting Susan. Then I could go
            home and regroup. I would clean my kitchen and throw away the leftovers and go to bed early. If I didn’t text Susan, then
            I could try giving her a call in a few days, once she’d had a little time to cool off.
         

         
         It’s always a mistake to send a follow-up text after a fight, even if you’re trying to apologize. No one who has rejected you in person is going to be nicer to you over text; it’s counterproductive to try to talk again in a format that makes rejection even easier. Besides which, a texted apology doesn’t feel satisfying in the same way hearing it in person or even over the phone can be satisfying. It’s the empty calories of conflict. 

         
         But almost as soon as Olivia left for the kitchen, I texted Susan. I couldn’t help myself. The first thing to go out the window
            whenever you lose sleep is always discipline. Then, of course, I couldn’t stop checking my phone underneath the register every
            five minutes, and of course, she didn’t respond. Finally, after an hour, I just hid it in the walk-in fridge under a paper-wrapped
            brick of unsalted butter.
         

         
         The rest of my shift was a little easier, although I was still so tired it was all I could do to keep upright. Olivia gave
            me a wide berth. Caitlyn was working, and so were Kai, Nitara, and the other Barbara, by far the superior openers. I find
            Other Barbara a little trying, in a way I am almost positive has to do with our sharing a first name. I wouldn’t take her
            nearly so personally if she were called something else.
         

         
         But she is the sort of person who, when you tell her “Good morning,” half the time says something like, “Always a good morning!”
            in response. She said it today. “Good morning, Barbara,” I said when she walked in the door. I’m the shift leader, I have
            to say it.
         

         
         “Always a good morning, Barbara!”

         
         “Mm,” was the best I could do, and that was the end of that.

         
         We sold thirty-two chickens, fifty-nine servings of burnt broccoli salad, eighty-five soup combinations, 228 sandwiches, and were completely sold out of the plantain pudding by two p.m. Plantain pudding is just regular banana pudding, only with roasted plantains instead of banana slices, and you swap in crushed saltines for half of the vanilla wafers. This corrects banana pudding’s only fault, which is a slight tendency towards sogginess, besides which they’re a slightly more vibrant yellow, which is nice in such a bland-looking dessert. I’d been messing around with a cinnamon whipped cream as a topper, infusing a few sticks of cinnamon and heating the cream gently, then letting it cool back down overnight before whipping it the next day, which makes a big difference visually, too. 

         
         The lunch rush was over sooner than usual, and I decided to clock out early so I could try to take a nap before cleaning the
            apartment. I briefly considered telling Olivia she could go ahead and stock the damn Narcan on my way out, partly as a gesture
            of goodwill and partly because I’m tired of fighting with people, even when I think they’re wrong. I could picture myself
            saying it to her, even, picture the begrudging affection, and how she’d think I wasn’t such a bad boss after all, and how
            I’d feel sort of annoyed and sort of generous all at once, and how much easier it would make the rest of the week, and how
            really in the end it wouldn’t require hardly anything of me but would go a long way towards fostering an attitude of goodwill.
            But I just couldn’t do it. I couldn’t open my mouth and make her happy. I don’t know why.
         

         
         I thought of how happy it would make her, and I just didn’t want to do it, so I stashed my apron in the dirty linen basket,
            told Eduardo to manage the rest of the shift until the closers came in at four, and left without saying anything.
         

         
         One advantage of age is that your routines begin to outweigh your feelings of panic in times of crisis. I have panicked before and outlived it; I will outlive this panic, too, although I don’t yet know by what methods. As soon as I got home, I went straight to bed without even looking at the kitchen. I shut the door and wrapped a scarf around the bottom half of my face to muffle the still-pervasive, burnt smell so it wouldn’t keep me awake. I slept for exactly half an hour. It is not possible to think clearly, much less face up to a difficult reality, with a greasy stove and crumby countertops. I absolutely believe that you sweep away old smells and old ideas at the same time 

         
         First, I threw out everything I’d made the night before. Normally, I try not to waste food, but if Susan didn’t want to salvage
            anything from the wreckage, then neither did I. Out it all went. I left the trash and recycle bins to air out on the fire
            escape before I put new liners on, too, for good measure. Then I divided the kitchen into quadrants and worked my way from
            the top down: I de-greased the range hood, backsplash, and stovetop, then I scrubbed the counters and the walls, then I washed
            the dishes, then I scoured out the sink, then I swept the floor, and then it was all over. I don’t have kitchen wallpaper
            in this apartment, but incidentally, if you need to get greasy buildup out of your wallpaper, you can use bread to do it.
            Get a day-old hunk and swipe it carefully in a downwards motion across the wall—not too hard—and cut away the dirty part periodically,
            so you’re not just smearing the grease around. You have to vacuum up the crumbs afterwards, of course, and it doesn’t hurt
            to follow the procedure with a rag and some vinegar, but it’s surprisingly effective, and feels sort of charming while you
            do it.
         

         
         I do not believe that there is any realistic chance of recovering things with Susan. I am fairly certain she has blocked my number. I want to remain open to the possibility that we might someday meet up and talk things through calmly, but I can’t force it, and I wouldn’t like to bet on it. I can give myself a week, maybe two, to feel really sorry for myself and rehearse different versions of that last argument where I come out on top, but I’ve got to face facts: If I can’t repair things with Susan then I’ve got to replace her, and I’ve got a better chance of doing it sooner rather than later. I’m aware that sounds more than a little calculating, but in my experience, friendship works a lot like success—the more of it you already have, the easier it comes to you. The less you’ve got, the more desperately you want it, and the stink of desperation and approaching failure starts to drive everyone away. 

         
         Right now I’m still raw from Susan’s rejection, but I know that in the not-too-distant future I’ll wake up some morning feeling
            ready, or else I’ll be at some party, talking with somebody I don’t know very well yet, and we’ll make each other laugh all
            of a sudden, and that laugh is going to have real legs underneath it. We’ll just look at each other, and we’ll both know we’re
            going to break off to talk about everybody else, and I’ll go through it all again anyway, whether I feel up for it or not,
            whether I think it’s going to last or not.
         

         
         Of course, it doesn’t always pan out after a sudden connection like that, even if things do go really great for the rest of the night. I think almost everyone has a list of friendships that never quite managed to come together for one reason or another. Often it’s situational. Maybe the two of you had an incredible weekend at an out-of-town conference, or summer camp, or group vacation, but because all the shared references and jokes you built up together had nothing to do with your personality back at home, there’s not enough material to graft onto your real life. Or maybe just as you start to get to know each other, she suddenly gets transferred for work somewhere halfway across the country. You both still like each other, but that doesn’t change the fact that you just haven’t been able to invest enough time into the friendship for her to justify taking it with her when she goes. 

         
         There are a hundred possible reasons. And you might never know exactly which one is responsible for the relationship not taking,
            because it’s not like when a friendship falls apart after years of closeness. In those cases you can almost always point to
            some betrayal, some fight or moment of disagreement, even if you didn’t talk much about what was bothering you at the time,
            and say That’s it, that’s where it all went wrong with us. Half the time when a friendship looks like it’s going to take and then doesn’t, neither of you ever knows why, because things
            happened on an almost totally unconscious level. Like with animals—something just didn’t smell right. Your nose said no. Since
            you’re still mostly at the being-polite stage in those early days, there’s no way for you to say anything about it. You just
            discreetly back off, and the other one just as discreetly lets you. It’s entirely fair, and there’s no fault to be apportioned
            out to anyone. Maybe it’s a little crushing, but you get over it, and after a while, it becomes a hazy, pretty memory, the
            cut being mild and healing quickly. Someone you met only briefly really liked you once. You can’t quite remember what happened
            afterwards, but she really liked you.
         

         
         Of course, it’s not like that when a real friendship ends. When you’ve really gotten to know somebody, you earn the right to at least ask why they don’t love you anymore, which is not an especially pleasant right, but it’s still one that most people tend to insist on exercising. I don’t know why. I’ve never heard anyone tell me why they don’t want to be friends anymore and thought, Oh, that makes a lot of sense. Now I feel better, thanks for letting me know. I’ll be on my way.

         
         People sometimes complain that it’s hard to make friends once you’re out of your twenties, but in my experience, the real
            trouble doesn’t come until the tail end of your forties, or once your kids reach their teenage years, whichever comes first.
            Back when I was still married with a three-year-old kid, I could have picked up five new friends a day if I’d wanted to. Women
            with toddlers cruise each other for friendship the way gay men do for anonymous sex. So even if you’ve drifted away from a
            lot of your college friends, the way I had at that age, you pick up new ones all the time.
         

         
         This, of course, creates its own problem, which you might not notice for a year or two, where all of your friends have known you for the same amount of time. It’s a little bit like how farmers need to practice crop rotation, otherwise they’ll wear out the soil after a few years. You need friends of a few different vintages if you don’t want to lose them all at once. When my best “mom friend” Sasha got divorced and only had custody of her kids every other week, we pretty much stopped seeing each other, and then our whole friend group fell apart within a few months. Nobody wanted to fall apart, I don’t think. I don’t remember there being any hard feelings, and if I bumped into Sasha on the street tomorrow, I honestly think we’d be happy to see each other, which is more than I can say for a lot of my former best friends, but we just didn’t have a long enough history to make it through a divorce together. Besides which, I can’t stand friendships based on divorce. You’re always acting like cheerleaders and talking about how great being divorced is and how you only wish you’d done it years ago, but as soon as one of you starts dating someone seriously, she drops off the face of the earth—not because she doesn’t like you anymore, but because it’s embarrassing: “Remember last month when we said we’d never live with a man again, and that we should all get a house in Florida together when we retire, like on The Golden Girls? Well, meet Rick, and please God let’s just pretend we never said any of those things.”
         

         
         Besides, at a certain point, you’re no longer the arbiter of your kid’s friends, and it’s around then that you stop thinking
            of those kids’ parents as potential new friends for yourself. Everyone has already secured all the friends they can handle,
            or else they’re too busy managing their spouses and kids to care about not having close friends anymore. You can fool yourself
            pretty easily at this stage, thinking your life is full, when you’re really just busy. The years where you can wield “I’m
            busy” and expect everyone else to back off are short. “I’m busy with the baby” works on almost everyone. But under fifteen
            and over sixty, it’s very difficult to get away with.
         

         
         I don’t mean to suggest that nobody ever changes or does anything exciting after their kids leave the house, but total reinvention is not exactly common at that age. If they do reinvent themselves, it’s to get divorced, which usually just makes you poorer and more depressed. Rarely does it open up exciting new vistas, socially. 

         
         And I think it gets harder to make friends the older you look. People think looks only count for romantic partners, but I
            think it happens with friendships, too. When’s the last time you saw someone so old they shuffled instead of walking and thought,
            “God, I wish we could go to a movie together?” You don’t. If you’re a nice person, you feel sorry for them, and if you’re
            not, you walk a little faster to get around them. It’s not attractive, and you’ve got to be attractive, at least on some level,
            to make new friends. I don’t mean you have to be a beauty queen, but you’ve got to look like you know how to take care of
            yourself, like you’ve got a future ahead of you.
         

         
         This might sound ridiculous, but one of the things that’s important to me about having a best friend at my age is that I’ve noticed that a lot of women over seventy seem to lose their appetites, even if they’re otherwise in pretty good shape. They never finish anything. My own grandmother, Elnora Quade Profitt, got that way around her seventy-fifth birthday, and she lived to be ninety-four, which is an awfully long time to spend not being able to finish lunch. Her best friend, Jerri Buck, lived two blocks down in the same gated condo complex, and they had lunch together four days a week, which cut down significantly on leftovers. Leftovers can get to be a real problem when you’re in your eighties. I once saw my grandmother and Jerri both take forty-five minutes to finish a single baked potato between them, and I’m not kidding. Forty-five minutes spent on one baked potato with a little cottage cheese and maybe three or four slices of red tomato on the side. They weren’t watching TV or even playing cards at the time, which might have gone some way towards explaining the delay. Elnora never played cards or watched TV while she ate, actually; she was a little old-fashioned about mealtime. That’s just how long it took them to eat. On Fridays, Jerri and Elnora would drive down the hill to the Howard Johnson’s and share a hamburger and a side of baked beans. Even though they did this every Friday, and had since time out of mind, the idea always seemed to come upon whichever one of them didn’t suggest it as a total shock: 

         
         “Well, shouldn’t we get going soon?”

         
         “Go where?”

         
         “Howard Johnson’s.”

         
         “Howard Johnson’s?”

         
         “Don’t you think?”

         
         “You’re hungry?” The last line was delivered almost as an accusation. “Well, if you’re hungry, I don’t mind.” Then it always
            took another twenty minutes to find their keys, get their coats, debate whether it looked like they would need their coats
            this time . . . Really, it was a miracle they ever made it back.
         

         
         For about six years, my great-aunt Sadie Winona, whom everybody called Win, moved in with Grandmother after her husband died. (Win’s husband, that is. Grandmother’s husband died shortly after I was born, so by this point she had been a widow almost as long as she had been married.) Serious adjustments had to be made when this occurred because Win was in no way old-fashioned about anything. Win was Grandmother’s senior by nearly a decade, but in all respects, Grandmother seemed older, possibly because they lived together in her house and, as a result, by her rules. Win ate slowly and with real appreciation for good food, as a general rule, but she nevertheless ate constantly, and insisted on playing cards as often as she and Grandmother could find a third player for California rummy. (The two of them could not play cards together in peace, and always required a referee.) Grandmother had never gained a pound after her wedding day. It was a real point of pride with her, which only intensified the further she got into widowhood, whereas Win had long since exceeded the maximum on a bathroom scale and cheerfully drank sweet wine with supper. Grandmother liked Jerri much more than she liked her sister, and pretty clearly resented having less time to spend with her own best friend after Win moved in. But they were the last of nine siblings, and Grandmother knew what was due to her, besides which she outlived Win by a good twelve years, so she got her own way in the end. Jerri died the summer after Grandmother. I don’t know who she ate lunch with that last year. It’s possible she skipped lunch altogether. 

         
         You don’t usually notice getting older on a day-to-day basis. The idea doesn’t start to occur to you until you reach a particular milestone, or pass a certain anniversary, or suddenly realize you no longer think of people in their forties as old. But it’s difficult not to notice the startling appearance and proliferation of very young people in the world. First, you’re the one who’s young, and the world is mostly full of people older than you, and then you blink and everything has switched, seemingly all at once. And it is, for example, much easier to snag your hand on sharp corners when you start getting older. In fact, the corners do not have to be especially sharp for this to happen, in my experience. You can absorb so many incidental low-impact collisions throughout the course of an ordinary day, and you don’t realize, until your forties at the very earliest, how firm and resilient your skin used to be until you find the back of your hands bleeding after dusting a baseboard. And nothing ages a person faster than a Band-Aid on the back of a hand. 

         
         So I need a new best friend, and I don’t have a lot of time to waste finding her. In theory, I am not against the idea of having a man for a best friend, as long as he is the right kind of man. He wouldn’t even have to be gay, necessarily, but it is statistically a lot more likely that the person I’m looking for will be a woman. I don’t think I’ve met more than a handful of men whose idea of friendship strongly resembled my own, and I’m pretty sure I met that entire handful back in college. In my experience, men don’t break up with their men friends as often as women do their women friends, and when they do, they claim they “just lost touch” instead of admitting they’ve gotten sick of each other. But men do have a tendency to drop their women friends by the time they turn thirty or when they get married, whichever comes first. It’s not usually intentional, and it usually doesn’t come from the wife, either. I think after a while, most men find it a little exhausting, being friends with a woman. That’s not to say I really believe that women talk more than men do, or that they’re more complicated, exactly. People still say that all the time, but I’m not sure it’s true. But I do think it’s true that most men and most women expect a different level of attention and reciprocity when it comes to their friendships. I’ve had a great first year of close friendship with a lot of men, but pretty quickly after that, things settle into a very dull holding pattern that makes the men perfectly happy and makes me so bored I could scream. At this point in my life, I have mostly made my peace with the fact that I like men, but I am not very good at making any of them happy in the long run. I get along much better with men in small and infrequent doses. I wouldn’t want to live without them entirely, but I don’t think I’ll ever live with one again, which is in some ways a relief. I find it very difficult to accommodate another personality in my home around the clock. It’s much easier at work, where I only have to accommodate customers in groups, rather than taking on each new person as an individual, and only for a few minutes at a time before they go away. 

         
         On the other hand, women aren’t as likely to acquire many men friends in the first place. (That seems true to me, but I wonder
            how the math checks out—is it possible for more men to have women friends than vice versa, or does everything have to add
            up to 100 percent?) But if they do, they’re pretty loyal, unless the guy makes the mistake of developing romantic feelings
            for her, in which case the friendship is over, even if she refuses to admit it.
         

         
         I spend at least twenty minutes trying to brainstorm a list of places I might try to meet someone, and manage to come up with
            “At work” and “Ask friends of friends for recommendations.”
         

         
         I don’t go to a gym, I don’t volunteer, and I don’t know nearly as many people as I used to. I had thought about adding “At a bookstore” to the list, but I’ve never talked to a stranger at a bookstore in my life, and I really don’t see myself starting now. The same goes for cooking classes, learning a new language, or joining a “meetup group”—all that sort of pointless adult busywork that gets recommended to the lonely, aging, and incompetent. The problem with that sort of thing is that these places are also filled with lonely, aging, incompetent people, all of whom are hoping to meet someone charismatic, someone whose life is already full to overflowing, with something worthwhile to share, and not another social vacuum. It would be wonderful if we could help each other, but lonely people usually despise other lonely people, and for good reason: You wouldn’t save a drowning person by sending someone who was also drowning over to rescue them. 

         
         But I’m certainly not going to meet anyone cleaning my kitchen and feeling sorry for myself, so I’m casting a wider net.

         
         There’s an Episcopalian church up the street, about a mile from my apartment, near the Red Hook border, and only just on the
            right side of the expressway. Episcopalians might be my sort of people. They’re a little earnest, but they have good architects
            (one of the nave windows is an original Tiffany Studios glass portrait of The Sower) and they don’t seem to take themselves
            too seriously. It’s a difficult line to walk, religious seriousness, because on the one hand you’d cross the street to avoid
            most religious people, but on the other hand you can get too casual about it, like with Unitarians and Reform Jews, who seem
            to take a perverse pleasure in being religious people who don’t care about religion at all. Who needs that? Just don’t be
            religious, if you don’t want to be religious, if you see what I mean. Sleep in and go to the farmer’s market on Sundays, if
            that’s how you feel about it.
         

         
         There are a few good arguments to be made in favor of church, I think. Just a very little bit of church. Not too much. A hint of church, like how a pinch of nutmeg really bolsters a dish of spinach or collard greens. Nothing popular, nothing evangelical, nothing that’s growing, or attracting a lot of earnest new members, but one of those gently crumbling, old-money denominations that have been on the decline for decades and everybody knows it: the Quakers, the Episcopalians, certain Lutherans. I know it’s snobbish of me, but I have no interest in going to a poor church. I don’t have half the money I used to when I was married. Most of my friends are doing worse in their fifties than we were in our thirties. I don’t care if the parishioners have any money or not, but the church itself absolutely must have been rich to begin with. That’s not negotiable, as far as I’m concerned. Churches that never had any money don’t have Tiffany windows, for one thing, and are much likelier to have those awful little joking-yet-inspirational message boards out front. Once on a road trip through the really bombed-out part of Michigan, I drove past a church with a sign out front that read, “Sometimes people just need a hug. Not advice, not words, just a hug. —Pastor Tina.” I think there must be something seriously wrong with anyone who wants to become a pastor. 

         
         The Episcopalians seem like my best bet, not only because they have some of the most well-preserved interiors, but they also have an excellent tradition of publishing parish cookbooks, which don’t always have the best recipes but often contain one or two hidden gems (usually cakes) as well as really homey line illustrations. Even better, they have really useful front matter, which is increasingly hard to find these days, with just one or two pages of quick weight-to-measure conversions and common substitutes for baking soda and buttermilk. So many cookbooks nowadays come front-loaded with twenty- or thirty-page introductions reminding the reader that it’s important to own bowls and whisks, or explaining what knives are. 

         
         Besides which, church is a good place to meet women my age with a lot of time on their hands. People used to go to church
            all the time in the past, and the past means something to me, especially since I have been so irritated and dissatisfied with
            the present lately. And church can be an important source of boredom. I think the production of boredom is probably just as
            important as its cure. Also, where else can you go to hear organ music these days?
         

         
         A few years ago, I guess the Episcopalians ran into some trouble with their lease, because now the building has a handmade
            sign on the sidewalk fence advertising the fact that they also host a local Zen Center, which is sort of sweet. I do like
            the idea of a two-for-one religious organization, but Buddhism makes me a little itchy, even though I realize the fault is
            probably more on my side than it is on Buddhism’s. The idea, as I understand it, is that you’re supposed to sit down in a
            very empty room until you don’t want anything anymore. And I have yet to see an American Buddhist woman with a tasteful wardrobe,
            or a haircut that suits the shape of her face. Then again, I don’t think it would do me any harm to meditate once in a while,
            either. And it would be a good counterbalance to the Christianity, because even Episcopalians are technically Christians,
            at the end of the day.
         

         
         It’s a little horrifying that I might be reduced to going to church to trawl for friends, but when I look back at the list of my current options—work, friends of friends—it is decidedly more horrifying. I am willing to overlook the likelihood that the Zen Center is probably full of white Buddhists. I am even willing to set aside my preconceived notions of what white Buddhists are probably like, although I feel fairly certain that my preconceived notions of white Buddhists are correct. There are certainly worse types of white people to be, at least. 

         
         Part of my problem (and I am willing to admit that the problem is mine, even if I don’t agree with Susan’s point-by-point
            takedown of my character) has to do with my notions, preconceived or otherwise. I like most of my ideas, but they’re clearly
            not working, and probably I am trapped in an endless cycle of suffering and rebirth. And sitting on the floor is supposed
            to be better for your hip mobility than sitting in a chair.
         

         
         Buddhists almost always look so thin; all that plain vegetarian food, I might lose a little weight. I’m doing all right at
            present, but it never hurts to keep your eye on the scale after a breakup, either.
         

         
         Even if I don’t like it, I should try going to Buddhist church, too, as long as I’m at church anyway. If nothing else, I’ll
            be able to find out what the Buddhist word for church is.
         

         
         Really, if any of these Buddhist Christians are basically polite and have even a modicum of good taste, I will count my blessings
            and stop complaining. It’s very easy to be kind, relatively speaking, but truly good taste is rare. So if I can find a few
            friends among them, I will never complain again. I will sit on the floor and not think about when someone last dusted the
            baseboards. I will even go on silent retreats and start wearing those awful, stiff linen tunics colored with natural dyes,
            and I will consider myself lucky.
         

         
         There aren’t enough people in my life anymore. I thought Susan was going to be around, if not forever, at least for the foreseeable future. And both my sister and my mother died a lot sooner than anyone thought they were going to. 

         
         After a while, I had to break off from this line of thinking, which was getting depressing, to make myself some rice pudding.
            When I turned forty, I started to make my own desserts. In times of trouble, I stick to the classics: Jane Grigson, Elizabeth
            David, Mrs. Beeton. I don’t always make my own cakes or baked goods, but I appreciate the clarity of the hot milk and sugar
            when you stir rice pudding yourself.
         

         
         Now you can of course make very good rice pudding in the oven. Baked rice pudding is closer to a custard, which is fine but
            not something I have the temperament for today. A single mistake in either direction and you run the risk of something stodgy
            or worse, curdled, and I cannot handle anything less than success right now. Made on the stove top, it’s more like a sweet
            porridge, but what you lose in lightness, you gain in flexibility. When you put something in the oven and walk away from it
            for two hours, you get what you get—no fair complaining about the results.
         

         
         With this rice pudding, you should begin as you would for a risotto; stir the rice into the melted butter and sugar and briefly toast it. Any short-grain rice will do, although since there are so few ingredients involved, it’s worth occasionally splashing out for an heirloom varietal. Even a very expensive brand of rice is still cheaper than a steak, for instance. It’s a good place to be extravagant. (Another good place to be extravagant is breakfast. If you want to take someone out for a meal and spend a lot of money, take them out in the morning; you can go hog wild and you’ll still spend less than you would on a perfectly mediocre dinner.) 

         
         Cream is not necessary. Stovetop rice pudding should taste simple and severe. Cream and eggs are both wonderful and improve
            any number of excellent desserts. But rice pudding should be immaculate and profound: rice, milk, and sugar. The rice should
            be unimpeachable. I use Charleston Gold short grain. The milk should be exquisitely good. There is not much butter called
            for, but of course, it should be above reproach.
         

         
         It was very good. I ate two bowls and almost started on a third before I decided to go back to bed, having accomplished more
            than enough in one day to start to feel like I was catching up.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         In the morning, I can see things clearly: The only way is forward. Susan is not interested in hearing explanations or in hashing
            things out. The only question facing me now, really, is whether I’m up for trying again, or whether I think it’s time to give
            up on the whole idea of having a best friend.
         

         
         I do want to have one. I don’t care if searching for a best friend sounds a little juvenile. I’ve still got other friends.
            I’m not alone in the world. I’ve known Ava for a reasonably long time. I still go walking with Kay on the weekends when the
            weather is good. But I want someone who thinks of me without being prompted, someone who always wants to tell me about her
            day, who would rather complain to me than anybody else. I’m just not sure I’ve got the heart to go through it all again.
         

         
         I still don’t know why Therese Dumont turned on me after she got sick. I can’t think of a reason now that would make me feel any better, but I still wish that I had one. Then again, I’m always surprised when I do hear someone’s reason for being angry with me. Everything I worry about, all the things I’ve said or done that make me feel itchy and guilty on later reflection, are never the same as the things my friends have gotten angry with me for. I’ve never guessed right yet about how I’m going to upset other people. I realize they can’t all be wrong, but to this day, my first reaction to hearing someone else tell me they’re angry with me is You’re angry about that? But that’s ridiculous. It was like that with Susan.
         

         
         I’d probably better review the friends I’ve lost before I look for a replacement. I could use an inventory of all my busted-up
            friendships, in order to get a better sense of where I’ve gone wrong in the past and how I might do better next time. If there
            is a next time.
         

         
         One of the things I’ve learned to look for is signs that a best friendship is starting to sour. People know, or at least they think they know, the signs that a romance is failing, but not everybody can recognize the signs that a best friend is turning on you, at least not until it’s too late. Of course, there’s some overlap between romance and friendship, but what applies to one doesn’t always apply to the other. One of the biggest signs is the first time she disagrees with you over something that doesn’t really matter in a group conversation. One day, it’s “I don’t know about that” instead of “I know just what you mean,” and you are in for some trouble then. Or little things—things that you maybe didn’t even realize you were doing half the time—suddenly offend her dignity. Lovers usually get irritated before they get offended, so you have more time to figure out what’s going wrong and make a course correction, but with a best friend, this usually skips the irritation stage and goes straight to being a mortal insult. People say sometimes that the problem with breaking up with a friend is that we don’t have social scripts for it, like we do for romantic breakups, but I don’t think that’s true. The issue is that having friends nearby to get us through a romantic breakup really helps, but the same isn’t true in reverse. If you lose a best friend, I don’t care if you have the greatest husband or wife in the world; their consolation is thin soup and a head cold by comparison. 

         
         And a lover or a husband or a wife will usually get irritated on their own account, but a best friend will suddenly be offended
            with you on someone else’s. Like your husband who’s getting sick of you might say, “God, do you have to chew that loud?” Which
            might hurt your feelings but still gives you a chance to save things, whereas a best friend will complain about something
            you did like they’re a lawyer arguing on the behalf of all waiters, or an abstract type of person, like you’re not just personally
            annoying but a potential threat to society, and that’s how you know they’re really against you almost categorically, that
            your days of receiving the benefit of the doubt are not only over, they’ve been over for longer than you realized, that you’ve
            been putting your foot in it for days or weeks or months without knowing it.
         

         
         It’s like if you never check your bank account and just sort of trust you’re going to spend the right amount of money intuitively each month. You might think you’re doing a pretty good job of staying on track until one day you go to fill up your gas tank, and you get a CARD DECLINED readout on the little screen at the pump, and your stomach just stops whatever it’s doing and collapses, because you had no idea you’d been spending so much without putting anything back in. Now, not only are you out of money, but you also have concrete evidence that you don’t understand what’s going on around you at all, not even when you think you’re doing great. Worst of all, what you think “doing great” looks like is actually what disaster looks like. 

         
         There are other signs, too, like taking a vacation together that doesn’t quite come off. This is just as bad as taking a vacation
            together that goes ruinously wrong, only a lot of people don’t realize that. If you take a vacation with a close friend and
            it’s not the best goddamn time either of you has ever had in years, it was a flop, and marks the end of the good times between
            the two of you forever. Or if you take a vacation with a big group of friends, and at the beginning you and your best friend
            always pair off whenever it’s time to pair off without having to say anything about it, but by the end of the trip you’ve
            once or twice come down to breakfast and she’s already there talking with someone else, then it’s over, absolutely it is.
         

         
         That might sound drastic, but it’s true. I’m not controlling when it comes to my friends, and I don’t begrudge any of them
            breakfast with someone who isn’t me. What I mean is that if you had the kind of friendship where you always teamed up in a
            group and everyone else in the group knew it, and then that suddenly changes on a group vacation, so that now your friend
            sometimes teams up with you and sometimes with other people, it’s because you’ve done something to lose her, or maybe you’ve
            failed to do something that would have kept her.
         

         
         Either way, she’s eating croissants and coming up with funny nicknames for the resort waiter without you. This has happened to me more times than I can count, not that I go on a lot of group vacations to all-inclusive resorts. As it happens, I think they’re sort of tacky, but I have gone on a few group vacations to a resort, because I’m perfectly willing to do something tacky once in a while if it’s for a really good friend. I’ll do almost anything for a really good friend. 

         
         I lost my third best friend, Ann-Preston Holvick, on a class trip our senior year of high school. We were sharing a double
            room and every morning at eight we’d go down to breakfast together. But by the fifth day of the trip, whenever I woke up,
            she’d already be in the bathroom. It’s impossible to guess how you’ve been bothering someone when they’re already avoiding
            you first thing in the morning, before you’ve even had a chance to do or say anything.
         

         
         I tried asking her if I’d been snoring or talking in my sleep or something, and she said no in this sort of baffled tone,
            like I’d asked her something shocking, almost like I had said something vulgar or inappropriate. Then we didn’t say another
            word to each other for the rest of the trip, which lasted another six days, me because I was too mortified, and her because
            she had transferred her affection to Jessica Livingstone, as neatly and completely as flipping an omelet.
         

         
         They had omelets on that trip, too; it was that kind of hotel. The chef at the little omelet station would put practically anything you wanted in it; all you had to do was point at the bowls of toppings. I put on six pounds during that trip and another eight afterwards, and I didn’t lose any of it until halfway through my freshman year at college, which really tells you something about how much it affected me, since most people put on weight during their freshman year. 

         
         Women are really incredible. I don’t mean that it’s fun to lose a man’s affections, because of course, it isn’t. But there’s
            nothing in the world as immovable as a woman who’s finished with you. A woman who’s finished with you, not just mad at you
            but finished with you, might as well be dead or on the moon or living a thousand years ago because there’s no path a person
            can walk anymore between the two of you, not even a little one, no matter how wide the road was before.
         

         
         I have two ex-husbands I feel perfectly fine about and one grown son, Ezra, who I suspect finds me irritating in most of the
            same ways I find him irritating. None of this especially bothers me. I’ve had more than my share of romance and good sex,
            and I really don’t expect much more out of that part of my life. I never expected much out of having a kid, and I got pretty
            much exactly what I thought I would. I’m still glad I had him. He was a cute little kid, and I’m glad he has his own life
            and makes his own decisions, even if I’m not his favorite person in the world.
         

         
         But even though the longest I’ve ever kept a best friend was nine years, and even though we all keep falling out in the worst
            ways you can imagine, I still want a new one.
         

         
         Another sign your best friend isn’t going to stick around much longer is if the two of you used to joke a lot about retiring somewhere together and then she stops bringing it up, or even talking at all about what she wants her life to look like when she gets old. Maybe she doesn’t contradict you when you bring it up, but she stops adding little creative details to the picture, like where you’ll put your rocking chairs on the porch, or what you’re going to call the part-time male nurse who has to bring you both your coffee, or whether you want to monogram your matching bathrobes. And you only realize it from its absence in the conversation, that she’s mentally withdrawn her old age from yours, and that’s a lonesome thing to realize. 

         
         This makes it sound like I think of myself as a very put-upon person, but I don’t really. I don’t feel sorry for myself, or at least not any sorrier than I feel for everybody else. Just as often, maybe even more often, I’ve realized I’m sick to death of some woman I used to be crazy about, and dumped her. I’ve ended friendships with women for switching to natural deodorant; for always forgetting to eat lunch and then getting too hungry to make a prompt decision about where to get dinner; for taking me to a local production of The Nutcracker out on Long Island and saying afterwards, “Wasn’t that terrific?” even though none of the dancers were en pointe and there was absolutely nothing transcendent about the entire experience; for complaining once too often about bad customer service. Lots of customer service really is terrible, but it’s very unpleasant for everyone if you go around noticing it all the time. Once I completely gave up on a perfectly charming woman because she started taking it incredibly personally whenever she saw a man our age out with a younger woman. I don’t mind joking about men who habitually date much younger women every once in a while—I’m human, just like everybody else—but some women really get obsessed over it, which I consider bad sportsmanship. I find that women who get really upset over that sort of thing give me the same feeling of secondhand embarrassment that I get from watching someone lose a friendly game of tennis gracelessly. What’s the point—that you’re going to shame a man into abandoning a libidinal position (which no one has ever successfully done in the history of time), or that you’ll be able to successfully badger the girl into ditching her doting older boyfriend for a lot of critical, middle-aged women who have nothing to offer her besides approval of her sensible conduct? It’s sour grapes. It’s pointless and off-putting. Good for her, and good luck to her—that’s the only attitude to take over forty if you want to keep your dignity. Or you can always join in their game and pick up a jolly lover of seventy-five for yourself. Why shouldn’t you? And it doesn’t happen as often the other way around, with older women and younger men, but when it does happen, you know that they did it because they really like it, and not because it was sort of expected of them, which is a little perverse and puts people slightly more on edge, but good for them, too, I say. 

         
         And of course, sometimes things are going great, and you like her as much as you ever did, but then she goes and picks up
            a new group of friends she thinks are terrific, and you can’t stand. There’s no coming back from that, either. I almost never
            like my friend’s friends. I’m not a “friend group” type of person. You hear, sometimes, about old groups of friends who go
            everywhere together, where everyone joined the group around the same time and all liked one another equally, instead of coming
            in piecemeal over the years and driving the old guard out, but I think it must be pretty difficult to sustain that many moving
            parts. Sometimes you really do just hit your limit with someone without much warning, and there’s no polite way to say so.
         

         
         That’s what happened with my fifth, Lydia, back when I was living in North Carolina a few years after graduating college.
            She could be a lot of fun, but she was also an absolutely bottomless pit of emotional need. I don’t mean to say that nothing
            was enough for her. I mean that nothing ever even registered with her as something in the first place. One time, she’d been
            complaining about how hard her week had been, and how little energy she had to do anything, and how nobody ever lifted a finger
            to help her, so I left work early to help her wash a sink full of dirty dishes. She’d been so down lately, and seemingly nothing
            had been going right for her, and I wanted to cheer her up.
         

         
         More than I wanted to cheer her up, actually, I wanted to prove that I was better than all the other people in her life who
            didn’t appreciate her or treat her the way she deserved to be treated. I wanted to be gallant to her, splendid and totally
            original. I hadn’t known her long enough yet to know that she was always down lately, that nothing ever went right for her, not because she was downtrodden and overlooked like I thought, but because
            she refused to acknowledge anything good that ever happened to her.
         

         
         It wasn’t like I thought I was giving her a kidney by washing a few of her dishes, but I certainly thought it would register as something meaningful between the two of us. But when I say by the next day it was like nothing had ever happened, I mean it. Her mind had just scrubbed itself clean of anything good that ever came her way. And frankly, there was an awful lot of good that came her way, a pretty substantial proportion of the time. She was actually a very fortunate person, with a beautiful house and a great job and a very thick head of hair, like a Gibson Girl. But of course you’d never know it, talking to her. I hated her as much as I’ve ever hated anyone by the end of that friendship. I would have chewed off my own foot to escape any remaining obligations I felt towards her, and she hardly even did anything to me. I did almost all of it to myself, which didn’t make me hate her any less. 

         
         A few months after we fell out, I heard from another mutual friend that Lydia was moving to Miami. I almost couldn’t believe
            it. Part of me wondered how much of that decision had to do with me, because I can’t imagine someone doing that unless they
            really wanted to make a point, like “I’d rather live in Miami than even run the risk of seeing you at the grocery store.”
         

         
         All I could think was, what’s going to happen to all that hair? She’s going to asphyxiate, living in Miami, with 90 percent
            humidity most of the year. Her hair will simply come to life and choke her, and who’s going to warn her about that kind of
            thing if not me? It was completely self-destructive.
         

         
         This might sound self-centered, but I think it was a gesture that was pretty clearly intended for me. Like she was showing
            off just how recklessly she was allowed to behave now that she didn’t have to worry about anyone who might try to interfere.
            And it isn’t self-centered, not really, to notice when someone is gesturing at you. It requires discernment and insight. Of
            course, there’s always the chance you might be wrong about that sort of thing, but I don’t think I was wrong in her case.
            Lydia was a gesturer. I was, too, when I was with her.
         

         
         There are some ex-friends you’re glad to see the back of, some you hardly ever think about again once you split up, and there are some where you never really split up at all, you both simply repair to separate stages, and pretend they’re your audience for the rest of your life. I sometimes do things at Lydia, for her particular benefit, even now, and I strongly suspect that every once in a while she does the same for me. 

         
         Thinking about all of this in one go feels a bit chilling. Mine is not an especially harmonious record of conscientious thought
            and behavior. I can see that much already.
         

         
         I mean, most people wouldn’t look over my history and think, “Wow, it’s hard to believe that she couldn’t keep a best friend.”

         
         But then I think, No, there are hundreds of thousands of people much more unpleasant than me, people who are leagues more
            difficult, graceless, embittered, stubborn, and selfish, and even they still have best friends. So why shouldn’t I have one?
         

         
         Like those awful people who announce they don’t want any gifts for their adult birthdays, because they want everyone to make
            charitable donations in their name instead. Like they’re the Queen of Sheba or something, turning away camel trains from the
            King of Tyre at the palace gates, when in reality they’re forty-seven, entirely forgettable, and probably no one had any intention
            of getting them anything in the first place.
         

         
         It’s shocking how much things like that bother me, but they really do. It presupposes that everyone was aware that their birthday
            was coming up, which we certainly weren’t, and that we were all planning on treating it as if it were their sweet sixteen
            celebration, which it hasn’t been for a very long time. It’s this completely fantastical act of invented generosity that’s
            designed to look gracious but is actually completely self-important.
         

         
         Maybe these people all do have circles of very tightly knit friends who all love to remember one another’s forty-third birthdays and exchange gifts all the time, but I suspect most of them were in no danger of getting anything like a birthday present in the first place. They wanted to make an announcement about donating to charity instead so they can console themselves when they don’t wake up on their birthday morning to surprise pancakes and a trip to the zoo. If you want to give a friend a present because you saw something that reminded you of them, that’s perfectly lovely, and you should go right ahead. But birthday gifts are for children. 

         
         That’s not a knock against children, either. Sometimes people say something is “for children,” and they mean it to sound really
            demeaning, but I think children are vibrant and interesting and strange, and I generally like them. They ought to have birthday
            gifts. I don’t even mind being seated next to children on airplanes. They have to go places, too. They belong in public just
            as much as anybody else does. After all, I had to be a child once, too; I ought to be patient with those who have to be children
            now. Being a child is very difficult, and by way of compensating for their almost-total impotence, they receive outsized powers
            of imagination, which makes tokens and gifts and that sort of thing very useful indeed. But for adults, no.
         

         
         I’m better at dealing with other people’s children than I was with my own. If I had to rate myself as a parent, I would give myself a six out of ten. Maybe a little better than average, but nothing to write home about. Not that I would have wanted to be one of those extremely energetic and hands-on mothers, either. Nature always seems to balance things out by making sure that kind of woman is paired with a preemptively tired daughter, the kind who seems born exhausted and just gets more worn out from there. 

         
         I’m not fixated on childhood, like some people are; midwives and doulas and therapy obsessives and people who make a whole identity out of
            not talking to their parents and so on. I liked being a mother some of the time, but least of all when I was pregnant. Some
            women just fall in love with being pregnant, and more power to them, I suppose, but it seemed to me like they were missing
            the forest for the trees. The point is to get the baby out, and then there’s a person, and you can get down to the real business of mothering. Who cares how it happens, as long as everyone lives through it?
            The pregnancy, the labor, that’s just something to be gotten through so you can get to the real thing; it’s not the thing
            itself. Anyone who talked about a “birth plan,” aside from medical concerns or something, was just not a person I could fundamentally
            understand or even try to like. If you want to do something strenuous, go run a marathon. But the obstacles you have to overcome
            before you can mother something aren’t the same thing as motherhood. It always seemed to me like the “birth plan” type was
            going to find mothering harder and harder the further their child got away from being a baby. They stop being a baby almost
            right away, and then they’re never a baby again; it’s a mistake to get too attached to that stage. Get them out, get them
            fed, and wait for them to become a person so you can find out if you like each other. That was my approach, and I think it
            worked pretty well.
         

         
         I think it’s healthy that my son, Ezra, isn’t crazy about me. He certainly doesn’t hate me or anything. We’re reasonably friendly, but we don’t have that much in common. If anything, I’m proud of how politely and carefully he hides the ways I suspect he dislikes me; it’s an indicator of good taste. Besides, why should he have to like me, just because I happened to give birth to him? 

         
         He’s a good conversationalist, which is somewhat rare in men of his age, and if you ask me, that’s a much more impressive
            accomplishment than loving your mother. Of course, I’m not suggesting there’s a virtue in having had an unhappy childhood
            or anything, but what good does it do a person to be loyal to something like their childhood? It’s not a place you can swear
            meaningful allegiance to or hope to revisit. You ought to be willing to leave it behind; otherwise, you’re setting yourself
            up against the natural progression of life. The only time my son really gets on my nerves is when he wants to get nostalgic.
            I don’t find that interesting or productive. His childhood is the one thing neither of us can change.
         

         
         

         People, especially parents, often say “Now, I know things weren’t perfect” defensively about the past. Not just defensively—they
            say it prophylactically, to stop anyone else from enumerating exactly what wasn’t perfect about it. Because on some level, they really do think that it was perfect, or at least that they did the absolute
            best they possibly could, which is absurd, because almost no one does their absolute best more than once or twice in their
            entire life. I know better than to say that to Ezra, so whenever he brings up his childhood in a demanding or irritating way,
            I just say, “Well, I’m sure you’re right.” That usually seems to take the wind out of his sails, thank goodness.
         

         
         One thing my friendship with Lydia did teach me was to avoid anyone who’s too into animals. Lydia was really into animals, even though she didn’t ever have any pets. She was always on the verge of adopting some totally decrepit and broken-down specimen she’d show me pictures of, from various shelters. The nearer an animal was to incapacity, abjection, and death, the more she liked it, which I should have taken as a warning sign but didn’t. That type of person is always adding new hypothetical trials to their pet’s backstory. They get more abject and innocent the longer they’ve had them, too: We think she was probably pregnant before. She was probably abandoned after being pregnant. We bet she was part of a puppy
               mill. We think they were keeping her pregnant seventeen years in a row. We think she was attacked by a gang of bigger dogs.
               We think she was in a dog-fighting ring. Well, you might think that, but of course you have no idea, do you? Maybe she attacked another dog once. Maybe she was the aggressor from time to time. Maybe she even had a reasonably good home and just
            got lost one day. Maybe you’re not a saint for getting a pet.
         

         
         And calling it adoption, my God! I understand how it’s different from buying a puppy from a mill—it’s not like I’m pro-puppy
            mills or anti-pet or anything, I’m not an unreasonable person, I like puppies and weekends and flowers and all the usual things,
            same as anyone—but then why not just say you’re getting a dog? Now I never trust anyone who says they like animals better than people, because I believe they mean it. Like those maniacs who run those Mickey Mouse off-license “cat rescues” out of their apartments that you hear about sometimes on the news. I mean there are half a million feral cats in New York City alone, and seemingly ten thousand totally unsupervised non-profit cat shelters run out of ten thousand basements by absolute lunatics who think the most humane and efficient solution to a population crisis like half a million feral cats is “let me fill my apartment with as many of them as possible until the city has to arrest me.” I mean, my God. We simply have to kill most of them (the cats, not the lunatics). That’s the only possible option. It’s frankly the only civilized and humane thing to do. It’s absolutely deranged to let these people pretend it’s possible to find enough ringworm shots and peaceful homes with a single bookish, well-behaved child of twelve named Gerald or Petunia for all of these cats. It’s worse than childish. It’s deliberately hostile to life, this obsession with quantity. They’re cats. 

         
         These people, in my experience, are often the same types who will get cheerfully suicidal the minute somebody mentions global
            warming. Someone will mention that it’s been unusually hot in the Atlantic Ocean or something, which is a real problem that
            we should be trying to solve, and they’ll reply, “Yes, we’re on the verge of making ourselves extinct, the sooner we’re all
            dead, the better off the earth will be. We should leave this planet to the dolphins and the spiders, who are the real heroes,”
            which is a horrifying thing to say. It’s like stubbing your toe and taking it as a sign that you should just chop your head
            off. And I don’t believe they really mean it, because if they did, they would just commit suicide and get things over with,
            which makes it an even worse thing to say, in my opinion. They don’t really mean it, so why do they say it? I think it’s just
            an excuse to give up because a problem doesn’t look instantly solvable, and if I lived like that, I would have become a hermit
            after Therese ditched me.
         

         
         You would think this cheerful loyalty to the human race would have translated into a robust and enduring best friendship, but so far it hasn’t worked out that way. 

         
         And while we’re on the subject, I’ve noticed that people don’t seem to kill themselves out of shame anymore, either. Only
            depression. That can’t be good. But then you read about all the horrible things that human beings have survived throughout
            history, sieges and war and famine and disease, and all the remarkable things people will do to survive right up until the
            very last minute, and you think, where did that indomitable spirit go? I get as scared as anybody when another December goes
            by that’s humid and sickly warm and droughty, but it never makes me want to clear humanity off the planet. It makes me wish
            we could all band together and try harder to fix it. And even if we can’t fix it, to keep trying right up until the end. And
            I want us to do right by the dolphins and spiders, but I don’t want them running the show.
         

         
         Every so often, you hear about one of these cat-obsessed maniacs getting carted off to jail, and while it’s never for very
            long (nor should it be), imagine getting sent to jail because of cats. I love cats, but I’d cheerfully kill a hundred of them
            to keep a single person alive, and I don’t trust any other person who doesn’t feel the same. Sometimes you’ll see people on
            social media bragging about spending something like $10,000 on cancer treatments to keep a miserable, twenty-year-old cat
            alive, while I can’t even find a best friend.
         

         
         Come to think of it, I couldn’t remember the last time Kay and I had gone on a walk together, even though we’d had a remarkably clement winter. A sort of frighteningly clement winter, with hardly any snow, and plenty of days without any spring rain, either, but she hadn’t called once, and I hadn’t noticed. Kay and Susan had been friends for years before I came into the picture, too. 

         
         It would be no use calling Kay now, not so freshly and transparently in the aftermath of a breakup. Sounding innocent would
            be impossible, to say nothing of sounding casual, and I started to worry I was going to have to leave a message (has anyone
            ever left a message where they didn’t sound guilty of something?). I had just resigned myself to it, in fact, when she suddenly
            answered after the fifth ring:
         

         
         “Hello?”

         
         “Hello—Kay?—I was just about to leave you a voice message—”

         
         “Oh?”

         
         “I had just been thinking to myself how nice it’s been lately, how uncharacteristically nice really, and that we really are
            overdue for a good brisk walk. I know I am.”
         

         
         “I’m not in town.”

         
         “Oh! You’re out of town? Somewhere nice, I hope.” This was bad, and getting worse. Short, clipped answers, plus she was going
            on trips without telling me, or worse, lying to avoid seeing me. Did this call for a change in tactics, or was it safer to
            continue to pretend ignorance? “Anywhere nice? I mean, are you anywhere nice?”
         

         
         “So I won’t be able to go walking with you.”

         
         Damn! Might as well go for broke.

         
         “Kay, I hope you don’t mind my saying so, but it sounds like you may have talked to Susan recently—”

         
         “I talk to Susan often. We talk all the time.”

         
         “Then I’m sure she’s already told you about our fight the other day. And I don’t want you to feel like this puts you in the middle of anything. As far as I’m concerned, I don’t think this has to affect our friendship.” 

         
         “Don’t you? I can see why it would.”

         
         Then there was an awful silence for a while. I thought she was going to say more on the subject, since it sounded like a prelude
            to something, but apparently she thought it was more than enough, because all I could hear was the occasional faint sound
            of breathing on the other line.
         

         
         “Well, I don’t expect you to take sides, is all I meant,” I said.

         
         “I’m perfectly happy to take Susan’s side,” she said. “I think you’ve acted really disgracefully. And at your age.”

         
         Now, it’s not that I think I’m young, because I’m not, but there was less than a decade between Susan and me, and I happen
            to know for a fact that Kay has been subscribed to AARP for well over a year. The idea of being told I was doing something
            especially wrong at “my” age, when we were both of us solidly in our fifties, was really too much.
         

         
         “Well, you don’t really know how I’ve acted. Do you, Kay?” I said, no longer trying to sound conciliatory. “Seeing as how
            you have no idea what I’ve done, aside from what Susan has told you, you haven’t even bothered to ask me my side of things.
            But just because Susan got to you first, you think I’m the only person to blame, even though I could have told you plenty
            if I’d wanted to. It’s my bad luck that I don’t make a habit of complaining about my friends to other people, I guess.”
         

         
         “Susan didn’t get to me, Barbara. She was very upset about the way you had been treating her for a while, and she came to me looking for help.” 

         
         “But don’t you see that’s the whole problem? How could you have possibly helped her with a misunderstanding between the two
            of us, when you weren’t there, and you’re not me?”
         

         
         At this point Kay offered to hear my side of things in a very snide tone of voice, one that made it clear she had no interest
            in listening with an open mind, and I’m afraid we ended up getting sidetracked after she started insisting that she was actually
            a year younger than Susan, which was so outrageous a lie that for a minute I thought she must have been joking and couldn’t
            keep the astonishment out of my voice.
         

         
         “I think I know my own age better than you do,” Kay said.

         
         “I’m sure you do know it,” I said, “which is why I can’t understand why you insist on lying about it. You’re not forty-eight
            any more than I am.”
         

         
         After that, we ended up fighting about how I knew the details of Kay’s magazine subscriptions instead of the facts of the
            case, and the long and short of it was that she hung up on me. And I don’t think she was ever really out of town in the first
            place.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         I spent most of the next week texting and calling every single girlfriend Susan and I have in common “just to say hi” in order
            to find out who she might have gotten to first. I realize, of course, that it’s even possible that one or more of them might
            have helped her assemble the list, so I made sure to space out my check-ins by a few days, and only to call the ones I felt
            sure of to begin with. An out-of-the-blue phone call to someone who believes you’re at fault is as good as an outright admission
            of guilt.
         

         
         There were only five serious candidates: Ava, Liz, Tracey, Cons, Diana. I haven’t kept up with most of my girlfriends with office jobs very well. We did try at first. But you have less and less in common, as the years go on, and fewer occasions to run into one another without making a real effort, and while you may never stop liking each other, after years of drifting you have almost nothing to say to each other. You don’t have any more mutual friends, no more shared points of reference, you feel embarrassed hauling out old memories of work lunches, like “Remember when Richard took everyone out to that cantina, and it was that girl’s first day waiting tables, and she was so flustered she ended up taking half our drinks off the bill?” which is barely even a story. 

         
         All you can really say is “So, what have you been up to lately?” but none of your answers will mean anything to each other,
            so you avoid each other, even though both of you still feel just as friendly as you ever did.
         

         
         I used to have a good office job, but it was never as good as my husband’s job. Henry was Assistant Vice President of Consolidations
            at Sotheby’s, and there is no competing with that, so after I had Ezra it “just made more sense” to stay home. (Now Henry
            is Vice President of Consolidations, having shed the Assistant part of his title, but that doesn’t do me any good because
            I was only entitled to about three and a half years’ worth of alimony after the divorce. I’m certainly still happy for him,
            in part because Henry is a genuinely interesting and decent person, but also because I was able to get absolutely incredible
            deals on furniture through him, even after we split up. I mean eighteenth-century parcel-gilt Piedmontese armchairs from private
            collections, bypassing auction, at two-thirds the asking price, kind of deals.)
         

         
         Obviously I might wish I had had a better job at the time, something that could have withstood Assistant Vice President of Consolidations at Sotheby’s, because then I’d be in much better shape now, but I don’t blame Henry for having a better job than I did, or think he did anything untoward in agreeing that it made more sense for me to stay home with a baby instead of him. Anyhow, I have terrific furniture, even though I have almost nothing in savings and no retirement account at all. This is also not Henry’s fault. I know that a lot of divorced women like to assign more and more blame on their ex-husbands over the years, especially when their own lives don’t turn out in quite the way that they’d hoped, but I think it’s important to be honest about this kind of thing. I admired Henry for his professional success. It’s part of what drew me to him in the first place. It wouldn’t be fair to resent him for it afterwards, just because I never put the same kind of effort into my own career, or even for the fact that life often makes it a little easier for married men to prioritize their careers than women in general. 

         
         At any rate, once I went back home, even as Ezra got older, it just kept making sense to stay there. Daycare in the city was
            so expensive that I’d barely break even if I did go back to work, and by the time Henry and I got divorced, there were no
            more good office jobs left, at least not for me. So I took one last very clear-eyed look at the opportunities available to
            me and I decided to go back to food service, which was actually much easier said than done.
         

         
         By that point, I’d been out of food service even longer than I’d been out of the corporate world. Nobody in restaurants trusts anybody who stops working in restaurants. It’s the opposite of working for the Mafia. Once you’re out, you’re out for good, and there’s nobody trying to pull you back in. They assume—and they’re probably right to—that you can’t hack it anymore, not the hours, not the standing and the orthopedic footwear, not emptying the grease traps, not the salary reduction. You might think that trying to find a job that pays less than your last one did would make things simpler. In most other circumstances, when you lower your standards, you do so in order to make life a little easier, but it’s not like that with work. Nobody trusts you when you say you’ll work for less money than you’re used to. They assume that you’re lying and that in six months you’ll get a new offer at your old rate and leave them in the lurch. But the thing is, once you’re considering working for a lot less money than you’re used to, it’s because you know that offer is never coming. The old rate is already gone forever. Your new rate is zero dollars, which is why working for minimum wage is not in fact a step down, it’s a step up from the nothing you’ve been making for months or years. But try telling that to a hiring manager. Hiring managers never believe anyone else is really sincere or really desperate. In their world, new jobs are always opening up, and people are always accepting offers, so they can’t really imagine what it’s like for anyone who experiences the market differently. 

         
         The way to break back into the food service after a long absence, incidentally, is to sneak back in very nonchalantly through
            catering. Catering is a great way for someone who’s sick of it to get out of the restaurant industry, which means it’s also
            a great way to climb back in and follow the caterer’s footsteps in reverse. As long as you know someone with a catering business
            (and if you’ve ever had a rich husband or worked in a restaurant you almost certainly do) you can probably get an informal
            part-time job there, and once you’ve done that for a few months, your resume starts to glow with the power of “recent food
            service experience,” and you can look for a full-time job again.
         

         
         Now I work at the Market Hall and have to cling to my old corporate girlfriends because every time I lose one, there’s nobody new coming along to replace her. Susan had a good job. In my opinion, a good job is: 1. salaried, 2. mostly seated, 3. air conditioned, 4. does not require compression socks to get through the day. This is an opinion shared by most people, obviously. I don’t mean to suggest this is a novel observation of my own. When it comes to the really big things, consensus is usually right. 

         
         But I really do like my job, as I said. I only really have to answer to the Arahalls, and they’re never here except on the
            weekends and give me as free a hand as possible with setting the menu, handling the line, staffing, everything. I love food,
            and I love running around in small amounts. You can only move so much behind a deli counter. It’s not like working in a restaurant
            where you have to run back and forth between a dozen tables and the pass-through. I also love talking to women with a lot
            of money who want to buy expensive condiments in little stone jars. But it was a significant step down in the world, I know
            that, and I’ve had to shrink my life to fit it. I wouldn’t mind it if I had to occasionally turn down a corporate job offer
            every couple of years or so, just so I could feel like I was choosing to keep the job, rather than the other way around.
         

         
         The calls with both Liz and Tracey went fine. Better than fine, even. Tracey and I made plans to get drinks together later
            in the month, which meant that Susan must not have been able to get to everyone before things came to a head.
         

         
         Cons and I actually managed to catch up for twenty minutes, which is the absolute perfect amount of time to spend catching up over the phone. You feel braced, socially well-connected, and ready for whatever’s next, without having to get bogged down in too many fussy little details or get sick of hearing yourself say, “Uh-huh.” 

         
         I don’t think Diana has been keeping in touch with Susan, so I never even brought the subject up with her. But I didn’t dare
            tell any of them about Kay. Losing two friends at once for the same reason looks bad, no matter how you try to spin it, and
            to be honest, I was ashamed of how I’d managed Kay. I had been caught off guard almost from the first, and I handled the call
            badly. I could admit that now, if only to myself. If I had it to do over again, I would have dropped the everything’s-fine
            act in the beginning and just said straight out, “Well, you’ve probably heard by now that Susan wants nothing to do with me.”
            It probably wouldn’t have worked, either, but I could at least have lost her friendship with a little more dignity. Susan
            and Kay had never been particularly close, at least not by my estimation, and it must have felt good for Kay, moving up in
            the rankings after so many years of being on the outskirts. I hadn’t taken that into consideration.
         

         
         Ava was the only other sticking point. I told her what had happened with Susan, although of course I waited fifteen minutes
            into our conversation before I mentioned it, so she wouldn’t think that was the only reason I called, and then Ava said, “Oh,
            so she talked to you about it.” Perfectly casual, too, she sounded.
         

         
         Oh! So she talked to you about it!

         
         “Well, of course she talked to me about it,” I said. “I just told you that it’s what we talked about. Should I take it that
            this means Susan was already talking to you about it first?”
         

         
         All of a sudden Ava sounded like a lawyer: Couldn’t possibly comment on the activities of a possible client, not that we can
            confirm or deny the existence of a client relationship, untoward speculation, etc., etc., etc., which I found pretty rich,
            and I didn’t mind saying so.
         

         
         “You didn’t think of giving me a little advance warning that Susan was walking around with a list of complaints against me
            in her pocket?”
         

         
         “I didn’t think it was my business. I thought that Susan needed to talk to you about her problems with you. I didn’t know
            she was writing anything down.”
         

         
         “But you agreed with her. You two discussed my many faults together at length, and you didn’t say ‘That sounds pretty far-fetched,
            Susan’ or ‘I don’t think it’s really fair to blame Barbara for that.’ ”
         

         
         “I didn’t say I agreed with her. I did agree that she needed to talk to you, because she was clearly pretty upset, and had
            been for a while.”
         

         
         “So she had been complaining about me to you for a while?”

         
         “I never said that, either. She told me once that she had been thinking about this for a while, but she hasn’t been telling me for a long time. We only talked about it once.”
         

         
         Which, of course, I didn’t believe. It’s like telling the cop who pulled you over that you only had a glass of wine with dinner, or your husband that you only cheated on him once; it’s meant to make you look both honest and restrained, but actually does neither. 

         
         “Recently, or a while ago?”

         
         “I don’t know. More than a month ago, less than a year?”

         
         “So you think she was talking to somebody else after that?”

         
         “I really don’t know who else she talked to, Barbara, aside from you.”

         
         “ ‘Talked to me’ is putting it pretty generously.”

         
         “No, it doesn’t sound like she handled it very well.”

         
         “So you think she could have handled it better? Meaning you think she had a point? That she’s generally right about me, she
            just wasn’t diplomatic enough in how she broke the news?”
         

         
         “I’m not getting into this with you. If you’re mad at Susan, be mad at Susan, but there’s no reason to take it out on me,
            just because I agreed that she should talk to you.”
         

         
         Which I had to admit was fair enough, although I was still reasonably sure that she was lying a moderate amount. No one ever
            runs down some other friend with a friend only once. You either never do it, or you do it all the time. It’s like a compulsion.
         

         
         But I like Ava, and we don’t spend so much time together that I feel entitled to her loyalty without due process, so I let
            it go.
         

         
         One of the reasons I like Ava is that she knows how to let things go, too. Once we’d set aside the question of Susan’s behavior, we spent another fifteen minutes talking about work and her kids, who are a mess. It really was a good conversation. Of course, as soon as we hung up, I wondered whether it really had been a good conversation after all, or if she’d just kept me talking a little longer to keep me off her back, while secretly hating every minute of it. That’s how paranoid things with Susan and Kay had made me. 

         
         

         The trouble is that I don’t know how I’m supposed to choose a new best friend who won’t secretly start to resent me and then
            serve me with a relationship subpoena ten years in without using my judgment. And lately I’ve been questioning my judgment.
            My judgments still make sense to me. They seem intuitively right most of the time. The way I think makes sense. But of course
            I would feel that way, wouldn’t I?
         

         
         On the subject of judgment. You read about these women sometimes—it’s always women—who pretend to be teenagers and re-enroll
            in high school over and over again, well into their twenties and even occasionally into their thirties. Of course, eventually
            they all get caught, and they’re arrested for something like passport fraud or damaging the integrity of public records. Some
            of them are really good at it, even, and they keep moving around and applying for government relief and re-enrolling in new
            high schools under new fake identities until they’re in their thirties and even sometimes their forties.
         

         
         Obviously they eventually all get caught. Then when reporters try to interview the real teenagers and teachers who knew the fake teenager, half the time they say something like, “Well, I thought she looked pretty old, and she talked a lot like someone who was a teenager fifteen years ago. But I didn’t want to say anything in case I was wrong and she was just unusual,” so even before they get caught, they barely fool anyone to begin with. It’s just that who would go to all that trouble just to re-enroll in high school if they’re not a pedophile? That’s what I can’t understand. Because these women usually aren’t pedophiles. Of course, there are women pedophiles, but they usually just become teachers. The ones who pretend to be teenagers usually don’t date anybody, not their own age, and not children, either. 

         
         I think there’s something especially gauche about women pedophiles. Obviously, any kind of pedophile is horrible to the point
            that it doesn’t really matter if they’re gauche or not. But I just really can’t wrap my head around women pedophiles, somehow.
            It’s not like I can wrap my head around regular pedophiles, exactly, but the fact that I think of them as regular pedophiles
            instead of men pedophiles probably means something; I just don’t know what that something is. But if there’s anything stranger
            than being a woman pedophile, if you ask me, it’s being a woman who isn’t a pedophile and still wants to spend all her time pretending to be a teenager. Because what in the world is she getting out
            of it? You couldn’t pay me to be seventeen again. I wouldn’t mind having that skin again, but that’s just about it. My skin
            wasn’t even especially good when I was seventeen, come to think of it, it’s just that it’s so much worse now in ways I could
            never possibly have anticipated at the time. Anyhow, I don’t understand these women at all. There’s not very many of them,
            but they’re consistent; you hear about one or two getting picked up every year.
         

         
         Anyhow, those kinds of women have been on my mind lately, because that’s how Ann-Preston and I became best friends in the first place. It’s a very chichi name, Ann-Preston. More than chichi, it’s very Generation X, a girl with two first names. Preston’s more of a last name acting as a first name, but with the
            hyphen and everything, I think you have to count it as a first name. It feels like the kind of name a pair of psychoanalysts
            would give their daughter. Whereas my name, Barbara, was old-fashioned right from the get-go. Barbara was a name from our
            own mothers’ generation, like Nancy or Donna or Patricia. Ann-Preston was the kind of ambiguously gendered, high-powered name
            girls mostly wouldn’t have for another decade at least.
         

         
         Not that Ann-Preston was ambiguously gendered in the slightest, because she wasn’t. She was a figure skater all the way up
            ’til she went to college, which outside of ballet is about the most feminine thing a girl can do. For whatever reason, though,
            boys don’t seem to like figure skaters in the same way they like dancers. (I say boys because I haven’t seen Ann-Preston in
            more than thirty-five years, so I still think of her as a teenager unless I make a conscious decision to do otherwise.)
         

         
         It’s too cold, is what it is. I think it’s as simple as that. There’s a very simple and obvious association between ice skating
            and frigidity, and boys in those days, at least, were pretty straightforwardly drawn to warmth, like cats or moths. Ice skating
            was the sort of hobby that you could be forgiven for thinking was feminine and attractive and healthy and all that—and I’m
            not saying it isn’t any of those things—but when you came right down to it, it turned boys off. Which was fine for me because
            boys weren’t especially interested in me, either. I had bad skin and I was obsessed with Ladyhawke, that Richard Donner movie where Rutger Hauer turns into a wolf every night and Michelle Pfeiffer, who loves him but is under a terrible curse, turns into a hawk every day, so they’re always together but never really together together, and I mean I was obsessed with it, I wore the same Ladyhawke T-shirt to school practically every day, so it wasn’t a mystery. There’s a certain kind of girl who’s so obsessed with romantic
            love that it almost turns into this shield for keeping boys at bay, and I was that kind of girl in high school. I wouldn’t
            have admitted it if you asked me, I would have said that falling in love was the one thing I wanted to do more than anything.
            But if you really want to meet someone else, someone who isn’t already you, and fall in love with them, why would you wear
            the same T-shirt every day? I mean, I had already fallen in love; I had just happened to fall in love with Rutger Hauer and
            Michelle Pfeiffer in a movie, so there wasn’t really room for anyone else to fit into my life.
         

         
         Ann-Preston and I had known each other well enough to say hello since junior high, but we never had any reason to be close until the second semester of our sophomore year. We both had trigonometry right before lunch because we were a little better at math than the average sophomore, most of whom were still taking geometry, but not quite so much better that we could test into precalculus. In trig, we were clustered around big slab-topped desks in groups of three, because the class wasn’t big enough to merit its own room, and had to meet in the chemistry lab during whatever period there were no chemistry classes scheduled. This can’t possibly be interesting to you, since it’s not even interesting to me, and I was there for it. Anyhow, that whole semester it was Ann-Preston and me at the same desk, plus another girl named Stephanie whose last name I can’t remember. I’m amazed I can remember Ann-Preston’s last name; most of the people I went to school with, I couldn’t tell you about if you put a gun to my head. I don’t mean that I had an especially rough time in school, because I didn’t; I just can’t really remember anyone I haven’t spoken to in decades, and I never quite believe anyone who rattles off a story from childhood, complete with first and last names of all involved persons, like it just happened last week. 

         
         Well, Ann-Preston and I became close during trig mostly because we thought Stephanie was a complete psychotic. She had this
            very, very long hair that was very distressing to look at. It’s a little bit like ice skating, which on first glance sounds
            very delicate and feminine, but in reality turns out to be very cold and intense and even dangerous, and means you get up
            at five in the morning and don’t even have time for boys because you’re back in bed by ten every night. You’d think that the
            longer a girl’s hair is, the prettier, or at least the more feminine she’d look, but at a certain length this trend totally
            reverses. It becomes not just sexless but actually grotesque, like an ogre, like those people who get into the Guinness Book
            of World Records for fingernails so long they can’t use the phone or open doors or drive their own cars. Right away, both
            of us were really repulsed by her.
         

         
         I think this repulsive impulse gets weaker the older we get, because when you’re a teenager, there’s something really activating, even infuriating, about someone who refuses to go along with convention. And it’s worse if they fail to go along with convention, rather than refuse. I don’t mean somebody who wears dark lipstick or likes unusual music or practices neo-paganism or anything, I mean somebody who doesn’t follow the hundred invisible little social rules that make seeing the same three hundred people for nine hours a day bearable, like not having hair so long that whenever you shed strands they coil around other people’s shoelaces. It’s the little things in grooming and self-awareness that really matter, and there’s something truly rude and selfish in failing to keep up. Nowadays, if I see someone like Stephanie, who seems like they’re going to be clingy or a headache, I just avoid them, but in high school, I was indignant. I mean, I really wanted to punish her for oddities that I have to admit, in the final count of things, were not very serious, but added up to something totally intolerable. She asked questions at the wrong time, she never noticed when her hair draped over the back of her chair and onto someone else’s desktop, that sort of thing. And she doodled very ostentatiously. I’m sorry if that sounds ridiculous, but she did, and I still remember it more than thirty years later. You could practically hear it, the way she doodled. She wanted people to notice her but was afraid to ask for it outright and didn’t know how to earn it on her own steam, I always thought, so instead she’d do all these funny little tricks—it was like she was trying to shoplift everybody’s attention. 

         
         Well, Ann-Preston and I couldn’t stand her, and it didn’t take more than a few days for our eyes to meet over her head every time she did something weird. It was a pretty sophisticated bit of choreography. All Stephanie had to do was sigh a little too loudly, and there we were, Ann-Preston and me, locked in a few inches above that stupid, scraggly hair. I could always tell when Stephanie was about to do something wrong, and I was always right. There was something satisfying in that. Cruel, too, of course, but sometimes cruelty is very satisfying. Besides, I couldn’t help it. She made me feel embarrassed about a dozen times an hour, getting just about everything wrong socially that it was possible to get wrong, and I resent people who make me feel secondhand embarrassment on their behalf. I have enough to feel embarrassed about on my own. 

         
         The remarkable thing about it is that it turned out we were right—six weeks into class, Stephanie totally vanished, and by
            the next afternoon, we heard that she had been arrested, that she was actually twenty-eight and had tried to do the same thing
            a few years ago at a different high school in Tennessee. We still found long strands of her hair around the classroom for
            months, though. And no one could stop talking about it the whole rest of the year. By then Ann-Preston and I were already
            best friends. She started picking me up in her car on her way to school and everything.
         

         
         “What do you think she was getting out of it?” we’d ask each other. “I mean, what was the point?” Kids that age treat childhood like a fever they’re just waiting to break, so the idea that anyone else would want to chase what they think of as a burden was completely contemptible. The fact that she had lied about her age in order to retake trigonometry made us feel justified in how mean we’d been to her, which came as quite a relief. If she’d really been one of us, I would have eventually felt guilty about how I had talked about her, especially considering she’d never done anything worse to me than have long hair and draw loudly. But since she turned out to be a fraud and worse, old, I felt, if anything, proud of my instinctive dislike for her, like a barking dog that realizes an earthquake is coming before anyone else in the house. 

         
         That’s why I don’t think it’s worth lying about your age even once, not even by a day. And I can’t stand it when people jokingly
            groan about getting older, or try to act charmingly evasive about the subject, either. Everybody gets older at exactly the
            same rate. It’s the least surprising thing in the world.
         

         
         It’s always this way when age chases youth too far. It’s one thing when men marry younger women. That doesn’t really bother me, although I know it bothers a lot of other women (not the young ones, obviously). But there’s a line, somewhere, and that same line exists for anyone who’s trying to look young or to act young or to be around young people: You can go so far, but no further, and as soon as you cross that line, you become ridiculous. For example, it’s perfectly fine in your forties to start to buying the expensive sunscreen instead of just whatever’s on sale at the drugstore and generally looking after your skin, but it’s absolute death to start conspicuously and unnecessarily dropping your age into general conversations, where it’s clear that you’re looking to nudge people into a very particular and outsized response: “Are you telling me that you’re forty-five? You’ve got to be kidding me, your skin looks like a baby peach, I never would have guessed, et cetera,” which of course they’re going to say, because people can usually tell when they’re being prompted. And now you’ve got the ammunition you wanted, which is a chance to say, “People are always shocked when I tell them I’m forty-five!” Or whatever age you are. I don’t like it when anybody makes jokes about being old, or if they make the acquaintance of someone much younger than themselves, jokes about how lucky the young person is to still be young—it’s all so embarrassing. Nobody can help how old they are, and getting older happens to everybody. Even people who die young still die older than when they were born. Chasing youth is what’s ridiculous, whether you’re a pedophile or Norma Desmond or that billionaire who’s always giving interviews about drinking his son’s blood. (I can’t remember his name or why he’s always giving so many interviews about it.) 

         
         It also means that nobody in your life is willing to tell you that you’re embarrassing yourself, which is doubly embarrassing, because it means either nobody cares about you enough to be honest, or nobody who cares about you is smart enough to see what’s going on. Youth is the one thing you can never get back once it’s gone, and the only attitude worth having towards lost youth is a matter-of-fact one. I don’t mean anything like getting old “gracefully” or “with dignity,” which I’ll admit are two clichés I particularly dislike. Aging is the one thing that happens to everyone, and that no one can do anything about. If there’s any single foundation that underlies all polite behavior, I think it’s got something to do with not drawing unnecessary attention to inevitabilities and trying to smooth over whatever necessary roughness everybody has got to endure. People ought to just get old, full stop, and not complain about it or make cute little jokes, either. Maybe I feel this way because of Stephanie what’s-her-name, but I don’t think of her as having been especially important, except for how she brought me and Ann-Preston together, since before that I hadn’t had a best friend since the ninth grade, when Iliona Lukic purposefully picked a fight two weeks before her stable party just so she could uninvite me. My best friend at the time, Kimberly G., went without me. There were horses. 

         
         I just think that it’s one thing to want to generally look young for your age, or to occasionally enjoy the company of someone
            younger than yourself, but it’s ridiculous to sprint after it, or to try to clutch it to your chest, and that it’s better
            not to be ridiculous if you can help it. That’s mostly what other people are for, I think, to tell you when you’re looking
            ridiculous, so you can knock it off. When you’re alone, you can’t always tell what’s ridiculous, and that’s one of the reasons
            I never feel really comfortable when I’m in between best friends.
         

         
         Something I know now that I didn’t know then is that any friendship that first comes together over a mutual dislike of a third
            person is the best kind. Don’t let anybody tell you different. Yes, when the wheels come off, they really come off, and if
            you two got together over a shared meanness, you’re probably going to be very mean to each other at the end of things. But
            so what? Whenever a friendship dies, it feels like a bolt across your life, even if you’re both polite about it. In the meantime,
            you’ve had a hell of a lot of fun. I can’t think of anything that feels quite like being mean together with someone who’s
            really good at it, who knows what she’s doing, who knows when to dig in and when to back off, and has a nice sense of scale
            about the whole thing.
         

         
         I don’t know if that’s exactly true. Sometimes I say things just to find out whether I really believe them. Those kinds of friendships are wonderful, I will say that, because so few people are prepared to defend meanness, but of course, they can be awful, too. Certainly, I sometimes wish that I just naturally thought kind things about people. That seems very peaceful. And I do want people to like me, and usually being kind helps with that. It’s hard to be unkind and sensitive, I mean. So sometimes—usually after I’ve had a big bust-up with someone—I wish I was naturally very kind, and that when I looked at people I just saw their inner luminous spirits, or their better selves, or whatever it is that kind people see when they look at other people, but I don’t really know how to generate those thoughts, and if I try to, I end up feeling flat and insipid and, frankly, like a liar. 

         
         It’s not a mystery to me why I have trouble keeping people around. I know I’m difficult, and at my age, I’m unlikely to change
            substantially before I die. I just want to find someone I can be difficult with, without turning on each other. Ann-Preston and I didn’t turn on each other for two years, which isn’t too bad, considering.
            We were best friends all the way past graduation. In addition to picking me up on the way to school, most afternoons I’d go
            back to her house and we’d hang out or do our homework together until I had to go home for dinner. Her father had remarried,
            and her mother lived on the other side of the country for work, so Ann-Preston and her little brothers were mostly raised
            by their stepmother, Amelia.
         

         
         For whatever reason, Ann-Preston and I found Amelia absolutely hilarious. She wasn’t warm, exactly, but she was certainly domestic, and in my memory at least, she was always on the verge of leaving the house to run some errand or other, and explaining to Ann-Preston or her husband or one of the boys exactly what was in the fridge, as if she were under a witch’s spell that prevented her from going outside for so much as twenty minutes without first describing the entire contents of their refrigerator to someone. Sometimes after she’d gone out, Ann-Preston and I would pretend to be Amelia lying on her deathbed, having just been shot or trampled by a horse, grabbing weeping bystanders by the lapels and croaking out, “Please—there’s not much time—tell my family there’s half a pound of salmon on the bottom shelf—it’s wrapped in foil—it’s behind the cheese—” 

         
         Then we’d die, dramatically, before popping back up with a desperate gasp, “Tell them to reheat it for fifteen minutes—at 375°—keep it wrapped in foil so it doesn’t—dry—out!” I can’t remember laughing as hard with anyone else as we did then.
         

         
         The funniest thing was that after I moved in with my first husband, I caught myself doing the same thing practically all the time: “There’s biscuit dough on the second shelf if you want any; you don’t need to grease the pan first, just give them twelve to fifteen minutes at 400°.” “If you don’t want the pork loin, there’s a quart or so of chicken-tortilla soup in the door next to the mustard.” “There’s two kinds of tortellini in the freezer, just let me know if you want pork-and-pea or cheese-and-mushroom and I’ll thaw one out.” I think at least part of it had to do with the fact that I’d never lived with anyone before, hadn’t so much as invited any of my boyfriends to spend longer than a weekend at my place, and I was totally horrified by the prospect of accommodating someone else’s taste in my home for the rest of my life. We bought the house together, but I always thought of it as my home—I lived there, and he lived with me, that’s how I always thought about it. I’m not saying that was the right or the wrong way to think about it; it wasn’t something I thought on purpose or because I wanted to. 

         
         Caleb was perfectly capable of looking in the fridge for himself; I’m not trying to suggest he was one of those men who treat their wives as an extra set of eyes and never bother to check for themselves, because he wasn’t. He was a pretty good cook himself, as it happens. It was almost compulsive, like I really was under a spell, or like I had to cover up my irritation with the fact that he lived with me and needed to eat a few times a day (because I was at least aware that it was not a reasonable irritation to bear against one’s husband, even by the standards of the early 1990s, when it was fashionable for women to talk about their husbands like they were unreliable appliances). I could tell that it sometimes irritated him, too, which doesn’t surprise me, because he never asked me, “What’s in the fridge?” and no one likes to be handed a monologue about all their home goods out of the blue. At least nobody that I’ve ever been married to likes it. I didn’t like doing it, either, but I couldn’t stop myself. I’d just go on listing all the cold cuts I’d stacked in the middle shelf while I watched his expression go from polite to puzzled and a little bored. I wished I could call Amelia to tell her I finally knew what it felt like, but of course, she never knew that we even joked about that habit of hers in the first place, since we never did it while she was in the house. It’s possible that to this day she still doesn’t even know it’s a habit, which seems hard to believe, but who knows. Probably, I have half a dozen worse habits I don’t even know about myself, which my ex-husbands would be able to tell you were miles worse than my fridge monologues. 

         
         If I’m really honest with myself, the cracks were starting to show in my relationship with Ann-Preston at least a month before
            we went on our senior class trip. I kept asking if she was sure she wanted to get a room together, and each time she’d say
            yes in a more irritated tone of voice than before. Then all of a sudden she started dropping me off at my own house right
            away after school because she said she had to look after her little brothers, which didn’t make any sense because I’d spent
            hundreds of afternoons at her house while her little brothers ran all over town, and nobody cared about it then. But I didn’t
            want to start an argument.
         

         
         Eventually, I started to get mad right back at her, instead of just chastened and worried, but by the time I was ready to
            start an argument, she wasn’t my best friend anymore. She was eating breakfast with Jessica Livingstone, like they were on
            a honeymoon together or something, and I was hanging around our empty hotel room like a ghost for the rest of our class trip.
            I even faked getting my period so I could stay back from the last few outings; I just stayed in the room and watched foreign
            soap operas I couldn’t follow and cried hysterically. The last day, I was so sad I ate seventeen oranges in one sitting. I
            never saw Ann-Preston or Jessica again, but to this day, just the thought of seeing either one of them gets me looking for the exit, my heart pounding, and my mouth tasting like oranges.
         

         
         I left a message for Kay a few days later. I was not prepared to say that I suddenly believed she was forty-eight, but I did
            say I was sorry to have gotten so far off track in our conversation, that I didn’t care how old she said she was, and that
            all I wanted was the chance to explain my side of the story in person, “and if you still want to tell me to go to hell afterwards,
            I’ll understand. And it will give you something to talk about to Susan afterwards, if you still think I’m in the wrong,” which
            under the circumstances I think was pretty generous of me.
         

         
         As soon as I hung up, I realized that what I should have said was, “I don’t care how old you are,” not “I don’t care how old
            you say you are,” because the latter made it pretty clear I still thought she was lying. Which I did, only it wasn’t polite
            to dwell on the point. And she never did take me up on it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         I shouldn’t spend so much time dwelling on what I don’t like in other people without setting aside a little time to think
            about what I do want in a friend, if only so I can clarify my thoughts and cultivate a clearer sense of what I’m looking for. I think I’ll
            know it when I see it. I already know plenty about the things I don’t like. Not liking things has never been a problem for
            me.
         

         
         I want a friend who’s a good sport when she loses. Someone who knows when she’s lost, and doesn’t lie to herself about the contest not really being over yet. I want to find a woman who can take life on the whole pretty cheerfully, especially when things go wrong, and who wears disappointment lightly, but who still wants to lock eyes with me in silent, shared amazement when someone else behaves badly in public. I want her to be a champion of her own happiness, and peacefully minded, but who can still have fun being a little bitchy, or even a lot bitchy, when the situation calls for it. She never makes a fuss about her own birthday, although she may, on occasional years, quietly arrange for something unpretentious and remarkable for a few select friends at very nearly the last minute, while in other years she ignores it entirely. And she doesn’t tolerate people who make a big fuss over their own birthdays, either, but she does give wonderful out-of-season presents when nobody expects it. And she tells me my faults, but still loves me. I’m clearly doing something wrong in the everyday medium-range run of things, but I don’t know what it is, because I can’t see myself from the necessary angles to diagnose the problem. I don’t have any friends who are close enough to act as reliable mirrors for me, because you have to get very close to someone before they’ll actually be honest with you about your behavior. I do have plenty of friends, but we’re all still basically polite with one another, so they’re no good to me. 

         
         To be honest, I think I’ve felt a renewed sense of urgency because I’m aware I’m drifting out of late middle age and into early old age, and if I don’t find somebody soon, I’m not going to have any attractions left. And you do need attractions to make friends, same as you do with lovers. When was the last time you heard of someone going to a nursing home or a hospital just to make friends? People like health and success and symmetry and well-being. They might tolerate aging or illness or bad luck once they get to know you, but it’s not what they’re looking for in someone new. So if I don’t find her soon, the only kind of place left for me will be the Red Hat Society, and at that point, I think I would rather just live out my days in dignified solitude. It’s Girl Scouts for elderly women, the kind who think it’s a real scream to call themselves “biddies,” with a prescribed, uniform group style of mandatory hideous neutered gentle kookiness. Everybody has to be kooky, and they have to be kooky in the exact same way: big loud red hats and feather boas, and god help you if your kookiness should take shape in any way that deviates from theirs (Orange County golf widow, Cheesecake Factory, Carmel-by-the-Sea, “fun jewelry” Lilly Pulitzer garbage). But this is what I don’t like, again. 

         
         She will be honest with me, even strict, when I’m wrong, but she won’t do it often, and never in anger. She won’t let it build
            up ’til she can’t stand me. She’ll say something right away, with a great and stern kind of love, that changes me like a landscape
            after a glacier. Just one more good friend to last me until the rest of my life, who’ll stay right up to the finish.
         

         
         And if I can ask for something a little extra on top of all this, just for myself, she’ll be stylish. She’ll care about her
            appearance and wear real clothes, not athleisure wear. I know Spandex and Lycra have been around for ages, but by my recollection,
            they started sneaking a little bit of stretch fabric into basically everything, even jeans, about twenty years ago, and now
            it’s unavoidable. Everything you buy gives now. Well, there’s such a thing as being too comfortable. There must have been
            a happy medium somewhere between my mother’s generation, where girdles and hosiery were practically mandated by law, and the
            sort of slouching, clinging sweats you see everywhere now, some moment when your outdoor clothes looked different from your
            house clothes, when they still had a little structure to them. Clothes should be basically comfortable, of course, but there
            ought to be a little relief in getting out of your working clothes at the end of the day. You ought to be able to tell when you’re putting on your pajamas. It seems like at least half of what practically everybody wears, even the men, are pajamas nowadays. 

         
         I don’t care what anybody says, when you dress well, you feel better about yourself. I know it’s not popular to complain about
            how people dress nowadays, and I don’t mean that everyone ought to go back to wearing three-piece suits every time they get
            on an airplane, but when you wear your pajamas outside, you act like the whole world is your bedroom, and the world suffers
            accordingly. Jeans ought to feel like jeans. I don’t want to feel like a caterpillar crawling inside my own cocoon when I
            put on a pair of pants. I like a healthy distance between myself and my clothes.
         

         
         Forgive me. I really didn’t expect to find myself harping so much about how things used to be, or complaining about what people
            are like nowadays, but I’m not going to edit my thoughts here. This is for my own edification. If I’m going to be a crank,
            it’s better to be honest about it and look for the kind of person who wants to be a crank with me. Some people are looking
            for a best friend who really thinks they can’t do anything wrong and that trying to live up to a standard is cruel or bullying
            or something. I’m not going up to strangers in airports and telling them to buy pants with a waistline. I know how to behave
            myself.
         

         
         But they did used to build winter coats like battleships, and you could find them at places like Macy’s or even Kohl’s, for not too much money, and they’d last you for years. Now everything feels terrific the first time you put it on, falls apart after twelve washes, costs either eight dollars or four hundred, and was made by children under circumstances that’d make you want to kill yourself if you had to read about it. 

         
         But she should be somewhat close to my own age. It’s one thing for men to marry much younger women. It seems to revive them
            when otherwise they might tip prematurely into dementia and decline, but women with much younger best friends inevitably seem
            to be dragged down by them. It never seems to work in the other direction, where the older lifts the younger one up into greater
            maturity and poise. At least not that I’ve found.
         

         
         After all, I want to be a really good friend to her, too. Not that she’ll have many faults, but I won’t shrink from telling
            her the few occasions I think she’s in the wrong, either, and she’ll know right away by my tone—oh, she’ll know that I mean
            it, and that I’m not trying to hurt her, and we’ll both have a special way of speaking that the other will always be able
            to recognize and listen to right away, and not to joke about or get defensive over.
         

         
         What was so awful about Therese Dumont dropping me, apart from the fact that she made me laugh like nobody else—more than
            Rhonda had, even—was knowing that she was so sick of me she’d rather die of cancer than talk to me again. She didn’t even
            want to tell me off once before she died. I mean, she must have really been sick of me if she couldn’t even muster up the energy to say “Go to hell” once in three years.
         

         
         I happen to know for a fact, because she forgot I still had access to the Facebook page where everyone coordinated meal drop-offs and chemo support and never removed my admin privileges, that she was actually doing pretty well right up until the last six months, and was posting regularly and even had a few movie nights with her other friends at home, so it’s not like she was dying dying the whole time. She had the energy and the time, I mean, so that means she just really, really didn’t want to talk to me, and that’s the worst part of the whole thing. No, the worst part is that she died. That’s the worst part, easily. But it’s the second-worst part. 

         
         I’m energetic. I’m enthusiastic about other people’s interests as long as they’re not stupid. I’m almost always game for going
            with if someone has to run an errand and wants company. I’m affectionate with animals and children, within reason, and I basically
            respect all religions, which is an attitude that is sometimes hard to come by nowadays. I say within reason. I don’t want to assume everything is wrong with my personality and that I need to overhaul myself completely, but it might
            not hurt to double-check that idea, because a few days before everything fell apart with Susan, I did end up getting into
            a bit of a spat with Ezra over his daughter. Her name is Scottie Foerster, since I never took either of my husband’s names
            when I got married, so Ezra’s last name has always been the same as mine, and she’s sixteen months old. I think she’s a terrific
            kid, and I love being a grandmother, but just because I don’t agree with Ezra’s idea of a perfect visit, we end up fighting
            every time he comes to town.
         

         
         Ezra lives about three hours away and comes into the city for work once every other month or so. His girlfriend, Erin, and I have always gotten along, but she refuses to travel with the baby. She tried it once when Scottie was eight months old and very wriggly, and quite reasonably decided it wasn’t for her. “I’ll travel,” she told Ezra after they got back, “and I’ll look after the baby. But not at the same time, not until she’s eight.” Erin’s parents always come to visit them because they have two incomes and are also a real couple of pushovers, and since I can’t get away from work very often, I usually only get to see my granddaughter when Ezra brings her along on his work trips. 

         
         I do travel to see them for major holidays. I understand that parenting a young child is very tiring, and I do want to meet
            Ezra and Erin in the middle. But it’s difficult not to feel a little resentful sometimes, because Erin’s parents both have
            so much more free time and money, and there’s two of them, and they’re both so easy to like that I can’t help but hate them
            once in a while.
         

         
         So Ezra’s idea of a good visit is one where he drops Scottie off with me for a day or two, maybe meeting us for dinner, maybe not, and then everyone sleeps horribly in my one-bedroom apartment. If he were my daughter, we could share my bed and let Scottie sleep on a mattress on the floor (which may sound a little cold, but toddlers do very well on a floor mattress; they can roll all around to their heart’s content without falling over the side), but he isn’t, so we don’t. Besides which, sixteen months is really a prime age for grabbing things and sticking them in your mouth. At that age, they’re still too young to understand what “No, don’t do that” means, and all of my furniture is very old, very delicate, and probably more than half-full of lead. I don’t mind so much for myself. I’m almost sixty and I’m sure I ate plenty of lead myself as a baby, so the damage is already done there, but it’s not very fun trying to chase a toddler around, pulling everything out of her hands and mouth and making her cry, then deciding between leaving her with a neighbor for eight hours or calling in sick to work. It’s difficult. I do want to be helpful, but if I’m working while Ezra is working, then that doesn’t make me a very good babysitter, so I keep suggesting that he make different arrangements for Scottie during his work trips, and we can plan proper visits at other times, and he keeps suggesting that I childproof my apartment. 

         
         I’ve gotten the outlet protectors. I’ve got a little bin of toddler toys I haul out for her. I read to her and sing to her,
            and when the weather is good, I take her to the park. But she’s at my apartment maybe six times a year, and I don’t want to
            turn it into a Fisher-Price showroom. My furniture is the nicest thing I still have. I love it. Also, in a few years, she’ll
            be old enough to like my furniture, too, so it’s not as if it’s a permanent barrier to visiting. I used to love looking at
            my own grandmother’s Royal Doulton figurines when I was a little girl. Grandmothers are supposed to have beautiful things
            in their homes so that their grandchildren can start to cultivate a sense of taste that’s distinct from their own parents’.
            Of course, what my son hears when I say that is something more along the lines of “I prefer my antiques to your terrible baby.
            Give me the choice between my granddaughter and a Ruhlmann armchair, and I’ll pick the armchair every time.”
         

         
         This time, I told Ezra that if he could give me some more advance notice and maybe get a hotel room (he can afford it), I could look after her more easily, and the conversation grew very difficult. I mentioned that I am Scottie’s only single grandparent; Henry remarried a very charming young woman a few years back, which makes my situation slightly unique. I regretted saying it immediately because then Ezra responded, “You are the only one of Scottie’s grandparents who makes things this difficult for Erin and me,” and then it was off to the races. 

         
         I do think he can’t really hate me because if he ever really hated me, he would have taken Henry’s last name. So, as long
            as he and Scottie stay Foersters, there must be a chance that things will all work out, but this month Ezra will be traveling
            to New York for work alone, Scottie will stay at home with Erin, and I guess I won’t be seeing anybody.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         
         I called Henry the next evening to ask if he and Faye ever have this kind of trouble with Ezra.

         
         “Lately I’ve been having this kind of trouble with a lot of people,” I said, “and I’m not sure if this is just a string of
            bad luck, or whether I need to reconsider something seriously. Do you two fight with him much?”
         

         
         “I don’t think so,” he said.

         
         “He’s never suggested you redecorate your home?”

         
         “I don’t think so,” he said again. “But they always get a hotel when they visit. What kind of trouble do you mean, and with
            what kind of people?”
         

         
         I might have confided in him. Henry is a very patient, reasonably understanding person. But he would be sure to tell Faye whatever I told him, not in a spirit of gossip, but in a spirit of husbandly camaraderie. Faye is so friendly, and so young, and has a seemingly endless supply of low-maintenance girlfriends she gets lunch with, and I dislike very much the idea of the two of them discussing “poor Barbara” in private. Faye entered the scene quite a long time after Henry and I split, so it’s not that I feel any need to dislike her, but at the same time, I’m perfectly aware of the difference between her position and mine. There was no one for me after Henry. I was done after that, and I knew I was done. Now I’m the only unattached grandparent on either side of the family. I certainly don’t need to go around giving any of the others a reason to feel sorry for me. 

         
         “I should go easy on Ezra,” I said instead. “I’m sure neither of them gets anywhere near enough sleep. He’s being a bit of
            a pill, but I’m sure so am I, sometimes.”
         

         
         “Have you been fighting with him much?” Henry asked. Henry is very good at not taking bait.

         
         “Not really. Well, yes. More than I would like. And you haven’t, I take it?”

         
         “I’m afraid not,” Henry said.

         
         “But he hasn’t mentioned any of our fights to you?”

         
         “No. And I would tell you if he did. If you asked.”

         
         “I know you would,” I said. “I appreciate that. Susan stopped talking to me. She has definitively stopped talking to me. She
            says she doesn’t ever want to talk to me again. And I’m a little worried she’s already gotten other people on her side about
            it.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry to hear that.”

         
         “That’s not connected to Ezra,” I said. “I don’t mean to bother you with my problems. I’m really glad he hasn’t been fighting with you. Maybe he’s only difficult with me.” 

         
         “I don’t find either of you difficult,” Henry said, which may very well have been true, but did me no good at all.

         
         

         It’s not that Henry hasn’t seen me at my worst before. Therese stopped taking my calls when I was in my forties and freshly
            divorced (I had already been divorced from Caleb, my first husband, in the 1990s, after I had met Henry but solidly before
            anything happened between us, and well before Ezra appeared on the scene). At the time, Ezra was twelve and a real handful,
            so I didn’t have a lot of spare time. At first, I didn’t believe Therese really meant it, so I didn’t want to waste what little
            time I did have to myself looking for someone else when I was still sure she’d get over it and apologize. I just got so busy
            between Ezra and the divorce, and finding a job, and finding enough money to live on in the meantime that Therese died before
            I realized what a mess I was in. Then Susan and I started spending more time together, and I decided I didn’t need to find
            anyone new, and you can see where that’s gotten me.
         

         
         The biggest downside, unfortunately, in finding a best friend my own age is how many women my age are also divorced. In my experience, divorced women, as a rule, have totally lost whatever interest in behaving reasonably they ever had in the first place. Worse than that, they think of themselves as having been so long held back by their failed marriages that they make a virtue of acting out. Someone who has convinced herself that selfishness is actually a reward and an ethical obligation after years of repression is dangerous. 

         
         I’m sure many of them were plenty repressed. But not all of them. And even for the ones who were, there’s no call to take
            it out on the rest of us. I make it a rule to never say anything bad about my ex-husbands. Nobody needs to hear anything more
            emphatic than “Well, it didn’t work out.” Of course, there’s hardly anything negative anyone could say about Caleb. He’s a
            terrific person, and besides, I left him, so I’m scarcely entitled to criticize him. I think being a good sport is important
            when you leave someone. And while it is both technically and entirely true that I never cheated on Caleb, I do think it’s
            only fair to observe the same rules as someone who had committed adultery, because I had no real cause for complaint with
            him, and I certainly knew that I wanted to be with Henry as soon as I met him.
         

         
         I met Henry during a weekend up on the Hudson at the home of a friend. Caleb wasn’t with me. He’d been invited, of course,
            but these friends of mine, the Prescotts, weren’t really his sort, and their friend whose house it was—I can’t remember the
            name, which seems incredible—was even less his sort. He might have been working. I don’t remember. I tried not to spend too
            much time with these friends in the city after we got married, since Caleb found them so exhausting, but after a while, I
            started to worry I’d been neglecting them, so I agreed to come stay the whole weekend for a big house party. That’s the sort
            of detail people tsk over in retrospect, but I think it’s nice to occasionally spend weekends apart when you’re married. But
            of course it was significant, too.
         

         
         Henry was terribly tall and reserved and wore a terrific forest-green suit. Really, from the first minute I saw him at dinner that Friday night, all I could think was why on earth I’d bothered to get married to Caleb in the first place, because now there was going to be a lot of fussing and paperwork before things could really start to work out for me. I should have waited for this was my first reaction, which was ridiculous because I don’t think we spoke more than a hundred words to each other that night. Somehow, I felt incredibly anxious and incredibly relaxed that night, like everything had already worked out between us and like everything was about to fly off the rails at the same time. 

         
         There’s something really unseemly about hearing someone trying to justify cheating by explaining how much their spouse misbehaved
            first. That’s not fair, and besides, two wrongs don’t make a right. Caleb didn’t force my hand or anything. I’d never cheated
            on anyone before, and no one had ever cheated on me, and I thought, like a lot of people do, that it was simply a question
            of behaving reasonably, like remembering to use your blinker before turning or brushing your teeth, until I met someone I
            wanted to have an affair with. Then I realized that most people don’t have affairs because most people don’t meet anyone they
            want to have an affair with. Ethically, it was like I’d been congratulating myself on staying dry simply because I hadn’t
            ever been caught outside in a hurricane. By the end of the weekend, Henry felt like an old friend.
         

         
         I figured I should either give up seeing Henry socially and recommit to my marriage with Caleb or I should leave Caleb altogether. And I had no interest in recommitting to my marriage at that point. We didn’t have any kids, and the warmest feeling I could muster for Caleb was “Well, I’ve got no cause for complaint,” so that was all there was to it. 

         
         Since Henry is a very thoughtful person, once we were all back in the city, he called me up and asked if I’d like to bring
            my husband over for a dinner party he was throwing the next weekend. “I’d love to, but I’m afraid that we’re getting divorced,”
            I blurted out. Thank God Caleb wasn’t home at the time, because I had no idea I was going to say that.
         

         
         “I’m terribly sorry,” Henry said. “I had no idea. You’d still be very welcome, if you wanted to come. Although I understand
            if you’d rather not.”
         

         
         I probably shouldn’t have gone. But I really, really wanted to, and so I did, and that’s all there is to it. I told Caleb
            I wanted a divorce later that same evening, and I didn’t even pretend that it was something I’d been thinking about for a
            long time. That would have been a lie. It was sudden and abrupt, and I nevertheless felt totally sure about it.
         

         
         Sometimes, when people realize they want to leave their spouse, they say something like “I think I’ve been unhappy for a long
            time,” when what they mean is “I really want you to understand that this is final and that I’ve done my homework,” so to speak,
            and for good reason. You probably should think something like a divorce over for a while, especially if you’ve got children
            or pets or property shared between you. Even if you don’t, as a gesture of respect.
         

         
         But when you really want someone who really wants you, too, it’s very difficult to care much one way or the other about things like respect or manners or advance notice. I wanted to behave with courtesy and honor towards Henry, but everyone else could go to hell, which was pretty much how I felt about things at the time. 

         
         Though I did keep a reasonable hold on myself. Nothing happened at that dinner, either, although I suspect that Henry felt
            the same way about it as I did. I left feeling very confident that he and I would be very compatible if we were ever to get
            together, and that while neither one of us was precisely in a rush about it, we both likely had a similar destination in mind.
            A few months later, I called Henry to tell him about some movie I’d just seen, and I mentioned towards the end of our conversation
            that my divorce had gone through.
         

         
         “Does that mean you’ll let me take you out tomorrow?” he said. “Or do you think you need a while to play the field first?
            A divorce is a big thing. If you need to let off some steam before me, I don’t mind waiting a few weeks.”
         

         
         I just about dropped dead when he said that. I don’t think anyone’s ever said anything sexier to me my whole life. Even now,
            perfectly cheerfully divorced from each other, just thinking about it feels absolutely shocking. He wasn’t exactly a commanding
            lover, Henry, and he wasn’t much given to issuing orders, but he knows the value of certain things.
         

         
         Of course, Caleb hated me for it for a while. We didn’t speak for a few years after the divorce, which I completely understood. I didn’t like it any more than anybody would. Everyone always wants to be forgiven, especially when they’ve hurt someone else on purpose and want to pretend they only did it by accident. But “I didn’t intend to hurt you. You just stopped mattering once I met someone else I really wanted, and the risk of your getting hurt never entered into the decision-making process” doesn’t help. 

         
         I know that Caleb behaved reasonably, and I behaved pretty unreasonably about it, so I left it alone. But a few years ago,
            he had a health scare and got back in touch; something was enlarged or something new happened to a mole, I think. It turned
            out to be nothing, but by then we’d already agreed that life was too short to hold grudges, which, as I believe I’ve already
            established, I think is really only true for men, and sometimes not even then. Now we talk on the phone a few times a year,
            which is very sweet.
         

         
         At any rate, I’ve never listened to a woman complain about her ex-husband and thought, “God, I’d really like to get to know
            her better.” I don’t like it when men complain about their ex-wives, either, but generally they don’t try to complain about
            their ex-wives to me, so while it may or may not be a problem generally, it isn’t one of my problems.
         

         
         But even if your particular ex-husband really was the last word in bastards, it just makes you sound like a complainer. It’s
            better just to say that it didn’t work out, which is bound to be true anyways, and reassures whoever you’re talking to now
            that you’re not the sort of person who goes around looking to pick up new grievances.
         

         
         The most difficult kind of divorced women, in my opinion, are the late-in-life lesbians. I don’t know why this is, but women who come out during a divorce simply radiate smugness. I do think it may be possible to be best friends with a lesbian, except then you usually have to be friends with a lot of them all at once. Plus, I don’t think they can ever really respect anyone who isn’t a lesbian, so I’d rather avoid it if at all possible. They make good acquaintances and terrific coworkers, but in my experience,
            it’s best to keep them at a slight distance.
         

         
         I don’t happen to be one myself, but at this point in my life, it’s only women who matter to me. That’s why that distance
            is so important, I think, because of course I’ve tried having sex with a woman. Hasn’t everyone? This was maybe fifteen years
            ago, and it was awful. She was nice about it, the poor thing, but I had no business even experimenting with her, and I knew
            it. There’s not a thing about pussy I ever want to be that close to again. Frankly, I’m too close to my own for comfort. It’s
            not that I’d rather have any other set of genitals, either, mind you. It’s just that I’d feel better if mine were another
            ten or fifteen feet away.
         

         
         A lot of people seem to have a very strange attitude towards infidelity nowadays, too. Male infidelity, anyhow. It comes up at work sometimes, especially during the post-lunch lull when everyone under forty congregates around Kai and Ariel to gossip about celebrities. But all kinds of people do it now. If some famous woman has a boyfriend who’s cheated on her with some other women—because saying anything negative about the other woman is off the table nowadays—now she’s supposed to befriend the other woman. (I do like Kai and Ariel, though. Their lives don’t make very much sense to me, but they’re good with customers and happy to lift heavy boxes. And Kai has a lot of very interesting little ideas for the counter that we will probably never implement, but which are a lot of fun to think about, like their belief that every restaurant in the world should sell a plate of beans, potato, and cheese for exactly seven dollars, as well as a “very small hamburger” for the same price. Hamburgers should be small. I agree with that much. They should cook quick and eat fast without slowing down either the cook, the server, or
            the customer who eats them.)
         

         
         Better yet, she should ditch the boyfriend entirely and become a lesbian and get together with the mistress. I’ve never heard
            of anything more neutralizing in my life. It’s like a kind of castration. But people will openly fantasize about it, as if
            it would be some sort of feminist victory. Even other women cheer it on: “Wouldn’t it be a triumph if they ran off together?”
            I don’t know why people pretend to feel that way. It’s like advising someone to proposition everyone who cuts you off in traffic.
            You don’t stand by your man in those cases because he’s lovable or because you think he deserves your loyalty. Tammy Wynette
            knew that. Even if the guy’s lousy, you don’t love him because you pretend he isn’t; you ennoble his lousiness with your love,
            like Christ on the cross. You stand by him because he’s your man and you have a code. Of course, it is possible to carry the
            opposite view too far. It’s a shame, and the injured party’s got a right to be hurt afterwards, but there’s no point getting
            stuck on it, either.
         

         
         Anyhow, nobody says this kind of thing about break-ins or insults or any other kind of trespass, only infidelity. No one ever
            says that if somebody breaks into your house and robs you, you should tell them you never liked your TV anyway, and ask them
            out for a drink.
         

         
         I mean, if you were to say, “My neighbor just ran over my dog,” nobody would dream of telling you, “Well, have you tried having sex with her?” 

         
         So whoever I come up with to replace Susan had better not be too much younger than me, I think. I don’t want to feel especially
            old by comparison, or like I’ve got to justify my basic outlook on the world. Older than Faye, at least, although Henry and
            Faye look terrific together.
         

         
         Ideally, she’s never been married. Or if she is married, they seem basically content with one another and don’t have any kids.
            It’s too fraught, getting really close to a woman when you both have kids, unless you both happen to have practically the
            exact same attitude towards kids. I thought Rhonda and I had the same attitude towards kids until she got really into facilitated
            communication, which is that awful training system that convinces desperate parents with developmentally disabled kids that
            their kids can talk to them through a computer if they stand right next to them and hold their arm over the keyboard and guide
            them like you would on a Ouija board. I’d never even known she was considering it. If I had, I’d have done my best to talk
            her out of it. But she didn’t tell any of her friends that she was getting into it until she wanted to show it off, and tell
            us everything that Arthur was suddenly saying to her, and you can’t talk someone out of a miracle once they decide they’ve
            seen one. Indeed, after that, there was absolutely no talking to her.
         

         
         I do feel terrible about Rhonda because that’s the only time I’ve ever just disappeared out of someone’s life without an explanation. Arthur was a pretty sweet kid and had a lot to deal with—so did Rhonda—and if there had been anything real that could have made his life easier, I would have been the first to support them both in pursuing it. But I couldn’t pretend that, at seventeen, her son was suddenly able to talk through his mother’s hands. 

         
         I knew if I said anything less than 100 percent enthusiastic, not even critical, even simply measured, that she would consider
            it unforgivable. So it became impossible to speak to her at all. Sort of funny, when you consider the point of facilitated
            communication is supposed to be finding speech.
         

         
         I’m trying not to get too worked up over the possibility, but right now there’s someone new at work who seems like she might
            check a lot of the boxes of what I’ve been looking for. I haven’t spent too much time talking to her yet, and of course, I
            might turn out to be wrong, since Caitlyn’s only been here a month and usually works second shift. And even if I am right
            about her, working together can make things very difficult.
         

         
         My second best friend, Carol, and I stopped being friends in the year before Ann-Preston and I got together, but we still had to spend the next four months sharing the closing shift at Burnkastel Dairy, and if you’ve never had to pressure-wash a hundred whipped cream dispenser nozzles with someone who’s giving you the silent treatment, I envy you. She’d still be painfully polite to me all afternoon, but as soon as all the non-closers and customers were gone for the day, she wouldn’t say another word, just hand me the inventory clipboard and hold open the door to the walk-in so I could carry the milk jugs and unfinished ice-cream gallons back in for the night. I’d spend all day freezing and then mope all the way home on the muggiest ten-minute bike ride in the world. I don’t think I spent one minute of that summer in physical or emotional comfort, and all of my clothes smelled like milk no matter how often I washed them. 

         
         I should mention that the reason I lost my last good corporate job, the one that tipped me into that financial hole, is because
            two of my coworkers had been stealing from work and I didn’t notice. Obviously, there was a lot going on in my life at the
            time, and I was more than a little distracted, but I did lose that job for a reason. So did the two thieves, thank goodness,
            but I won’t pretend I shouldn’t have noticed. I was in charge of account reconciliation at the time and was aware that a lot
            of disbursements had been going out to payees with no more identifying information in SAGE than MISC, but I just figured we
            had been picking up a lot of miscellaneous one-off contractors lately and didn’t think to ask questions.
         

         
         What really did me in, I think, was that my first reaction, once I heard what they’d been doing—namely writing five- and ten-thousand-dollar
            checks out to themselves and their spouses on a monthly basis once they’d realized no one was getting suspicious over their
            five-hundred and thousand-dollar checks—was “Oh, they must have really needed the money. Is everything okay?”
         

         
         Which nobody in the office wanted to hear. This is a perverse impulse of mine, since I’m not always the most sympathetic, but whenever public opinion is pointed 100 percent in the same direction, that’s usually when I suddenly find hidden reserves of sympathy I didn’t know I had. I mean, nobody likes an embezzler. No matter how bad an employee you might be yourself, you feel comfortable looking down your nose at them. I can’t help but feel sorry for someone at that point: fired, probably facing criminal charges, on the hook to repay money they can’t possibly hope to earn ever again in their lifetimes, nobody wishing them well or sorry to see them go or even cherishing a fond memory shared between them, just hated straight up, down, and through, all the way. And I’m sure that right up until the day they got caught, they believed they were going to be able to pay it back before anyone noticed. It’s a lot easier to steal when you have this heroic version of your future self in your head, carefully replacing everything you’ve taken. But it wasn’t the right time for mercy. 

         
         I wasn’t fired right away, not with them, but pretty soon afterwards, they put me on a performance improvement plan and someone
            was always double- and triple-checking my work. It was awful. I was always getting emails with subject lines like “Can we
            talk in five” and “New vendor audit” and “April ’09 record reconciliation query.”
         

         
         I still handle the accounts at the Market Hall, but there’s something so much easier about dealing with a daily intake at
            a single location. It also helps that I am not the only person here who handles the accounts. I like having my work checked
            as a matter of routine, instead of being left to my own devices for years before being followed around for weeks by someone
            looking for reasons to fire me. Here, I keep the books, and one of the Arahalls pays the bills, which is how it ought to be
            everywhere.
         

         
         The accounting questions I face now are much simpler: How much money did six people make today selling rotisserie chicken, imported brown mustard, savory spring-onion custard, and biko–seven-layer brownies? Those are just regular seven-layer bars, only we replace the layer of plain flaked coconut with a layer of biko, a Filipino coconut-and-brown-sugar rice cake, and they’re incredibly popular. We top them with coconut curds, too. Coconut curds are a big dessert draw for us this year, like miso caramel was ten years ago and tahini was five years ago. How much do those six people make an hour? And so on. 

         
         I know who all the vendors are, and luckily, in the restaurant and food wholesale business, it’s understood that nobody ever
            pays them on time. Refusing to pay your vendors when you need the money for payroll is a very nice little tradition. This
            is, of course, one of the many reasons restaurants and non-franchise markets are always going out of business, but there are
            always new ones to take their place, and they learn to stiff their vendors, too, so the practice survives even when the individual
            practitioners don’t. The vendors don’t like it, but since practically everybody does it, there isn’t very much they can do
            about it.
         

         
         Our deli counter is right next to Drott’s meat counter in the Market Hall. Drott’s was designed to look like an Old World
            butcher shop, complete with brick backsplash, chalk outlines of prime cuts on a blackboard, everything hanging on hooks, and
            a big old-fashioned chrome scale front and center, landed square in the middle of a supermarket the size of an airplane hangar.
            We both have separate point-of-sale systems, employees, and break times, with pretty much no overlap, although many customers
            assume they can pay for our items at Drott’s and are sometimes annoyed when they can’t.
         

         
         I do think Caitlyn is interested in food service in the long term. It would be a shame to try to invest in her if she were going to quit in a few months. But she has the poise and discernment to be a really good cheesemonger, if she were to put in the hours of training. The Crown Finish cheese caves shut down three years ago, which means now the nearest caves are Murray’s in Long Island City, and that’s a serious commute, but I’m sure the Arahalls would reimburse her for the mileage and are on very good terms with Murray’s affineur. 

         
         I could be good friends with a cheesemonger. I could maybe even be best friends with a cheesemonger.

         
         I try not to spend too much time thinking about that old job, because thinking about it won’t change things. I won’t say the change wasn’t embarrassing, because it was, especially at first, coming back to shift work in late middle age after nearly twenty years of working exclusively in offices. Having to remember to clock out for lunch, buying a brand-new wardrobe of compression socks and orthopedic shoes, realizing you’re older than your boss, making half of what you used to, and losing that sense of belonging to the office world was a difficult adjustment, and I’m sure I didn’t always handle it very gracefully, either. But eventually, even embarrassment wears off, and you get used to whatever is in front of you. Also Sigvaris makes a very breathable pair of compression socks in linen for about eighty dollars, which I realize is a lot of money to spend on socks, but to my way of thinking that’s exactly the sort of thing you ought to spend the most money on: socks, underwear, handbags, wallets, keychains, all the little things people use every day and therefore treat with contempt. You ought to spend more money and attention on your socks than you do on your shirts, which is not to say you should care less about your shirts, but raise your standards for both accordingly. 

         
         And I do receive some comfort from ours being a really, very high-end deli counter. We don’t even have a special name for
            it; that’s how high-end it is. It’s just the deli counter at the Market Hall. There are all kinds of different vendor stations
            in the hall, including one that only sells “global dumplings” and another that sells only lamb broth. It’s very European and
            very expensive, and there are lots of superfluous copper pots and pans hanging down from the ceilings. Drott’s grinds their
            own sausages every day, and they give us whatever’s left over after they fill the casings to make a very good chicken roulade.
            We debone the whole thing and stuff it with pork sausage, chickpeas (always with their little paper jackets removed, which
            is a lot of bother but absolutely worth it), and little potatoes crisped in chicken drippings from yesterday’s roulade, along
            with nearly a quarter-pound of fresh flat-leaf parsley, oregano, and savory. It’s not as dead-end as you might think, not
            like working as a checkout clerk at a supermarket, where you’re not even allowed to sit down. And we occasionally do get some
            really interesting people coming to work here, for example, Caitlyn Schanfeld. I’ve been approaching the subject in a very
            roundabout way, I realize, and I think I have been putting it off for a while because if I am honest, I am embarrassed about
            the possibility of pursuing somebody whose name makes her sound about fifteen years old.
         

         
         It’s the Ann-Preston problem all over again, only this time there’s quite a bit more than a few months between us, because I will be staring down the barrel of sixty in the not-too-distant future, while Caitlyn just turned forty last week, which means she’s even younger than Susan, which gives me cause for concern. The age gap isn’t unheard of, but my name sounds old and hers sounds young, and that counts for something. 

         
         Worse than that, hearing the names “Barbara” and “Caitlyn” next to each other makes it sound like we’re one of those terrifying
            mother-and-daughter real estate teams you see in New York sometimes, the ones who put up advertisements on bus stops where
            they’re standing back to back and wearing color-coordinated blazers.
         

         
         Caitlyn came to us last month from a dessert-only stand clear on the other side of the Hall, which closed within a few months
            of its opening; nobody could say why. Things like that do happen here. The anchor franchises, like Drott’s and the deli counter
            and the farmstands, are basically as old as the Hall itself, but a lot of the pop-up stands and dessert-only places go as
            quickly as they come. So, for practical purposes, she was a total stranger to us before she switched. Luckily, she doesn’t
            have a dessert personality, so she’s been fitting in very well here.
         

         
         I consider someone to have a “dessert personality” when they:

         
         
            
               	Prefer dessert to the exclusion of all the other elements of a meal

               	Take it personally when people “don’t like dessert.” Nobody gets upset if someone confesses they don’t really like appetizers
                  or soup
               

               	Say things like, “Let’s be bad,” point to their own bellies and say, “It’s obvious I like to eat!” or make jokes about skinny cooks 

               	Combine their dessert enthusiasm with a fondness for cutesy design like polka dots, cat’s-eye glasses, anything rockabilly,
                  funny names for pie, colorful headbands, et cetera
               

            

         

         I go out of my way to avoid them. Someone might simply adore cake, or decide to specialize in patisserie, and I can have no
            problem with that; fortunately, not all people who love dessert have a dessert personality, and Caitlyn is one of the good
            ones. I had never tried a vinegar pie before she arrived, and now it’s all I can think about some days. She’s really inventive.
            I also appreciate that she hasn’t gotten too pulled into either Kai’s or Hanna’s personal life, which can be difficult, since
            a lot of young people nowadays make it a point to introduce wildly private topics of conversation as early as possible in
            order to brute-force an emotional connection. I have a suspicion, although it’s only a suspicion, that Caitlyn’s sense of
            humor might be very compatible with mine. I also suspect she finds Olivia a little trying, and while I’m not going to try
            to put down Olivia in order to see if she agrees with me, it does make me warm to Caitlyn.
         

         
         

         It’s too soon to tell, obviously. I don’t know enough about Caitlyn to feel confident guessing whether anything between us could possibly work up to the velocity necessary to carry us outside of the confines of a work friendship. And I have no interest in making a fool of myself. 

         
         But there are not a lot of other women over thirty-five here, besides the other Barbara, who calls herself the Christmas Queen
            instead of Head of Holiday Ordering and is significantly older than me, in every way that matters—spiritually, cosmetically,
            emotionally, linguistically, in matters of hairstyle—and who I do my best to avoid because I don’t want people associating
            the two of us together.
         

         
         And I don’t meet a lot of people outside of work these days, so it’s either Caitlyn, the other Barbara, or someone in their
            twenties, which is unacceptable. I don’t want to have to make conversation with someone who’s going to be out of here in six
            months to fold sweaters.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         
         Of course, after having formed a resolution on the subject of Caitlyn, I had to immediately put all my plans on hold, because
            the next day was Wednesday and I never work Wednesdays. I had to take special care with my plans for the day, because there’s
            nothing more dangerous to one’s sense of mental organization than an unstructured day off. That’s not to say I don’t like
            to rest, because I do. But trying to rest without a careful plan of attack is absolute death.
         

         
         You’ve got to plan it out: When are you going to have breakfast? What’s the smallest amount of housework you can get away with, so you don’t feel like the morning’s being eaten up by chores, but the place is still tidy enough that lying around feels genuinely relaxing and not like you’re trapped in squalor? When are you going to leave the house, and when are you going to come back? Try it without a plan and see what happens: Odds are you won’t leave the house, you’ll barely get off the couch, you won’t see or talk to anyone, you’ll stay in your pajamas until they stop feeling special and start feeling sloppy, and you’ll feel miserable, useless, and unfit for society by four in the afternoon. So I had breakfast at eight and finished the washing-up at eight-thirty, which meant I got to sleep in forty minutes later than usual but still got outside well before noon, which always makes me feel productive. You don’t always have to be productive; you just have to feel productive enough that the anxious part of your brain that asks, “Am I being productive?” is quiet and satisfied for a few hours. 

         
         I’m a firm believer in leftovers in the morning. It’s the easiest way to make breakfast feel luxurious without having to put
            in too much work, especially if you’re not big on eggs. I’m happy to use them in baked goods, and every once in a while I
            like a good carbonara, but so much of the culture around breakfast assumes everyone is an absolute egg fanatic, like we all
            just wake up positively desperate for eggs, and consider any day wasted that doesn’t start with two or three of them. Anyone
            who lived through the 1970s has had more than enough quiche, soufflé, and frittata for a lifetime. I like to cook mostly vegetarian
            at home, since I get so much meat from work, and when I’m entertaining. So today it was leftover stuffed tomatoes, which is
            a very retro dish, very Silver Palate, but the Silver Palate was a huge hit for a reason.
         

         
         Ordinary vine tomatoes work best for this kind of recipe. You don’t need to worry about using excellent, in-season tomatoes; something that’s mostly a little water and bland while raw will hold its shape better during roasting than anything heirloom. It’s really a shame to cook good tomatoes, so you’re better off with the grocery-store stuff in this case. Four or six tomatoes will do, whatever you have on hand. Trim off the tops and then excavate the innards, then mix the innards with some stale bread, about a cup’s worth (don’t bother crumbling it perfectly; it actually works better when your breadcrumbs are slightly shaggy and occasionally crouton-sized. Rye is surprisingly good here), a few cloves of minced garlic and two or three tablespoons’ worth of any small, mild onions you have lying around. Shallots, green onions, spring onions. Salt and pepper, a little sherry vinegar, and as much chopped basil, parsley, thyme, and tarragon as you can spare. As much olive oil as you need to really saturate the mixture. Don’t go crazy, but a little too much is better than a little too little here. Sauté the pulp mixture long enough for it to get a little fragrance and color, then stuff the tomato shells and pop them in the oven at 350° for twenty or twenty-five minutes. 

         
         It’s much better than the sum of its parts, even though you could easily just chop the tomatoes up and sauté the whole thing,
            without going to the trouble of baking anything or hollowing anything out in the first place. I ate two of them hot over a
            little buttered rice with a small cup of coffee and couldn’t have asked for a better breakfast.
         

         
         I was in particular need of a good breakfast because I was due afterwards at my branch library to pick up a few cookbooks I’d placed on hold for research. The Arahalls want to start stocking cookbooks at the end cap near the register, next to the twelve-dollar flatbread crackers and the quince cheese, which is fine by me, except the ones they want us to stock are all these incredibly dispiriting rush jobs by Internet personalities who seem to believe that traditional cookbooks with real, tested recipes produce shame in their readers—and even in the people who simply pick them up and leaf through a few pages before putting them back down again—for assuming they’re capable of remembering to buy lemons, or have the energy to turn on the stove. 

         
         You know the kind of book I mean: “You’re a miracle for simply existing. If you can bring yourself to get out of bed, why
            not try putting cottage cheese in the blender?”
         

         
         God help you if you don’t like blended cottage cheese, because a third of the assembly processes—you couldn’t call them recipes—depend
            on it. The reason they’re all so crazy for blended cottage cheese, apparently, is because cottage cheese has a better protein
            content than other soft cheeses, like ricotta or mascarpone, which have the happy quality of being already blended smooth.
            They also happen to taste very good and would actually make a great deal of sense to use in the same applications, but when
            you are a miracle, you need protein in everything. In your coffee, in your bread, in your pasta, probably even in your plates
            and cutlery, too.
         

         
         So I’d asked them for a few days to come up with a list of alternatives. God knows there is a time and a place for making a meal out of old sandwich crusts and grapes, or a tin of tuna and potato chips eaten unhappily over the sink, but I think it’s taking things a bit far to apologize for putting recipes in a cookbook. Besides, the Market Hall is not a place where people go when they don't feel like cooking. They don’t want to be told that they’re overwhelmed and in need of reassurance; they want to see beautiful, glossy photos of gracious international living. 

         
         I’d reserved a few possible new titles that had just arrived, including two in translation (one Basque, one Singaporean),
            and wanted to take notes in the reading room upstairs in the Othmer Library, which is maybe the only beautiful reading room
            left in the entire Brooklyn library system. The Center for Brooklyn History is only five stops away from Kensington, so I
            consider it my branch, even though there are one or two within walking distance from my apartment, but they aren’t worth sitting
            down in. Half of the libraries in the borough have these gorgeously maintained Carnegie exteriors, and then the interiors
            are nothing but linoleum and fluorescent lighting. The library is 120 years old, all dark wood and bright, neatly spaced desk
            lamps like pats of butter, and done up in Romanesque revival. It’s open about twelve hours a week and only by appointment,
            so I’d planned my whole day around it.
         

         
         The real trouble with spending time at the public library, aside from the ridiculous hours (some of the branches nearby are
            only open three days a week), is not the number of homeless people you find there, although they are usually pretty disruptive.
            They’re public libraries, after all, and you can’t get much more public than being homeless, so as far as I’m concerned, they’re
            more entitled to use them than I am.
         

         
         The worst part is that every time you use the library’s Wi-Fi network, this little pop-up reminder appears on your screen that makes you check an “Agree” box before letting you onto the internet, and among the other things you have to “Agree” to is a promise not to use the library to download child pornography. And the same reminder pops up every time, no matter how many times you’ve used the internet there before, and no matter how often in the past you’ve promised not to download child pornography already; they want a new agreement every time. It’s very depressing because it means that people have used the library to download child pornography often enough that they feel the need to ask you not to do it right off the bat. It’s very upsetting to be reminded of this. 

         
         And who is the pedophile, I want to know, who plans to go down to the local library in order to download child pornography
            away from home, but is effectively prevented from doing so once he sees the library’s official position on the subject? I’m
            not a paranoid person. I’ve never liked women who are afraid to walk by themselves to their cars, and I don’t think the world
            is full of pedophiles and sex maniacs, but whenever I go to the library, once that little screen pops up, I can’t help but
            look at everyone around me with a new feeling of dread and suspicion. Just what are you here for?

         
         It didn’t help that I’d had another encounter with Lorraine on my way out of the building. Whenever I am in my apartment,
            I forget she exists. Lorraine can barely make her way down the stoop to walk her dog and yell at delivery men. No matter how
            powerful the motivation, she could never make it up six flights of stairs just to yell at me. There might as well be a thousand
            miles between her place and mine, once I’ve arrived safely at home.
         

         
         Let this be a reminder to me to take resistance training seriously, because every woman I’ve ever met over the age of 70 ends up tripping over her own feet doing the most everyday things like buttering toast or trying to get into a cab, and breaking a hip or a wrist and from that day on she never goes a year without breaking something new, and never really recovers fully from any of her injuries, and once that gets going it’s just a bunch of little surgeries that don’t quite fix things until it’s lights out. I had a doctor tell me a few years ago, very seriously, that the best thing women our age can do for our health is regular resistance training, that it’s good for balance and helps us prevent falls and osteoporosis, and not to mind about getting bulky because apparently it’s very, very difficult for women to get bulky in the first place. Which makes sense, when you think about it, because even though for my entire adult life, every woman I’ve ever known has been afraid of looking bulky if she went to the gym too much, none of us ever did. Whether we got fat or lost weight or whatever sort of shape we were in, not one of us ever had a single muscle you could call bulky. I don’t know where we got the idea that it was something to be so afraid of. I suppose it must have been from those frightening-looking lady bodybuilders you sometimes see in magazines, but I’ve never seen any in real life, so there probably can’t be very many of them, if I’ve never seen one after almost forty years in New York. Of course I still don’t do resistance training, but I’m going to start taking it seriously this year, because I am absolutely determined not to become one of those frail old ladies who start falling over all the time and saying things like, “I don’t know how it happened, one minute I was reaching to get the cornstarch from one of the cabinets, and the next thing I knew, I was on
            the floor . . .”
         

         
         Then once I’ve gotten clear of the apartment building and get out in the world, I forget all about Lorraine again, because she never goes anywhere. She doesn’t belong to the world like ordinary people. She’s like a homeless person with an apartment. Every time I walk through the front gate or step out into the hallway, I suddenly remember that she’s always, always here, and curse myself for forgetting in the first place. Her domain is tiny—just her own apartment, the front hallway, and three or four steps up or down from the ground floor—but she never leaves it, and she’s always waiting to catch anyone who passes by her. 

         
         There she was, wobbling at the bottom of the stairs, glaring up into the darkness because she could hear me coming and knew
            there was no way I could avoid her. “Excuse me. Barbara. Excuse me. Did you know that they had a party on the fourth floor last night? There were people coming and going all night . . . I could smell the
            smoke, they were smoking indoors . . .”
         

         
         The strangest part was that she sounded angry at me about it, even though I don’t live on the fourth floor and had nothing
            to do with a party. “Yes, I thought I heard something.”
         

         
         I stayed where I was, at the top of the stairs. There was no point trying to make it to the bottom and edge past her. She’d
            just settle in once I got within grabbing distance. I’d have to wrap up the conversation from here and then make a rush for
            it, all at once.
         

         
         “They’re animals. They live like animals.”

         
         For what it’s worth, I like living in a quiet building. I’d been a little annoyed about the noise myself. It was nothing worth going down to talk to them about, although it was a bit much for a Tuesday night, just the same. But given the choice between Lorraine and a couple of young women who like to throw parties, put me on the side of parties every time. 

         
         “It sounded like everybody had cleared out by midnight. Can’t live in New York without hearing a few parties.”

         
         “Wait a minute. I have something I want to show you,” Lorraine said, since she always ignores me when I make a reasonable
            point that gets in the way of one of her complaints, and she started shuffling painfully back towards her apartment.
         

         
         I saw my shot and I took it; I was out the front door before she even realized I was gone. But it’s not possible to feel triumphant
            when you score one over an old woman who lives alone, even a hateful old woman, so instead of feeling pleased with myself
            I just felt another accumulated layer of Lorraine-related guilt.
         

         
         I decided to walk to the library, even though that would add another hour to the journey, both to burn off any lingering discomfort and to get a better hold of myself emotionally. The thought had occurred to me, turning the corner near my usual bus stop, that I might just “drop by” work for a few minutes, even though I wasn’t supposed to be working, in order to engineer a staged, friendly conversation with Caitlyn. That’s the sort of impulse you have to be absolutely ruthless with. Nobody likes it when someone stops by work on their day off. It’s never a pleasant or casual little surprise that brightens the afternoon. It makes everybody uncomfortable because they can’t treat you as a coworker who might help them get something finished, and they can’t treat you like a customer because you’re not one, not even if you buy something to justify your dropping by, and most of all because from then on they start to suspect you don’t have anything going on in your life besides work. So I took a long, dull walk up McDonald Avenue, which turns into 20th Street at Greenwood Cemetery, until I felt the urge pass. 

         
         By the time I was finished taking notes on my cookbooks, it was already midafternoon, which nicely settled the question of
            which service to attend at Saint Stephen’s. There is almost no point to going to church on a Sunday, not if you’re looking
            to make friends. You might decide to go to church on Sundays once you’ve made friends there, although you certainly don’t
            have to, but you won’t get more than a few shallow, cheerful minutes of anybody’s time, and they’ll all tell you to come back
            in the middle of the week if you want to really talk. So, for my money, it’s better to eliminate the middleman, find out if
            your particular church has its midweek services on either Tuesday or Wednesday (it’s always either Tuesday or Wednesday),
            and just go then.
         

         
         Generally the midweek services will include a very rushed noon Eucharist with absolutely no music, which is presumably designed
            to accommodate busy office workers on their lunch breaks but in practice is only ever attended by three or four retirees,
            and some version of Evensong or Vespers around six or seven in the evening, which might net as many as fifteen worshippers
            and often puts on a really worthwhile show when it comes to candles, choirs, organ accompaniment, vestments, and incense,
            and so on.
         

         
         Every so often, I go to church for a few months, off and on. Maybe every five or six years, maybe not quite so often. Sometimes there are very long latent periods in between. I almost never go on Sundays. I don’t think I’ve ever heard an interesting sermon in my life; they just aren’t good. If I go to church, it’s because I want to hear old thoughts and old words and old expressions from people who died so long ago, there’s practically nothing left connecting them and me. I don’t want to hear anything new. I can get new thoughts anywhere. 

         
         Usually, I don’t stick around very long. It’s like taking a course of antibiotics: It helps with whatever problem is currently
            to hand, but it always comes with a vague sense that overdoing it would only cause greater trouble a little further down the
            line.
         

         
         The last time I had a church phase must have been fifteen years ago, come to think of it, after all the women I love died
            right in a row. First Therese, then my sister, then my mother, one a year, all right after one another, one two three. The
            awful part was that my mother died last, and her death was the worst of them all. I went all the way into Manhattan to go
            to the Little Church Around the Corner, where they founded the Episcopalian Actors’ Guild back in 1923; that’s how bad it
            got. The Guild still runs a food pantry and grant program for actors out of the church, although it’s sort of like the Holy
            Roman Empire at this point, since you don’t have to be either an Episcopalian or an actor to qualify.
         

         
         I needed every square inch of the English country garden, the Clarke-Withers resurrection gate, the Karl Stecher stained glass, and the summer choir concerts. Before that, I think I tried the Presbyterians, and once the United Methodists, but anything mainline will do. Nothing non-denominational, nothing charismatic, nothing popular. It’s important that the church feel a little lonesome, a little faded, a little conscious of its heyday having passed a long time ago. There’s nothing worse than a smug, prosperous, well-fed, full-tithed popular church. 

         
         I don’t think it’s healthy for a religion to matter too much. I wouldn’t have had any interest in going to a popular church,
            I mean, that looked to have a lot of life in it, with a lot of children and young people in the aisles. Another advantage
            to church nowadays is that it’s one of the relatively few places where you can count on most people not looking at their phones.
            I know that complaining about people using their phones is terribly overdone, and nobody wants to hear it, but it makes me
            unspeakably lonely to walk into a room and see everyone on the phones, not looking up. I’ve done it, too, of course. I’m no
            better than anybody else. Whenever I’m on my phone, I know exactly what I’m looking for, and how long I plan to be looking
            at it, and that it’s something interesting or worthwhile. I think of myself as a basically phone-free person who simply happens
            to be absorbed in something momentarily, as an exception, and whenever I see someone else on their phone, I think it must be because they’re too stupid and uninventive to think of anything else to do, and I’m sure everyone else feels the same way about themselves, too. Towards the end of things with Henry we were both on our phones all the time, and I’m sure both of us thought we were only doing it because the other started doing it first. It’s both fascinating and unsatisfying, looking at a phone, and for whatever reason we want to reserve doing it for ourselves and resent seeing other people enjoy it, which I think is a pretty good argument for getting rid of them. But we have to get rid of them altogether, at pretty much the same time. It never works if I say I’m going to get rid of mine, and then everybody else is still looking at theirs. 

         
         That’s why there’s something very restful about Episcopalianism. Nobody really seems to belong to it anymore. I don’t think
            any of the mainline Christian denominations have stopped losing members since the 1960s at least. Maybe they started losing
            people a few decades sooner, even. Almost nobody goes on Sundays. Whenever I walk past a church during service time, I can
            barely hear a thing. The church has a little life raft’s worth of parishioners that pepper the first few pews, but that’s
            it, and all the clergy seem to be gay now. Maybe this is a little offensive, but it seems quite appropriate to me that gay
            people should want to be ministers. It seems like a good outlet for that sort of person. Not that they can’t get married and
            have children now, if they want to, but surely a lot of them still don’t want to, even though they can.
         

         
         I don’t know when that happened, but in my admittedly limited experience, most Episcopalian pastors are lesbians now, or else
            a stout little gay fellow named Hank, all of them as peaceful and unobtrusive and harmless as bath time.
         

         
         It’s a little more than three miles from my place in Kensington to the Othmer Library in Brooklyn Heights. Saint Stephen’s is just about halfway between the two, in the middle of that funny jumble of old Dutch and Italian neighborhoods. Not quite Carroll Gardens, not quite Cobble Hill, not quite Boerum Hill. Saint Stephen’s is halfway between two other Episcopal churches, both on Clinton Street: Saint Paul’s to the south and Saint Ann & the Holy Trinity to the north. Saint Ann’s is positively gorgeous. It’s huge, like Epcot Center, and at least three hundred years old, with a triple-decker nave, a deal with the Metropolitan Museum to lend a different stained-glass window from the organ loft for display in the American Wing every year, and a Skinner organ you could drive your car through. But half the property is leased out to neighborhood school and community groups, and the brownstone facades are in the most shameful condition, just sloughing off trim work onto the sidewalk on a weekly basis. They put on a lot of fundraising events in whatever parts of the church that aren’t actively leaking, and the rest of the building is in this weird state of constant, half-abandoned repair, because the Friends of Saint Ann’s conservancy gets all these piddly little five- or ten-thousand dollar grants from different government preservation programs, which in New York gets you about forty-five minutes’ worth of construction. Then they have to cover everything in black garbage bags while they wait for the next grant, so Saint Ann’s was out. 

         
         Saint Paul’s is really special. It’s on the National Register of Historic Places, High Victorian Gothic style, with a really beautiful collection of votive ships hanging from the rafters, some of them carved locally back when the neighborhood was full of real shipbuilders back in the 1840s, and one of only about fifty Anglo-Catholic churches in the entire country. An Anglo-Catholic church is any Episcopal church that favors Catholic liturgy, offers prayers for the dead, sometimes even private confession, eastward-facing altars, incense and candles, and eucharistic adoration, but that will still ordain women and gay people. You might think this would attract both Catholics and Protestants as a sort of “best of both worlds” policy, but it doesn’t. It hardly attracts anybody. Even fewer people attend Anglo-Catholic churches than the regular Episcopal churches. 

         
         But as tempting as Saint Paul’s might otherwise be, only Saint Stephen’s has two religious bodies under the same roof. The
            building is much smaller and significantly less impressive than either Saint Ann’s or Saint Paul’s (although the stained glass
            is perfectly creditable and the interior has been more or less decently maintained), but I need something to keep me from
            overcommitting to Christianity. I wish more religions did that sort of thing, to be honest. Fast food restaurants do that
            a lot, especially in those refueling plazas you see off of busy interstates in the middle of the country, a combination Cinnabon
            and Subway, or a Taco Bell and a Pizza Hut. They’re still their own restaurants, and they don’t pretend to be the same thing,
            but they go in together on everything, and they understand that anyone who wants to stop and eat at one establishment might
            be just as interested in the other next time.
         

         
         I made it a point to dawdle on the walk from the library to Saint Stephen’s. It’s a beautiful part of town, with a lot of old mews and carriage houses and Quaker schools that still have separate entrances for girls and boys with elaborate stone scrollwork over the head jamb. I stopped at Saint Julivert, a cramped, stubby fish shop off of Cobble Hill Park, on one of the only four alleys in the whole borough, for a perfect little biscuit-sized cod pot pie with a pat of curry-leaf butter and a glass of bitters, which slowed me down even further, so by the time I reached Saint Stephen’s side gate and saw the sign about sung Vespers being on hiatus due to construction in the transept, I was feeling so relaxed I didn’t even mind having to go up an additional set of stairs. 

         
         Upstairs was an ugly little carpeted and overheated room with about a dozen wooden chairs painted white. No proper altar to
            speak of, no candles, no incense, just a lot of informally dressed older people who clearly knew one another well already,
            and a folding table for the elements.
         

         
         If we had been downstairs, properly spread out in the sanctuary, the officiant would have greeted me right away, and shaken
            my hand, and introduced me to a few of the regulars, but this room was so small and so crowded that they politely declined
            to greet me, instead. I could appreciate this; there was no space for a real introduction here. I don’t know how, but I knew
            they would introduce themselves to me at the end of the service, that I was not being ignored but held in reserve, and settled
            in feeling perfectly peaceful while I listened to everyone else chatter around me.
         

         
         Gentle, grey-haired, lots of layers, very little distinction between the men and women in matters of tone, diction, hairstyle,
            footwear. There was a question of whether Nancy would be joining the group, in which everyone took an equal interest and seemed
            to argue with equal conviction about her habits and abilities:
         

         
         “Well, Nancy wouldn’t be here, would she, not up the stairs.”

         
         “Does Nancy still go out?”

         
         “Not in this weather. All this rain.”

         
         “Oh, I know. It’s a menace. I can imagine.”

         
         “No,” someone new joined in, “she was at the service Sunday.”

         
         “She was? I didn’t see her.”

         
         “Yes, she was there. But she’s not going out at night in this kind of weather. Ten in the morning is one thing, but not at
            night, with the rain, and not up the stairs.”
         

         
         “Yes, I have a hard time with them myself.” This, from what must have been the Wednesday-night officiant. Definitely vestry,
            and not clergy. A woman, but only technically. I don’t mean that as a criticism, merely an observation; some women are like
            that. And you wouldn’t want a very va-va-voom woman officiating a church service, anyhow, not any more than you’d want a Formula
            One racer driving a school bus. “Richard,” she went on, “will you be all right to stand during the reading? I had thought
            about saying ‘All those who are able, please stand’ or ‘Please stand as you’re able,’ but I don’t know about your knee.”
         

         
         “My knee’s all right!” Richard said.

         
         “I thought you were looking well!” Not the officiant this time. A woman with a slightly brighter face than the rest; she might
            even have been wearing lipstick.
         

         
         “I made it up the stairs. Just a little slow, but I’m feeling fine. I’ll stand.”

         
         “I almost said something, but I thought you were looking very well.”

         
         “By the way, it’s six now.”

         
         “Oh, it’s six?”

         
         “Yes, it’s just six now.”

         
         “Let’s get started, then. Blessed be God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”

         
         This left the rest of us to say, “And blessed be His kingdom, now and forever. Amen.”

         
         “Almighty God, unto whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hid,” which the officiant sped through as if it were all one compound word, “cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of Thy Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love Thee, and worthily magnify Thy holy Name; through Christ our Lord. Amen.” 

         
         There appeared another face at the top of the stairs, features twisted in a conspicuous sort of apology. “Oh, I’m sorry, am
            I late?” she asked as she sat down. Why she asked it as a question, I don’t know, when it couldn’t have been more obvious
            that she was. Interrupting a church service, even only an informal Wednesday evening spoken Vespers service, does not call
            for an apology, much less an explanation, just a silent, seamless joining-in, drawing as little additional attention to oneself
            as necessary.
         

         
         “No, we only just started,” beamed the officiant.

         
         “I didn’t know where the community room was. The sign downstairs said Vespers was in the community room, but I wasn’t sure
            if that was upstairs or downstairs or where it was, so it took me a few minutes to find everybody.”
         

         
         “We only just started thirty seconds ago. Is there another chair? There’s one by me. Shall we start over? We’ll start over,
            let’s call it a mulligan. Blessed be God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”
         

         
         Leaving aside the word mulligan, on the one hand, I thought it was totally inappropriate to “re-start” an entire service just because a single person arrived late. And it wasn’t just that she was late, it’s that she was only a little bit late; if she had shown up twenty minutes into the thing, there would have been no question of stopping and starting over, but since she was less than a full minute late, it was like nothing we had just done really counted, and could be easily wiped out. This would almost certainly not have happened at Saint Paul’s, which is both Anglican and Anglo-Catholic, while Saint Stephen’s is merely Episcopal. All Anglo-Catholic churches are Episcopal, but the same isn’t true in reverse. 

         
         This is one of the reasons I went to the Episcopalians in the first place, because by and large they do not, unlike a lot
            of other Protestants, try to hold church services in movie theaters or community college campuses or in big, anonymous lecture
            halls with overhead projectors and PowerPoint slides accompanying the worship music. They understand, or they seem to understand,
            that an unforgivable informality of spirit always, always takes over the occasion when you try to celebrate the Eucharist
            in a “community room” instead of in a sanctuary or chapel. Uniqueness of place counts for something, or it ought to.
         

         
         And of course, on the other hand, it was a very sweet, very welcoming, and very friendly thing for the officiant to do, which,
            on reflection, I think makes it even worse. The Eucharist is not a casual meal being shared between old friends that can be
            brought forward or delayed to accommodate our own tastes. Her behavior would have been perfectly gracious and admirable at
            a dinner party, but it was nonetheless entirely wrong.
         

         
         It suddenly occurred to me that this was a perfectly ridiculous place for me to be on a Wednesday evening. I was not going to start going to church regularly at this point in my life. I was never going to see these people again. They were perfectly happy in their stupid community room, with their liturgical mulligans and bingo-night spirituality without some critical fifty-seven-year-old woman sitting just outside the circle and thinking ungenerously about their outfits. 

         
         The officiant’s voice was a little quieter, a little milder, with less of herself in it when she read next from Isaiah: “Even
            to your old age, I am He, and even to gray hairs I will carry you. I have made, and I will bear; even I will carry, and will
            deliver you.”
         

         
         Well, that did it. I don’t think that many of my own ideas can be very good. Because if they were, I wouldn’t be at church,
            not even a real church, but a church’s bonus room, on a Wednesday night, with no one I could ask to come over to dinner. There
            really isn’t anyone to ask to dinner, and if you ask me, that’s the real test of whether someone is a friend or just somebody
            you happen to know. I might be able to plan a dinner with someone if I really made a point of it, but it would take days and
            wrangling and a little convincing, and the invitation would come as a little bit of a surprise. There’s nobody I could ask
            to come over tonight, who’d be pleased to get the invitation, pleased and unsurprised by it.
         

         
         I don’t mind not being young anymore, mostly, but I thought I was going to get old with other people—a lot of other people, not just a husband but a whole crowd of people—and I used to know quite a lot of people, the world felt so full of people I knew and liked, and people I felt myself just on the verge of getting to know, and I thought life was always going to drop new friends into my lap to accompany the old ones, but instead what’s happened is the old ones drop off and the new ones do, too, and I don’t think I’ve managed to develop the kind of good strong character that keeps people close to you, the kind that makes falling asleep feel good and peaceful, the kind that makes approaching old age feel like a reward and a comfort. Because I do see old age approaching, and it’s coming on very quickly indeed. That’s no good when you don’t have any real friends and you live at the top of six flights of stairs. Even Lorraine had the good sense to make sure she stayed on the ground floor, where it doesn’t matter if nobody likes you as long as you can still shuffle in and out of your own front door, and who’s going to carry me to my gray hairs? 

         
         Well, I have been desperate to change often enough before, and so far I have never changed. But I am desperate now to be changed.
            Please, will something that is not me change me? Please, will something that is not me change me? Not too much, and not all
            at once. But please.
         

         
         “That this evening may be holy, good, and peaceful,” the officiant said.

         
         “We entreat you, O Lord,” we all said together. Holy, good, and peaceful. I would like an evening that is holy, good, and
            peaceful. I want to think holy, good, and peaceful thoughts. I want my mind to be a quiet and well-ordered room, a room that
            is a relief to enter and a pleasure to rest in. There are probably a number of places besides church that would do a better
            job of changing me, but none of them come to mind, and at least this church is better than my own best idea. I will not even
            notice the officiant’s shoes when she gets up after the concluding prayer. I will look away.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         
         I managed to get through the rest of the service without embarrassing myself, although it isn’t easy, trying to conceal a
            rapid succession of emotions in a close, hot room with twelve strangers. I don’t know why it’s always like this for me, but
            it is. I’ll stay away from church, perfectly happily, for years and years and won’t miss a minute of it. Then all at once
            I’ll feel the urge fall on me and I’ll have to go, like it or not, and from the minute I set foot in the door, I don’t like
            it. I don’t like the cheesy little jokes, I don’t like the atmosphere, I don’t like being either welcomed or ignored, I don’t
            agree with three-quarters of the Apostle’s Creed, and yet by the time I get to “He will come again to judge the living and
            the dead” I can scarcely keep the tears out of my voice, so I have to mouth along instead of joining in.
         

         
         Then the minister can’t help but notice, because there are never very many people at an Episcopal service, and usually the sort who go never cry in public. Crying in church is fine if you’re Pentecostal, but the strongest emotion you ordinarily encounter at an Episcopal church is mild wealth. Then they think I must be going through some tremendous crisis, which of course they find very exciting, because that’s the sort of thing religious people live for, the thought that someone might stumble into church in the middle of a personal crisis and require all sorts of pastoral care. But at this point, it’s largely associative. I go to church to cry, so when I need to cry, I go to church; eventually, all it takes to trigger tears is seeing a pulpit or hearing a Bible verse. Any verse, it doesn’t matter which. It doesn’t have to be a good one. Just hearing something that is both old and familiar and yet totally alien, that’s all. Words that other people have said to one another, over and over, for generations, old words held in common, and I cry. 

         
         But I didn’t sniff. I know I didn’t sniff. It never got that bad this time. I welled up pretty much continuously for forty-five
            minutes, but nothing ever spilled over, and I know I didn’t sniff. By the end, I was pretty well composed again. If I really
            want to be changed, and I believe that I do, I don’t want it to come from a sudden emotional outburst. You can’t trust that
            sort of change.
         

         
         Nobody pounced on me immediately after the dismissal, which I appreciated. I got a careful wave and a “Thanks for coming,”
            no more. Mostly they broke off into groups of two or three, some of them discussing their knees in greater detail, and the
            rest goading one another on at the coffee and donuts.
         

         
         “Can I get you something, Richard?” one of the younger women, easily ten years my senior, asked him. “Cup of coffee, something?”

         
         “Oh, I could probably use something,” he said, turning towards her in his chair. “Cup of coffee, I could use . . . a jelly
            donut?” The knee Richard had considered “all right,” and which the woman apparently thought “looked well,” was about the size
            of a grapefruit.
         

         
         “I can get you a jelly donut,” she said. Her hair was dyed in that very magenta-purple color some women take to in their sixties,
            which is not a criticism, merely an observation.
         

         
         “And get yourself something,” he said.

         
         “Oh, you don’t have to tell me twice to get myself something,” she said. I was very impressed with the way she carried everything
            over to him: one cup of coffee in each hand, filled about halfway, both cups covered by a paper plate with a fat donut, and
            about twenty-five napkins. A lot of people would try to carry both cups in the same hand, and juggle the paper plates in the
            other, and a lot of people would spill. She didn’t.
         

         
         “Is this your first time here?” the officiant asked me. I appreciated that she kept her distance. I don’t like answering questions
            when someone is standing close enough to touch.
         

         
         “First time,” I said.

         
         “Well, welcome,” she said. “We don’t usually meet up here, but as you probably saw on the sign downstairs, we’re undergoing a little renovation in the transept. We have an old crypt underneath the crossing, and it needs a little shoring up. There used to be a tower over the crossing, but it kept getting struck by lightning, so we had to take it down, and the Department of Buildings ordered the nave to stay vacant until we finished the demolition. That’s when we uncovered the structural issues underneath the crossing. Not too many churches in this country have crypts . . . They’ll reconsecrate it after they’ve finished the new foundation work, but as you might imagine, it’s slow and careful going, so we have our midweek services upstairs in the meantime . . . Oh,” she added in a newly public voice, “everyone, please remember to be careful on your way out of the building, because the Zen Project people are starting their walking meditation in the garden this week, now that the sun isn’t setting so early anymore. Try not to bump into anybody.” 

         
         Turning back to me, and letting her voice drop into a more confidential register, she said, “If you’re interested, we have
            a nightly prayer service the rest of the week over Zoom at seven o’clock. It’s only Wednesdays that we meet in here.”
         

         
         “I really can’t do that sort of thing,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

         
         “Not at all,” she said. “I understand. Lots of us have Zoom fatigue,” and laughed a little. “I’m the senior warden, Gail Armentrouth.
            I’m glad you came.”
         

         
         “Thanks very much. I’m glad I came. I’m Barbara.” We shook hands, only we both clasped on a little too early, so really I
            only shook her fingers and about the first third of her palm. It was unsatisfying, but not so blatant a failure as to merit
            a second attempt, and it was as much my fault as hers.
         

         
         “I don’t want to crowd you,” Gail said, “but if you prefer meeting in person, we’re also having a potluck this Sunday evening.
            Do you live in the area?”
         

         
         “I’m not far,” I said.

         
         “It starts early. Five-thirty, just next door at the rectory, Father Bisseker’s.”

         
         “I’d like to come,” I said. “I’ve been looking to meet people lately.”

         
         “It’s a good place to meet people,” she said, although whether she meant church in general or Father Bisseker’s potlucks in
            particular, I couldn’t be sure. It was time to leave; the gentle, friendly atmosphere was beginning to get to me, and I could
            feel myself struggling against the impulse to ask her to pray for me. If I did that, I’d never come back.
         

         
         “It was nice to meet you,” I said. “I’ll try to come on Sunday. Have a good night.”

         
         Just past the door was a long end table covered in handbills for various guilds, church boards, community drives, swap meets,
            and Boundless Mind Zen meditation. I stuffed one of each into my purse and made my way downstairs, where, sure enough, a little
            band of Buddhists was walking clockwise around the courtyard. I’d never seen a walking meditation before. I thought the whole
            point of meditation was to slow down, but they were really hustling. Everybody was punching their left hand into their right,
            looking at the ground, and almost jogging, but nobody said a word. Not even an Om. The only thing you could hear was the skidding
            of shoes against the concrete and their slightly ragged breathing. Only one of them had the shaved head and the brown robes.
            Everybody else was in street clothes and trotting like a pony.
         

         
         One of them was the other Barbara from work. I almost didn’t recognize her at first because she was wearing a plum-colored top with cap sleeves. Cap sleeves at her age! She’s got to be seventy if she’s a day, and there she was with every inch of her upper arms showing. I haven’t so much as looked at a short-sleeved shirt in over ten years. I did have to admit that she had pretty good arms for a woman her age, but even pretty good seventy-year-old arms are not the sort of thing I would care to put on display. 

         
         This is no longer considered common sense, I realize. The present common sense is something like this: Never wear makeup or
            dress well when you’re young and attractive, because it’s a pernicious drain of your time and resources, designed to distract
            you from pursuing your fullest potential. This is supposed to hold until you reach menopause, at which point it becomes a
            virtue to wear the loudest possible clothes and the most outrageous colors of lipstick in order to prove that you’re fun and
            don’t care what anybody else thinks. Associating dignity, reserve, or decorum with increasing age is restrictive and demeaning.
            Noticing what anybody else wears or how they comport themselves in public, unless it’s complimentary, is the equivalent of
            being a Peeping Tom. Not only are you supposed to only say nice things, you’re only supposed to think them, too.
         

         
         There’s got to be a way to stop thinking like this all the time. I don’t mean that I want to start wearing cap sleeves myself. But there’s got to be a way to stop thinking like this all
            of the time. I want my mind to be a quiet and well-ordered room.

         
         I stopped in my tracks, I was so surprised to see her there, and halfway across the courtyard, the other Barbara’s head snapped
            up, which I can’t imagine you’re supposed to do during a meditation, even during a walking one, once she caught sight of me.
            She started absolutely beaming and broke right out of formation to trot over to me.
         

         
         “Barbara!” Even after she stopped a foot or two away from me, she kept trotting in place, like a jogger at a stoplight. “What are you doing here?” 

         
         Which is a completely stupid question to ask 100 percent of the time. The answer is always the same: “The same thing that
            you and everyone else is doing here.”
         

         
         But I am reminded that I am currently at the start of a profound personal transformation, or at least at the start of the
            awareness that I am very much in need of a profound personal transformation, and so I set aside the fact that this is a stupid
            question and an obvious breach of religious etiquette to focus on what really matters. Someone that I know just ran across
            a courtyard, smiling, to say hello to me. That sort of thing doesn’t happen to me so often now that I can afford to sneer
            at it.
         

         
         “Hi, Barbara,” I said. “I was just upstairs. This place is on my way home from the library.”

         
         “With the Episcopalians!” she said, still beaming. “I didn’t know you were an Episcopalian! They’re delightful.”

         
         “I didn’t know you were a Buddhist,” I said after a moment. “You have such long hair. I always thought Buddhists had to have
            short hair.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say, not that that’s much of an excuse for having said it. Obviously, neither
            of us had the market cornered on stupid remarks.
         

         
         “Oh, I’m not anything,” she said cheerfully. I didn’t know if that was her way of saying that she wasn’t a committed Buddhist
            and was just checking things out, or if this was a particularly Buddhist style of being modest, and I didn’t like to ask.
         

         
         “Am I keeping you from your meditation?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you be getting back with the others?” They were still trotting in dutiful circles behind her. If anyone had noticed when she left the group, they certainly didn’t show it. 

         
         “Nothing can keep me from meditating. No need for effort,” Barbara said. They must have their hands full with her. “Would
            you like to join us? It’s just walking and sitting and breathing together. Nothing too difficult.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I said. “I don’t know. I’ve already been on my feet all day.” Besides, I’d barely made it through one church service.
            I might have experienced as long as two or three minutes’ worth of relief from my sense of self, but my desperate urge for
            relief seemed to have expired, and I just wanted to be comfortable and myself again. The thought of a second service, even
            if it did look more like a phys ed class than a religious ceremony, was too much for me. I want to change, but not all at
            once, and not any more just now.

         
         “Oh, sure,” Barbara said. “Well, I hope you’ll come back and sit with us some other time. We only walk on Wednesday evenings.
            The rest of the time we sit, sit, sit. That’s how you get unstuck. A lot of the Episcopalians join us on Fridays.”
         

         
         “I’m pretty tired just now,” I said. “But it was nice to see you. I hope the rest of your meditation goes well.” I started
            heading for the gate before she could answer. I couldn’t bear hearing any more jokes about insight.
         

         
         I cut across to Court Street so I could ride the F train the rest of the way home. Suddenly, I was exhausted. Walking six miles and almost crying is a lot for a single Wednesday, especially when you’re only operating on the strength of two stuffed tomatoes and a single pot pie. Even if the pie did come with butter, and being restaurant food, was probably already cooked with twice as much butter in the first place. 

         
         The funny thing was that before I went to church, I’d been so aware of being lonely that it felt like I was going to be physically
            ill. Then afterwards, when not one but two different people wanted to talk to me—even invite me out to dinner and Buddhist
            running—I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. But that’s the problem with loneliness. You need other people to fix it,
            only not just any people will do. You’ve got to believe there’s something uniquely valuable about this particular person’s
            time or attention. If you don’t, it doesn’t matter how much they like you or how friendly they are; it doesn’t help. It’s
            a little bit better than being completely ignored, but only a little.
         

         
         I made it home late enough to make it up the stairs in peace. Lorraine had already retreated to the back of her apartment
            to watch TV at the loudest possible volume, and all the hallway lights were out. I was too hungry to make a big production
            out of dinner, so I just threw together a big plate of pieces of cold, shaved vegetables and meat. I don’t have a name for
            it. It’s not quite a salad and it’s not quite a ploughman’s, either. It’s a good sort of meal to keep ingredients on hand
            for, when you live alone, because you can assemble everything in just a few minutes.
         

         
         The real key is that the thinner you slice everything, the more vibrant it all tastes, because of the increased surface area. In spring, a lot of what people think of as big, tough winter staples are actually very delicious, very crisp and tender, like celeriac, horseradish, and turnip. A small spring turnip is an absolute dear, and nothing at all like those huge softball-sized things you see in the supermarket in December. So I had a big bin of very thinly sliced roots I’d run over the mandolin earlier in the week, tossed in a very lightly sugared brine, just bay leaves, sugar, vinegar, water, salt, a few juniper berries, all of them still snappy, and I arranged them on a very wide dark green plate with a salad of celery leaves, lots of parsley (I like using parsley as a lettuce), and a little parmesan-rind dressing, and some cold ribeye, also very thinly sliced, that I brought home last night from work. You eat the whole thing with chopsticks, one ingredient at a time, very slowly, and it’s just terrific. A hot, bright breakfast and a cold, unhurried supper, that’s the right way to finish a day. I only had water to drink because I’d already cried once today and didn’t want to get maudlin. 

         
         “Why don’t you take it easy on Other Barbara from now on?” I said out loud, after I’d finished eating, but before I got up
            to clear the table.
         

         
         If my sister and my mother were still alive, I don’t think I would be in this position. I would have needed Susan less in the first place, and probably would have been easier to get along with as a result. We might have still ended up quarreling, but it wouldn’t have gotten as bad as it did, and we probably would have ended up closer than ever after we made it up. Things would certainly be better between Ezra and me, and the improvements would keep radiating outwards from there. I didn’t realize this until after she was gone, but I loved my mother more than I loved my son. And I did love him, quite a lot as it happens, so I’m not saying I didn’t try. But my childhood was better than his was, I can admit that. Sometimes it’s like that with people, and you don’t always find out which kind of person you are until you’re done having children, which is a shame. Immediately and in almost every way, I became a worse person after my mother died. 

         
         I don’t like to guess what either of them would do or say if they were alive, as a rule. It’s important to me not to ventriloquize
            them too often, because once you get in the habit of consulting your idea of dead people, it’s very easy to overwrite your
            memories of them with a construct of your own imagination. But if they were alive, and I were still in my current position,
            I do think that is the sort of suggestion one or both of them might make.
         

         
         It’s very clear to me that when people die, they are dead, that every death is permanent and irreversible. I don’t think there
            is any reason to believe otherwise, even if I am open to the possibility of the existence of God. I think the best thing that
            God can do for us—and it’s no small thing either—is to make available certain spiritual resources that we might not be able
            to access on our own, and to help us die as well as possible. That is not small at all. If I could have those two things,
            I would be a lot happier than I am now.
         

         
         Women who have multiple children sometimes talk about their first pregnancy as the princess pregnancy, not that anybody thinks of it that way at the time, but even if you’re having an absolutely terrible time and throwing up every twenty minutes, at least you’re not pregnant and chasing after one or more toddlers at the same time, so in retrospect it becomes the easiest pregnancy you ever had. It’s a little bit like that with death, only in reverse. The only upside of my sister dying at thirty-nine—and this was the only one, there weren’t any others—was that everybody else in our lives dropped everything to spend time with her at the end. None of her other friends and none of the cousins of our generation were dying or even anywhere near it. She was the only show in town. It was a nightmare, but at least everyone she cared about was there. 

         
         Whereas people who die in their eighties and nineties, they’ve probably already lost a lot of loved ones over the course of
            a long life, and whatever remaining friends and relatives are still around probably have a lot of health issues of their own,
            might even be dying around the same time, so there’s not nearly as much energy or attention to spare. It still matters, but
            it’s not shocking and disruptive in the way a first baby is, or the first death among your own generational cohort is. Whenever
            I die, whether it’s next week or another thirty years from now, I won’t have Mom or Joanne with me.
         

         
         I’m not saying I wish I had died young, because I don’t. But there’s something to be said for slipping away in the middle of a crowded house, full of other people, some of them older, some of them younger, lots of them in an active middle age, all bustling around you and full of purpose, with a feeling that the party is still going on, so to speak, even if you’ve got to miss the rest of it. The older you get, the younger and further away the world gets around you, and by the time you get around to dying, the party might have moved out of your house altogether. Whenever I die, I won’t have Mom or Joanne or Susan or Therese or any of the others with me. And if I don’t find a new best friend, I’d better get myself some new sources of patience and peace and friendliness, because God knows I’m going to need them if I want to die well. It’s the last thing I’m ever going to do, and I’d like to make an orderly, gracious job of it in that case. 

         
         I don’t mean physically. I know that whatever form it takes, death is probably going to involve a reasonable amount of pain
            and discomfort. Possibly a great deal of pain, depending on the circumstances. I will be reliant on other people to look after
            me, and I might lose control of many things that, at present, it greatly pleases me to control. That’s frightening; of course,
            it’s frightening. That’s why people are always saying things to their friends and spouses like “Promise me you’ll shoot me
            if I ever get like that,” where “like that” usually means something like “needs to wear adult diapers” or “needs help taking
            a bath” or “can’t remember where they live.”
         

         
         Well, not me. If I need help keeping myself clean, I sure don’t hope somebody shoots me over it. I hope that instead of a
            lot of cheerful, strong, young people take turns to help keep me clean, and that they speak to me kindly while they do it.
         

         
         And if I can’t remember things, then I hope whoever’s looking after me brings me puzzles or shows me old movies or takes me
            on walks around the block, or whatever that new version of myself both enjoys and is capable of doing, even if she is unplugged
            from the rest of her memory. I feel about dying the way a lot of reasonable granola types feel about childbirth. I want a
            doctor nearby, and just enough drugs to keep me out of agony, but other than that, I want to experience it as much as I possibly
            can and let nature take its course.
         

         
         I don’t care in the least what happens afterwards. I have a list of preferences for Ezra somewhere, but I made sure to stress that if anything complicated or expensive comes up, he should default to the simplest option, and I’ve already made as many of the arrangements as I can on my end. The one thing I’ve made sure to be very clear about is that I want organ donation to include my corneas. Checking the box on your driver’s license doesn’t always include corneas, so you usually have to put in a little extra legwork to confirm they’ll take your eyes after you die. 

         
         Sometimes a dying person’s relatives feel very strongly about this aspect of organ donation. They don’t mind the idea of donating
            a kidney or a lung, because you can’t see those anyway, and you can still imagine your dead mother or sister or kid in the
            same basically intact way, but when you hear the word cornea, it’s very difficult not to imagine someone scooping out your mother’s eyes and taking them away, which is obviously challenging
            for a lot of people to cope with. It happened to be the last thing Joanne and I fought about. Thank God it wasn’t our last
            conversation, but it was our last-ever fight, and I know I said something like, “You want Mom to not only have to bury you,
            but for the last time she looks at you, she sees your eyeless face?” Which I regretted saying, but at the same time, someone
            had to think of Mom in that moment, and the only way we were able to get through it was that I promised to donate mine instead.
            Not that mine will be as good as her thirty-nine-year-old eyes would have been.
         

         
         It’s not good for me to think about Mom and Joanne for very long in one go, so I moved on to tidying the kitchen. I can’t sleep knowing there’s a sink full of dishes and a counter full of crumbs. When you live alone, the dishes and the crumbs are always yours, so you don’t even have the sadistic pleasure of blaming someone else for the mess. Cleaning at night always feels like a little gift I can leave as an offering for Morning Barbara, a version of myself I imagine as something between a roommate and a cousin of mine—someone I know distantly, and slightly admire, and don’t want to inconvenience, someone whose comfort and sense of order is important to me. Leftovers go back into the fridge. Plates and bowls get washed first, then the cutting board, then the cutlery, everything onto the drying rack that hangs over the sink, then wash out the sink. Wipe all surfaces with a damp rag, going top to bottom, ending with a minor sweep, and a fresh cloth to hang over the door to the oven. 

         
         After dinner, I like to spend some time in a really good chair. I don’t like getting into bed unless I’m ready to go to sleep,
            so it’s important to have a few places in the apartment that are good for sitting in a relaxed attitude during the hours between
            dinner and bed. At present, I was still avoiding the couch Susan had last used, so I skipped the living room entirely and
            set myself up on the eggplant-colored daybed just outside the door to my bedroom. I emptied all the church handbills from
            my purse onto my little Mackenzie Childs bed tray (also courtesy of Henry, bless him), which has a beautiful buffalo-cheque
            surface top and is one of the very few Mackenzie Childs trays that does not have any wicker in it. There was a handbill for
            the potluck that Gail had already invited me to, one for the young-adult small group, one for an organization called Dying
            Together that was looking for caregivers for people alone in hospice, one for the choral society, and one for the altar guild.
         

         
         I kept the handbills for the potluck and the dying people, and stacked the rest for recycling in the morning, when I surprised myself for the second time that evening by pulling out my phone and texting my daughter-in-law, “Do you think I’ve been treating Ezra unreasonably?” 

         
         When she didn’t reply after a very uncomfortable twenty minutes, I texted again, “I’m sorry if that’s an inappropriate question
            to ask you. I hope you’re all having a good night. I’m sending Scottie some more shortie sleepers since she’s outgrown the
            last ones. They should arrive by Thursday of next week. They’re from Hanna Andersson. One of them has tulips and the other
            one has cheetahs.”
         

         
         Then I turned off my phone and started working on a guest list for a dinner party. Why let myself be defeated? I must and
            I will recover from this. Someone my age, who is beginning to alienate both friends and relatives, cannot afford to trust
            that a new friend is going to come along in due course. People at this stage in life are no longer thrown together by accident.
            There is still the possibility of victory for me, but I will have to go out and find it. I can keep my sights on Caitlyn,
            but I had better cast a wider net. If she begins to suspect she is being fished for, she will grow shy and cunning; I must
            go into ambush. I will need at least two very young people, so Caitlyn is not the youngest of my guests, and at least half
            must come from someplace besides work.
         

         
         I can comfortably seat six around my William and Mary sideboard and another four around the drop-leaf table I store out in
            the hall. Ten is the ideal number of guests for a dinner party. You can afford to lose a last-minute dropout, and you don’t
            have to rely upon a single conversation to keep things going.
         

         
         I would learn from that last night with Susan, and spend as little time as possible in the kitchen on the night itself. Make the most of a small space, choose a menu that largely takes care of itself, and radiate ease (I must remember to radiate ease). Barbara, Kai, Caitlyn, Orlin, and Ariel would do for the first half, but I couldn’t for the life of me come up with another five to balance them out. The most important thing was to set a date and let the pressure build up until I was forced to come up with the rest. I chose the third Thursday of next month. People usually want to do something more exciting than go to a dinner party on the weekend, and don’t want to do anything in the first half of the week, but it’s just the right thing for a Thursday. 

         
         Menu: a pork shoulder pot roast with three-cup sauce, rice, a grated green-apple salad, and cashew shortbread to follow. Make
            the pot roast and a double batch of shortbread the day before, briefly reheat, cook some rice, and assemble the salad during
            the cocktail hour; no flowers, only greenery; package the rest of the shortbread to take home afterwards. People are more
            skittish about going out these days and need more encouragement to return than they used to. Find five more guests; braise
            pork; radiate ease. I went to bed with a profound sense of resolve, which made it rather difficult to fall asleep.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         
         I woke up Thursday to messages from Erin, Barbara, Ezra, and a number I didn’t know. Erin’s was sent as a single paragraph,
            so presumably she’d spent a fair amount of time working on it before sending the whole thing at once:
         

         
         
            Hi Barbara! Thanks for letting me know about the new pajamas. I’ll be sure to keep an eye out and let you know when they’ve arrived. I’m sorry if things have been difficult with Ezra lately. He hasn’t mentioned anything to me, but I really don’t know all the ins and outs of what you two have said to each other lately, so I wouldn’t be the best person to ask. I hope you two will get a chance to talk things over. I know he cares about you and wants to make sure your visits go as well as possible. Have I sent you the latest pictures of Scottie from Gymboree yet? She’s been having so much fun during the family music classes. 

         

         This was followed by about a dozen pictures of the back of Scottie’s head as she chased bubbles around a lot of soft plush
            furniture.
         

         
         I’m not allowed to FaceTime Scottie because Erin and Ezra are very nervous about letting her interact with screens, to such
            an extent that they will hide their own phones inside of a book when they want to check their text messages whenever she’s
            awake, and 99 percent of the pictures they do take of her are when she’s looking away or fast asleep. So I have maybe ten
            pictures total of my granddaughter’s face, and about ten million of the world’s shortest ponytail. I’m not complaining. I
            can appreciate their anxiety, God knows, even if I do think they carry it to a slightly ridiculous degree, when what they
            should be worried about is getting married. There are plenty of good reasons not to get married, obviously, but neither of
            them has anything like a categorical opposition to the institution of marriage as far as I’m aware, and I think if two people
            have a child together, then the jig is pretty much up when it comes to the question of commitment. (You are already in for
            the pound, get the penny!) They can always get divorced later if it doesn’t work out, but why not at least try to make your
            taxes and hospital visits a little simpler in the meanwhile? Which is another opinion I know better than to share with either
            of them.
         

         
         From Barbara:

         
         
            It was lovely to see you yesterday! Hope I didn’t put you off when you were on your way out. Saint Stephen’s is a terrific
               place. The Episcopalians are having a potluck this Sunday!
            

         

         From Ezra:

         
         
            Please don’t text Erin if you have a problem with me

         

         From the unknown number:

         
         
            Hi Jaswinder, I’m Judge Elodie Lee, Democrat for Queens Surrogate’s Court Judge in the June Primary. I understand firsthand
               the importance of timely, effective justice for all. I’ve proudly served as a Civil Court Judge in Queens, Brooklyn, and Manhattan
               for the last 15 years, ensuring everyone who steps into my courtroom receives a fair trial. I hope I can count on your vote.
               Text STOP to quit.
            

         

         I didn’t know if Erin and Ezra had coordinated their strategies with one another first, deciding on a good-cop–bad-cop approach, or whether Erin had simply mentioned my message after responding, at which point Ezra decided to get angry on her behalf, even though she clearly didn’t seem to mind. Of course she had conspicuously avoided answering my question, and was just as conspicuously trying to manage me: mentioning the clothes first, demonstrating which topic she thought was most appropriate for me to bring up with her and trying to offer positive reinforcement for my good behavior before gently dissuading me from talking to her about my relationship with Ezra by claiming not to know anything important, suggesting I save all future questions and complaints for him, then offering a bland assessment of his feelings towards me that would be impossible to argue with before finally segueing into a distracting photo series of my granddaughter playing with bubbles. 

         
         But I don’t mind being managed, least of all by the mother of my only grandchild. If I were in her position, I would probably
            do the same thing. Besides, she’s always very polite and respectful when she manages me. If all that she wants from me is
            to be slightly impersonal and formal over text message, then I’m very happy to do so. I appreciate a friendly little hint.
            She never yells or freezes me out or tells me I’m wrong to ask in the first place. The problem is that Ezra does all of those
            things, so I’d prefer to talk to her whenever I strike out with him. If anything, I wish he would try to manage me a little
            more, instead of getting angry with me about the same things over and over again.
         

         
         The difficult thing about my position in this particular argument is that nobody is ever on the side of the old woman with
            expensive furniture. Nobody likes a grandmother who has things you’re not allowed to touch. If you want people to think of
            you as warm and grandmotherly and approachable, you can’t have your own taste or pride of place or any pieces of furniture
            that can’t be hosed off at the end of the day.
         

         
         Is that last thought quite true? I wonder. I do feel certain about the general prejudice against old women with a lot of fancy knickknacks; that’s real enough. And I do think that Ezra’s expectations for his trips to New York are unreasonable. But am I in danger of having my taste obliterated? 

         
         I text the unknown number: I don’t live in Queens, and then STOP.
         

         
         I text Barbara: It was nice to see you too! I bet you got all your steps in.

         
         I text Erin: Thanks for the pictures and the reminder! I’m sorry if I put you in the middle of things. Love to Scottie.

         
         I text Ezra: Erin has already communicated the same sentiment with a more gracious attitude. And then after a minute: Also, I’m sorry and I will not do it again.

         
         I perform all my customary morning rituals with about 10 percent greater haste than usual: Leave the covers thrown back across
            the bed to air it out for fifteen minutes, brush teeth, hip stretches, cup of tea, workday breakfast of Gouda, apple slices,
            and pistachios, make bed, dress for work (a crisp white oversize button-up with three-quarter-length sleeves, cotton-twill
            trousers in seafoam green, a soft velvet Alice band in tangerine, square-toe lace-up ultralight sneakers), and in the seven
            minutes I’ve managed to save, I open my laptop on the daybed and write Ezra an email, since texting doesn’t seem to be working
            for either of us right now and neither has time for a phone call:
         

         
         
            
               
                  Ezra,

                  I realize it’s been difficult trying to talk to one another this week, and that this is not the first time conversation has been difficult between us. I wanted to ask you what you would like me to do when we have a problem? I hope that does not sound glib, because I am asking you sincerely. I do still believe that my position is a basically reasonable one, but it occurs to me that your position must appear basically reasonable to you, too. 

                  I would like to be able to see you and Scottie as often as I can. I do want to be useful in helping you with childcare, but
                     it’s difficult when I also have to work during the day. I do not have a good solution for us, but I would like to discuss
                     our options sometime.
                  

                  It occurs to me that you may also have some things you might want me to consider, either about your own childhood or about
                     the way I relate to you now, or both. If you would like to tell me about them, I would be happy to listen.
                  

               

            

         
         This last paragraph sounds insane. It’s ominous and vague at the same time, and it’s much more likely that Ezra has absolutely
            zero interest in rehashing the first twenty years of his life in order to come to an agreement over occasional babysitting
            in the present, but there’s not much time to revise if I want to catch the bus, and I don’t imagine this message will be much
            improved if I spend the rest of the day fiddling with it, either, so I hit send and hope it manages to communicate a general
            air of open-mindedness and goodwill before getting my bag and running downstairs.
         

         
         There is no sign of Lorraine in the hallway to test my newfound commitment to total personal transformation, which I take as an indication of goodwill from the universe. I try to radiate some of that goodwill back towards the world at large during the bus ride to work, but whether I manage to pull it off or not, nobody seems to notice. But nobody seems to object to me, either. 

         
         I was the first arrival, although Kai and Nitara both arrived within ten minutes, looking serious and gleeful, respectively.

         
         “There was a huge fight with the Arahalls last night,” Nitara said when they both emerged from the back room after clocking
            in and changing their shoes. “Apparently, on the nights that she closes, Olivia has been letting homeless people use the employee
            bathroom, and somebody called them about it.”
         

         
         “They just called the Arahalls,” Kai said. “Nobody called the cops.”

         
         “One of the staff called the Arahalls?” I asked. “Or a customer?” Nobody knew. “What ended up happening?”

         
         “Elina yelled at everybody for about twenty minutes.”

         
         “Did anything happen?”

         
         “To the bathroom? Or to Olivia?”

         
         “Either.”

         
         “I don’t think so. I guess somebody was in there for a really long time, and wouldn’t answer no matter how long anybody knocked,
            and Olivia got worried that somebody was going to call 911, so she told Dom that she’d been giving out the keycode to some
            of the people who hang out in the park for the last few months. But the guy came out eventually.”
         

         
         “So, she’s not fired?”

         
         “I don’t think so. Wouldn’t they have called you if she were fired?”

         
         Which was a good point. Not that the Arahalls would have indisputably called me right away, but I probably would have gotten a call by now if they had. At this point, Caitlyn and Ariel both arrived, and this time, Kai took over recounting the story, since apparently, amid all of last night’s excitement, no one had remembered to wash the floor mats, so Nitara had to take them outside to hose them down. 

         
         Caitlyn was carrying a Mulberry shoulder bag in really excellent condition, which she hung against the employee locker shelf.
            You could tell that she always made sure to either hang the back up or to rest it on a clean, even surface, because the bottom
            of the tote still held its shape and wasn’t covered in the usual gray, grimy layer that a lot of bags collect after a few
            months of being slung carelessly on the floor in restaurants, bookstores, bars, public transit, the park, et cetera. I was
            a little surprised to see it because, even secondhand, it’s very difficult to find that bag for anything under $900, and Caitlyn
            can’t make more than $2,000 a month working here part time. But it might have been a gift. Or maybe she used to work in finance,
            or at a law firm, or someplace like that, and decided to downsize after she began to crave the simple life of a medium-end
            baker . . . God knows I hang on to all of the nice things I bought fifteen years ago and couldn’t afford to replace now.
         

         
         “Shirley Temple sheet cake,” she said, grabbing the clipboard off the walk-in door and scribbling over the list of today’s
            desserts, “and I’m doing condensed-milk shortbread bars,” before handing the clipboard to me and asking, “Has anyone checked
            the restroom this morning?”
         

         
         “I haven’t,” I said, without precisely volunteering to check it myself. “Has anyone else?” By which I hoped to imply, without seeming coercive, that anyone else who wanted to volunteer was welcome to do so. Finally, I went with, “Kai, have you had a chance to check it yet?” That did the trick. 

         
         “It looks fine,” he said, emerging a minute later. “Everything works.”

         
         Which was obviously a relief, but also put a dampener on the near-excitement of the morning. No one wanted Olivia to get fired,
            not even me, but at the same time, it’s always nice to hear a crazy story about what went on during the closing shift the
            night before, when you’re part of the opening shift. Half of the fun of the opening shift is living vicariously through the
            rowdy closing team while still being able to go to bed early. It would have been interesting, if unpleasant, if Kai had found
            the sink had been torn out of the wall, or a family of possums living under the folding table, or something.
         

         
         The general consensus was that further details of the conflict would be welcome, but that there was no reason for the story to go any further. None of us is anywhere near the bleeding-heart Olivia is, but we were all basically on the side of anyone needing to use the bathroom. I find that many homeless people are very personally unpleasant. The visibly and chronically homeless, not the incidentally and temporarily homeless, who you never see because they’re hiding in their cars and showering at the Y until they get back on their feet. The visible type seems to go out of their way to extend and increase their unpleasantness, but if anything, that’s an argument in favor of giving them access to as many bathrooms in the city as possible, because that’s not the sort of person you want pissing on the sidewalk. Chaos is a policy choice, and at least they were asking to use the bathroom, instead of the great outdoors. 

         
         Without any more updates about the night before, the next hour was nothing but apron, prep work, restocking, and opening the
            hall. Checking soup levels, relabeling yesterday’s soups so nothing stayed on display for longer than two days, starting new
            soups, helping Nitara with the coffee machine because no one would be ordering soups until ten o’clock at the earliest.
         

         
         The other Barbara clocked in at nine, wearing long sleeves for work, and never once brought up Wednesday night, which I really
            appreciated. Of course, I couldn’t tell her I appreciated that without bringing it up myself, but I tried to smile meaningfully
            at her whenever she joined me in the back room to bake something.
         

         
         “Fennel gratin!” she’d announce as soon as she deposited a new covered tray into the oven. “Lemon gremolata!” “Sesame carrots!”
            And so on. At a certain point, I couldn’t keep up smiling meaningfully every time she shoved a new pan of vegetables onto
            the rack, but I switched to a neutral, basically respectful silence that I think worked just as well.
         

         
         I also noticed, the next time I used the bathroom, that Olivia had gone ahead and stored several boxes of Narcan underneath the extra toilet paper rolls despite our most recent conversation on the subject. I found this especially irksome because I had just decided to tell her she could keep the Narcan here after all, in order to make up for the disappointment about the bathroom last night. Now she’d gone and taken all the wind out of my sails. It was going to be a whole good deed and everything, especially because I still thought it was a stupid idea. That’s why it had felt so pure, because I hadn’t changed my mind on the subject in the least. I just wanted to give in so she could feel like she’d won something, and I could feel like I really was beginning to change into a totally new sort of person, someone who sponsored kooky, warmhearted, well-meaning young employees while nonetheless restraining some of their wackier impulses. 

         
         On the other hand, Olivia had no idea that I’d found her supply. It was a terrible hiding place, the first place anyone would
            look the next time they restocked the bathroom, but there was nothing to keep me from making the concession the next time
            I saw her, and getting the same credit for my change of heart.
         

         
         If anything, she would appreciate my gesture all the more, since she’d feel a little guilty and triumphant for thinking she
            was getting one over on me, and neither of us would have to do anything. I covered the Narcan back up with the spare rolls,
            forgave Olivia with all my heart, and washed my hands.
         

         
         After the morning rush slowed down, I thought I’d get a head start planning out the weekend. Nitara and Kai could handle the
            daytime witching hour, when it’s too late to get a coffee on your way to work but too early to contemplate lunch, and the
            hall is mostly full of new parents desperate to get their babies out of the house, jostling them slowly up and down the aisles
            and half-heartedly reading jam labels.
         

         
         “Caitlyn, do you have ten minutes to map out the next few weekend menus with me? We’re getting so close to Easter and Passover, I want to make sure we’re coordinated between the entrées and the dessert. And we’ll be selling more of everything, generally, so we should plan to double whatever you were planning on top of the holiday specials.” 

         
         “That sounds fine,” Caitlyn said. “Do you want me to get Barbara, too? Since we’ll need her for holiday orders?”

         
         And of course we did need her, so I couldn’t very well say, “No, she knows what she’s doing,” even though I’d really suggested
            it as a way to get to know Caitlyn better. I already knew Barbara plenty, and it would completely spoil the atmosphere. As
            a one-on-one conversation it would have been perfectly natural to chat informally for a few minutes, once we’d addressed the
            important issues, like what types of cookie go best with roast lamb, but with a third party, especially one like Barbara,
            there would be no hope of steering the conversation anywhere more interesting than “Growing up we always had canned mandarins
            in the salad on Easter. It seems like you never see canned mandarins in salad these days.” But it couldn’t be helped, and
            so the three of us rescued our sweating coffees from the employee drinks shelf and found a table out in the mostly-empty dining
            room, since there’s no space for an employee break room in the back.
         

         
         Barbara was as pleased as punch to be part of what almost amounted to a planning committee. She overflowed with numbers and
            enthusiasm. Everyone agreed that lemon-pistachio shortbread would be popular with lamb, and in short order, we had Passover
            and Easter sewn up and could see our way clear to Labor Day.
         

         
         After a few minutes, a group of still-somewhat-young men sat down heavily at the table next to us. I will never understand this sort of behavior. There was an entire dining room full of free tables, and they chose to wedge themselves in between us and the corner, without even so much as a buffer table. It wasn’t meant to be pointed or antisocial; you could tell that much because they seemed completely unconscious of our presence the entire time, but somehow, they nevertheless made the decision to sit somewhere crowded, even though they didn’t have to. 

         
         It was already unusual for a group of straight men without women to sit down at the hall this time of day, and they were an
            especially unusual group compared to our regular clientele. They were beefier than the sort we normally see, and more self-consciously
            jocular, in a fashion I ordinarily associate with the Upper Midwest. None of them ever quite interrupted the others, but no
            one ever seemed to complete an entire sentence before the next started talking, either. I leaned back slightly in my chair
            once it became clear that they were not only talking about food, but were almost certainly professionals, and said quietly
            to Caitlyn, “I’m trying to hear what those boys are talking about. It sounds like they’ve got a lot of opinions on food,”
            and she quieted immediately to better facilitate my eavesdropping.
         

         
         “I’m still undecided on capers. I actually don’t mind them, but they’re sort of overpowering.”

         
         “Yeah, a little bit of capers goes a long wa—”

         
         “Yeah, and the lemon butter—”

         
         “You go to Italian restaurants, and there’s a lot that’s oregano forward, but it’s Mexican oregano, which has a totally different
            profile. They’re buying oregano from Gordon Foods—”
         

         
         “Just wait until I have a garden, man.”

         
         “What do you mean? Emily’s going to be doing that.”

         
         “She’s going to grow mostly flowers—”

         
         “Yeah, you need to quash that. Growing flowers is a waste of time.”

         
         “She’s going to make bouquets and stuff.”

         
         “She’s not going to do that. What’s your lot size? You’re never going to be able to compete against a real greenhouse.”

         
         “Well, she wants to give them away—”

         
         “That’s a total waste of time. Grow the tomatoes.”

         
         A waste of time! Caitlyn mouthed at me. Poor Emily.
         

         
         “Did you see that house in Sweden, where they put the whole house in a greenhouse? And ventilated it?”

         
         “Actually, that would be kind of cool.”

         
         “It was totally glass. You would still have to pay for HVAC, though. It would actually be more expensive, because of the moisture.”

         
         “You’d need, like, a dehydrator for your air. A dehumidifier.”

         
         “The glass ones look awesome.”

         
         “No, there’s like, stains around the windows.”

         
         Caitlyn wrote TOMATO OREGANO SAVORY SHORTBREAD on the list and tapped against it with her pen before saying, “We’ll call it Emily’s shortbread,” and grinning at me.
         

         
         “What was that?” Barbara asked. (I have often suspected Barbara is beginning to lose her hearing.)

         
         “I’m going to make tomato shortbread,” Caitlyn said.

         
         “Oh,” Barbara said. “Tomato?”

         
         I found this a little deflating, to be honest. Of course what he had said about Emily—presumably the other boy’s girlfriend—was boorish. (Although he was also perfectly right. They would get a lot more value out of a city lot growing some of their own vegetables than flowers for some sort of at-home bouquet nonprofit.) But there’s a certain type of woman who really delights in hearing something boorish so she can pin all her energies into reacting against it, who never wants to let it go, who can make the same joke about it again and again, never once experiencing diminishing returns, perfectly happy to stay in the moment forever. He was wrong to have said it, but Caitlyn was the one who wanted to, pardon the expression, actually make a meal out of it, and I’m sorry to say it dimmed her value a little bit in my eyes. Although I do appreciate a savory shortbread. 

         
         “You could grow dwarf lemon trees. You could grow your own citrus.”

         
         “Just put it underground. You could insulate the walls, and use cement, so it doesn’t rot—”

         
         “Moisture is really bad for cement. In construction, they say water always wins, and water vapor is like, inevitable.”

         
         All of their heads snapped up in perfect unison when Nitara announced, “Forty-seven, forty-seven.” One of them dutifully jogged up to the counter to retrieve three massive paper bags and distribute the contents equally
            among them.
         

         
         “Rotisserie combo’s me. Thanks, man.”

         
         “Take your hat off so we can say the prayer. What’s with your head?”

         
         “I’ve been scratching my head all day.”

         
         “Why? Has work been stressing you out?”

         
         Barbara had by this point realized that both Caitlyn and I were listening to something, although she hadn’t yet discerned
            what it was, and made an inquisitive gesture at me.
         

         
         “The boys behind me,” I whispered. “They’re talking about food. And praying, now,” and I must have failed to keep my face neutral in the moment, because Barbara looked suddenly surprised. But it seemed perfectly consistent to me. Praying loudly over your food in public is frankly antisocial behavior, not least because mealtime prayers are the most banal, inoffensive, and useless forms of speech I can think of: “Thank you, Lord, for this food, we are going to eat it, we sure do appreciate the people who made it,” that sort of thing. You might as well announce, “Here’s a table, I sure am sitting at it, I’m going to put my lunch down now,” for all the spiritual benefit you or anybody else is going to get out of it. 

         
         “Matt, I can get you a spoon if you need it.”

         
         “Yeah—”

         
         “Actually, I’m working on an algorithm that will solve Sudokus—”

         
         “I had an idea for an app the other day. Kind of financial, kind of not. Input sales items at grocery stores, track it, let
            you know when things are on sale, compared against the average for the year . . . People would actually downshift. I think
            it would be a good idea for an app.”
         

         
         “You know if you manually keyed it—”

         
         “So my question is, what’s the return?”

         
         After this, I really began to lose interest in eavesdropping; besides, it was becoming increasingly obvious that Barbara was
            feeling politely excluded from the conversation, and I drew my head back into our circle.
         

         
         “Caitlyn,” I said, “I loved that bag you were carrying this morning. Wherever did you get it?”

         
         “Oh!” she said, laughing a little. “The red one? It’s a knockoff, I’m sorry. I got it from a sidewalk vendor somewhere downtown ages ago, I couldn’t tell you where.” 

         
         This was categorically untrue. The bag was not red. It was coral. No one who had carried it longer than five minutes would
            believe it to be red. And the stitching was textbook. Besides, Mulberry isn’t so high-end that you’d be embarrassed to admit
            to it. The bags are pricey, but you can still find them at certain department stores. It wasn’t as if I had asked her how
            much she had paid for it, or anything.
         

         
         “Yes, it’s always fun, finding something unexpected from a street sale,” I said, and left it at that. “Barbara, will you need
            any extra oven time tomorrow to handle the catering orders?”
         

         
         “That would be fantastic,” she said. “I could come in earlier, if that would help. I don’t want to get in Caitlyn’s way.”

         
         As we stood up to leave, one of our beefier neighbors noticed Caitlyn’s apron and said, “Excuse me, do you guys work here?
            Did you guys make this?” He jabbed towards his glossy piece of pink-and-yellow cake.
         

         
         “I made it,” Caitlyn said, smiling.

         
         “It’s so good,” he said. “Oh, man, it’s so good.” The others agreed.

         
         “The best cakes are drink cakes,” she said. “Arnold Palmer cake, Shirley Temple cake—just a pound cake base with Sprite instead of water, a few pitted cherries, and a Grenadine glaze—aguas frescas cake. The really fun stuff, although I can’t really justify putting it on the menu yet, is getting into those weird fermented sodas, like a kvass brown bread and butter cake. But I’m working on it,” which really undimmed her in my eyes, because that’s a very interesting approach to take to cakes, and I won’t pretend I wasn’t impressed with her ability to charm a group of very masculine, slightly odd-seeming young men, even if I wasn’t sure I trusted their judgment. 

         
         “That’s fantastic,” they all said, slightly out of sync with one another.

         
         Altogether, it was a reasonably satisfactory day at work, especially considering how awful I’d felt only a few days ago. I
            was basically getting along with everyone, which was especially reassuring and suggested that it was not, in fact, impossible
            for me to maintain positive relationships with other human beings. Caitlyn had not won any new points with me, but there had
            been nothing really decisively wrong with her behavior, either.
         

         
         I was, of course, aware of a certain inner voice that praised how Barbara had behaved today, and censured how unfairly I had
            tried to avoid her company. She had demonstrated real tact, unusual tact, in not mentioning Wednesday evening. And not five
            minutes after we returned from our planning session, I saw her return to those boys’ table with a white cardboard box filled
            with samples of all of Caitlyn’s cakes, which is the sort of quiet attention to detail the Arahalls go absolutely wild for.
            The boys went wild for it, too.
         

         
         But there was another part of me that was wildly irritated, even angry, at Barbara’s placid suitability. So age-appropriate, so nicely-behaved, so unintrusive, just right for me, the two Barbaras—but she doesn’t intrigue me. I don’t want any more of her attention than I already have. I’m not sorry when our conversations end, and I don’t look for ways to talk to her outside of work. I’m not curious about her relationship to handbags. I know she conducts herself well, and good for her, but the most I can muster up for her is a sense of tepid esteem. 

         
         On the plus side of the ledger, Olivia was extremely warm when I told her later that afternoon that I’d changed my mind about
            the Narcan. If I’m honest, I might have played up my own reluctance a little bit in order to really sell the gesture. But
            I think she liked the feeling of winning my consent against my own instincts, and I liked the feeling of offering it ungraciously.
         

         
         “I heard about last night,” I told her during a quiet moment in the kitchen, when everything was reducing and nothing was
            ready, and she was degloving chickpeas on the prep table opposite the range. “Nitara told me a little bit about it. I’m sorry.
            I hope it wasn’t too unpleasant.”
         

         
         “Well, I knew it was a risk, so,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “I only got yelled at. And I’m not allowed to lock up
            alone anymore.”
         

         
         “I’m sure.”

         
         “I’m a little surprised you’re not on the yelling side,” she said.

         
         “I’m on the side of anyone who has to use a bathroom,” I said. “I don’t think letting whoever lives in the park use our dinky
            little staff bathroom for a few hours every evening was a very good long-term solution. But it’s better than the alternative.
            At least you made life a little less difficult for those people for a few days.”
         

         
         “A few months,” Olivia said, thumbing another denuded chickpea into the mixing bowl. She smiled a little. “The Arahalls only
            think it was for a few days.”
         

         
         “Like I said, a few days.”

         
         She ventured a little further after that. “It’s shocking how little most people care about the homeless.”

         
         “I think people care a lot about the homeless. If they didn’t care, they wouldn’t say anything. It wouldn’t bother them. But
            it’s distressing, seeing someone living in very public misery, and you have to admit a lot of them seem to want to rub everybody’s
            faces in it.”
         

         
         “I don’t think that’s true at all.”

         
         I almost ventured further myself, because I had this half-formed idea about compassion and disgust being very nearly the same
            thing, but I wasn’t sure I believed it myself, and besides which, there’s no point in arguing about homelessness with a coworker
            when neither of you is in a position to solve it. After a minute, I added, “Listen, if you want to go ahead and stock the
            bathroom with anything you think might be useful, such as first aid kits, or that sort of thing, you might as well go ahead
            and do it.”
         

         
         “I’m a little surprised to hear you say that,” Olivia said.

         
         “I still don’t think it’s at all likely anyone will ever have need of it,” I said. “Really, it’s just that I’m tired of standing
            in the way of your vanity projects.”
         

         
         Ping, ping, chickpea, ping, another smile. It’s not always unpleasant, being an older woman. People appreciate it when you agree to things begrudgingly, especially if you put up a fight at first. It makes them feel cozier, even safer somehow. And putting in just the slightest bit of effort into your appearance, at my age, makes young people treat you like you’re Grace Kelly. They go wild for it. And they’re very effusive with their compliments, young people. All I have to do is color-coordinate my earrings and my socks, for example, and Kai and Ariel and Hanna really lose their minds with excitement. It really isn’t at all bad. 

         
         Of course, once I got home from work that evening, I ran into Lorraine just barely tottering over the front steps with her
            giant, awful, miserable dog. I was overdue for an encounter, and there’s no method of retreating or delaying when I meet her
            going into the building, anyhow. I made a big show of standing out of her way, so she could get down the stairs without having
            to navigate around me, so of course she just stood there looking at me and sighing, while her huge, unbrushed dog whined and
            strained at the leash.
         

         
         “Hold on,” she said to me or the dog or both.

         
         “Please go ahead, Lorraine,” I said. “I’ll wait to go in until you’re down the stairs.”

         
         “I want to talk to you,” she said, eyes narrowing.

         
         “That’s no problem, Lorraine,” I said. “I’m right here. Go ahead.”

         
         “When you put the recycling out front in the bin,” she said, reeling over the doorstep, “you need to take the tape off your
            cardboard boxes. People are leaving the tape on the boxes.”
         

         
         “I do take the tape off my boxes,” I said, which wasn’t true at all, but I’m pretty sure there are no hard-and-fast rules about tape on cardboard for recycling to begin with. I’m sure the people at the recycling plant would prefer we all take the tape off, but it’s not a rule, and I already rinse out my bottles and flatten my boxes and crush my cans, and I’m not going to do any more work restoring my garbage than I do already. This is one of the reasons I need to stop lying to Lorraine—it makes me resent her more because I don’t like being reminded of the fact that I lie to her whenever I’m in a hurry. 

         
         She narrowed her eyes again and stepped down another stair, until she was level with me and the dog was at the bottom of the
            stairs, as far as his leash would allow, a mass of unhappy blond impatience. “The reason it’s important,” she began, but of
            course, I had already taken my chance and sprung up to the front door.
         

         
         “Have a nice walk, Lorraine,” I said. Now that I was almost clear of her, I felt guilty about it. She looked down at the dog,
            which was one of those oddly proportioned animals that looks more like a person crawling around on all fours than a proper
            dog, with matted hair instead of fur, and suddenly her voice took on an entirely different quality: soft, reflective, unfocused.
         

         
         “I spotted him in Arizona,” she said, “in a mall that was going down. He was sitting there, and you could see his skin. I
            didn’t realize that he was gonna look like this.”
         

         
         Possibly, this was sufficiently strange behavior for me to have stayed and talked to her longer. Probably I ought to have
            offered to walk her dog for her, since both her gait and her thoughts were far from steady, but it’s so difficult to distinguish
            between Lorraine’s usual baffling, abrupt behavior and medically concerning behavior that I was halfway up the stairs before
            the thought occurred to me that perhaps she shouldn’t be alone on the street in her condition. But once you’re halfway up
            six flights of stairs to your apartment, you don’t turn around unless you really have to.
         

         
         Once I got upstairs and changed into my house slippers, I saw that I had an email from Ezra. I had managed to successfully keep thoughts of him at a distance all day, but now there was no chance of setting it aside until after I’d had something to eat. I had to open it. 

         
         There was no subject line, which made me nervous. Either he had not seen my email from this morning, in which case he had
            written something spontaneously and likely resentfully without knowing I had offered him a sort of olive branch, or else he
            had seen it, and it had elicited so many thoughts from him that he could not reply directly to it, but had to open an entirely
            fresh line of communication in order to tell me everything that was on his mind. It was difficult to imagine how he could
            have missed it, but Ezra is young and buys a lot of things online and has a reasonably demanding job, so he must get hundreds
            of emails a day. It’s easy to lose sight of one message if you get hundreds of emails a day. I do not get hundreds of emails
            a day. I used to, fifteen years ago, and at the time I found it difficult to manage, but now I get almost no emails a day,
            and that’s worse.
         

         
         I gave myself a minute to prepare before clicking on his message. Anything that was either very short or very long would be
            bad. I opened it and hoped for something between three and five paragraphs. I could handle something between three and five
            paragraphs. Unfortunately, it was very long. I did my best to unfocus my eyes so as not to take the whole thing in at once.
            I thought if I got a general impression, or picked out a fragment here and there, I could decide how much of it I was prepared
            to read at any given time, and sort of plan out any breaks I might need to drink a glass of water or talk back to the screen
            or feel sorry for myself, in order to get through the whole thing.
         

         
         Without trying to look at any section in particular, I caught sight of the following phrases at almost the exact same time:

         
         “There’s something very strange about a request to”

         
         “Worse still,”

         
         “Impossible to discuss when every time”

         
         “I can appreciate how difficult”

         
         So I closed my laptop and just sat there for a while. Possibly the mistake had been in emailing him, instead of sticking to
            text. Changing platforms in the middle of a disagreement is a very dicey proposition, especially considering that moving from
            text to email is essentially a lateral move. You don’t make any gains in proximity or intimacy, and if anything, people are
            likelier to associate being emailed with being told off. But I couldn’t have called him. He wouldn’t have picked up. The difficult
            thing with Ezra is that whenever I make a move towards de-escalation, something that would be guaranteed to put me or anyone
            else I know more at ease, it often makes him angrier. I wish there were a way to ask, “What can I say that would stop you
            from being angry with me?” But of course, that sounds insincere. He gets angry when he thinks I’m being insincere, which is
            particularly upsetting when I know I’m being completely earnest. Ezra doesn’t believe that wanting to have a nice time together
            is a worthwhile end in its own right, and I do.
         

         
         I decided to read his email the next day; I needed a little time to recover before I could go through the whole thing without
            getting upset, although I couldn’t put off responding for too long, either. It’s funny how sending an angry message makes
            someone feel entitled to a timely response. People rarely feel aggrieved and patient at the same time.
         

         
         Read it before work, think about it during work, write a response in the evening, that was the way to do it. Should I text him to let him know he could expect a response soon, that I wasn’t just putting him off? No, stick to email from now on. No changing platforms. 

         
         I went through the rest of my evening routine with the barest of efforts: a baked potato and leftover lentils for dinner,
            ten minutes of extremely wan calisthenics, a shower, hiding my phone in the hallway so I wouldn’t be tempted to look at it
            again, a Northern Italian cookbook to read in bed. It was all a little grim, but there are worse things than an evening of
            routine, grimly seen through to the end. I decided I would bring erbazzone to the potluck on Sunday. It’s very good, especially
            if you have access to a lot of different kinds of greens like I do.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         
         As it happened, I could have saved myself a fairly unpleasant night, because once I read Ezra’s email the next morning, I
            realized it wasn’t nearly as bad as I had feared it would be. It had seemed awful in glimpses the night before, because the
            snippets I’d been able to read looked so formal. Of all the ways it’s possible for someone to be angry with you, one of the
            worst is when they sound formal about it, because it’s so stiff and rehearsed and a near-certain indicator that they’re never
            going to listen to you ever again. But on the whole, the message was not at all devastating. This was such a relief I could
            have cried, and cast a nice sort of glow over the rest of the morning.
         

         
         All of Ezra’s complaints struck me as basically reasonable, and he had conceded the difficulty of our mutually incompatible work schedules. Mostly, it seemed as if he just wanted me to stop texting Erin about him and not to make any comments about how her parents work from home and live so close by, which makes spending time with Scottie so much easier for them. Well, that’s fine. I can certainly do that. 

         
         I’m certainly aware these days of how easy it is to displease Ezra without meaning to. If I try to be attentive, he feels
            crowded, and if I try to be helpful, he feels dictated to, and I’m sorry about that. I don’t mind displeasing him some of
            the time if the reason is important enough—I think that’s basically healthy for a parent and child to get irritated with each
            other without worrying about it—but I don’t like doing it inadvertently.
         

         
         It had not, for example, occurred to me that Ezra would not welcome being invited to complain about his childhood. Part of
            me suspects that he still does want to complain to me about his childhood, but that being invited to do so took the wind out
            of his sails. At any rate, I am happy to make an allowance for him, as the parent of an eighteen-month-old. I have not always
            made many allowances for him. Probably Erin and Ezra still do not get a regular, even eight hours’ worth of sleep most nights,
            even though Scottie has her own room now, and that can make treating people with forbearance difficult. I sleep very well,
            and I find treating people with forbearance nearly impossible.
         

         
         I sent him a very brief reply, something short and agreeable, mostly because what I really wanted to send him was something very long and explanatory, something that went into great detail about losing Susan and friendship between women and my hopes for the future and all my thoughts about his childhood and mine, which I’m sure would have been ruinous. The things I’m sorry for and the things he resents about me don’t seem to line up very well, which suggests to me that in order for things to improve between us, we don’t need to understand one another better so much as we need to spend time together where nothing goes wrong. 

         
         I do think I would have been a better mother if my own mother and Joanne hadn’t died so close together. When Joanne was dead,
            I knew that was the last time I would ever go out to lunch with someone where we would both know who was going to pay without
            having to ask. That wasn’t by any means the most important aspect of our relationship, but losing it meant something. I know
            I really was a better mother before that. I was supposed to be surrounded by women at this age. We were supposed to end up
            like Grandmother and Win, together at the beginning and again at the end, squabbling often but without heat, comfortably switching
            between feeling irritable and companionable with one another, as familiar with each other’s habits as with our own, playing
            California rummy with the same plastic card holders and bag of quarters that they did. If you start out life being sisters
            with someone, you ought to be able to end in the same way.
         

         
         Or else I should have had three or four children, instead of just the one. That would go a long way towards taking the pressure off my relationship with Ezra now, because not only would my attention have to be divided between all of them, but they could also harmlessly vent with one another about me in between visits. At the time, looking after more than one baby seemed overwhelming, but now that he’s all grown up, I’m inclined to think the reverse is the case. One is too much. Having three or four or even five would be easier now. Especially because Ezra and Erin talk sometimes about being “one and done” with Scottie, and I’d hate for them to have the same problems with her in twenty-five years that we’re having now. 

         
         Thank God I knew better than to say anything to Ezra about this, because he knows that Mom and Joanne are dead just as well
            as I do. He certainly doesn’t need me to trot the fact out every single time we disagree. But I do think it must be easier
            for people when their mother has her own mother still alive, if only as an additional external source of balance, even if
            she’s very difficult herself. If I could complain about my mother to Ezra, for example, not often but occasionally, it would
            give us the chance to be allies against an older generation together, instead of always facing off as a mother and child.
         

         
         I really can see, in moments like this one, how people who are otherwise basically intelligent can get drawn into nonsense
            like “the laws of attraction,” because I could feel the impulse “I am going to fix my relationship with my son this year” intruding into my consciousness every few minutes for the rest of the
            morning. I filled the kettle—“I am”—I poured the tea, I washed my face—“I am going to fix my relationship with my son”—I looked out the window and watered the kitchen herbs—“this year”—I am going to fix my relationship with my son this year—as if there were something new and transformative about that thought, as if it weren’t the same thought that had accompanied every fight we’d ever had since he was about twelve years old. It felt as soothing and satisfying to think this thought as if it had already happened, as if he were there in the room with me, agreeing that our relationship was fixed, and loving me in precisely the ways I wanted him to and none of the ways that I didn’t. It’s much easier to contemplate transformation with a sense of preemptive accomplishment. “I’ve got to change, only I don’t know how” certainly doesn’t inspire confidence in the same way. Although perhaps it’s better not to be confident on the precipice of transformation, after all. If you’ve got so much to be confident about, why would you need to change in the first place? 

         
         One of the things that’s difficult about relating to a grown child is that only one of you remembers the honeymoon period.
            I don’t mean that looking after a newborn is easy, because of course it wasn’t. But there were these perfect moments of speechless
            mutual adoration, where we just stared into one another’s eyes and smiled and he’d fall asleep and I’d hold him, moments where
            he wanted for nothing and neither did I. Or when he was a little bigger, and I’d be on the other side of the apartment, putting
            something away, and he’d catch sight of me from wherever he was playing, and his tiny face would just light up at the sight
            of me, even though he’d seen me five minutes before, and he’d run to me as fast as he could and throw his arms around my legs
            and laugh, just to see me putting plates away in the cupboard. There were years like that for us, but he doesn’t remember
            any of them, and worse still, he doesn’t like to be reminded of them.
         

         
         Of course, I can understand that on some level. Who wants to hear that they were easier to love before they could talk? But
            I don’t mean that I loved making all of his decisions for him, or that I loved him for being helpless. It was just so easy
            to make each other happy then, and he doesn’t even remember that it happened.
         

         
         “Take my word for it, you were a happy baby,” I used to say to him. “You were such a happy baby.” I thought that would be a nice thing for someone to hear about themselves, but Ezra asked me to stop saying it a few years ago. He said it made it sound like I was implying that he wasn’t very happy now, or that I found him more difficult to love as an adult, which I wasn’t. At least I didn’t mean to imply that. I wanted him to know he was a very happy baby because I think that’s a splendid piece of good news to receive. I wanted him to feel buoyed by it, but he didn’t. 

         
         Luckily, I had the potluck to take my mind off Ezra. Nobody wants their mother to think about them too much. You don’t want
            her to forget you exist or anything, but you want to believe there’s something else keeping her going in between phone calls.
            Well, sons don’t want their mothers to think about them too much. I’m really not sure about daughters. And I was looking forward
            to going, which surprised me to no small degree, because I’d felt so self-conscious and irritable on Wednesday. But there’s
            nothing like a dose of unwanted solitude to make even slightly irritating company feel welcome. It would mean new people,
            and new sorts of conversation, and new food, and that’s worth something.
         

         
         I wanted to make erbazzone—a double-crusted pie filled with bitter greens and wild herbs, the more varieties the better—for two reasons. First, because I think it improves upon several of the structural flaws common to spanakopita. (Phyllo dough and a pound of feta is, nine times out of ten, a recipe for a soggy mess. Erbazzone has a nice short crust, which is still plenty buttery but doesn’t fall apart in your hands, and it isn’t afraid of really showcasing the bitter greens, whereas the spinach in most spanakopita is about as strong as ice water. There’s a little bit of pork and Parmesan because what good are greens without fat, but you’re not trying to sneak them under a blanket of cheese.) Second, because Orlin had said something this week about how nobody ever cooks with dishwashing in mind, even though dishwashing is the only guaranteed accompaniment to cooking. “You might not even end up eating something if you mess up the recipe,” he said, “but even if you have to throw the whole thing out, you always have to wash the dishes.” 

         
         The idea wasn’t that people should only cook one-pan meals or eat directly out of the pot so much as consider what kind of
            dishwashing experience a given meal calls for, and I thought that erbazzone posed several interesting challenges. You’ve got
            to be quick about cleaning whatever bowls and countertops you used while you were making the dough, because wet dough turns
            into glue awfully fast, and you’ve also got to catch all the individual flecks of chopped greens that end up scattered all
            over the kitchen afterwards.
         

         
         For the crust, you cut eight ounces of cold butter into two cups of good 00 flour and a little salt, adding just enough cold
            water to keep things together. Divide the dough into two disks, wrap and refrigerate them anywhere from an hour to overnight.
            Then you roll out the bottom crust over your pie pan, place the greens into the crust, roll the top crust over the greens,
            crimp the edges, brush with beaten egg, and make a few slashes along the top. Bake it for fifteen or twenty minutes at four
            hundred degrees, then for another half hour at three-fifty.
         

         
         For the greens, all you have to do is sweat an ounce or two of chopped slab bacon, pancetta, guanciale, whichever cured pork appeals to you, over a scant heat. You don’t need much, but you do need it. After five minutes you add a handful of chopped ramp leaves, if you can get them, or a few sliced cloves of garlic if you can’t, a few red pepper flakes, salt, and at least a pound of as many kinds of bitter greens as you can get your hands on, all the way up to two pounds, washed and dried very carefully, and chopped just short of finely. Dock, dandelion, chickweed, toothwort, amaranth, lamb’s-quarters, cup plant, bitter mustard. Cover to steam with a tablespoon or two of water, but no more than that. Cook anywhere from five to fifteen minutes—you want them tender but still a little bitter—then drain and cool. Add a half cup of grated parmesan; you don’t need more. You certainly don’t need a lot of ricotta or anything like that. And two egg yolks, a very little nutmeg, and some more salt if you need it. It’s good at room temperature or still slightly warm, but it’s never at its best either hot out of the oven or fridge-cold. 

         
         Saint Stephen’s is in an old Italian neighborhood, but very few Brooklyn Italians are Buddhists and even fewer are Episcopalians, so I wasn’t sure how much I could rely on the collective talent for cooking. Erbazzone is by no means a provocative dish or anything—it’s a fairly straightforward greens pie—but people tend to lean conservative when it comes to potlucks, unless they’re all very competitive home cooks trying to outdo one another, which I did not anticipate was going to be the case with the Saint Stephen’s crowd. Most people won’t bring an entrée because it gets expensive fast with a big group of people, and as a rule, most of them will stick with old standby side dishes and dessert. So it’s important to bring something a little bitter or unexpected, something that was not cooked with universal inoffensiveness in mind, if you want a good, balanced meal. 

         
         As it happened, I was slightly impressed by the turnout, with both the people and the food. I had decided to take the bus,
            even though it takes a little longer, rather than the subway because I didn’t want to haul my biggest pie pan up and down
            all those stairs (I never bring Tupperware to potlucks, because I think it’s important to eat good food in an attractive setting,
            no matter how casual the meal, and besides which I’ve noticed that everyone has a tendency to leave Tupperware behind, including
            me, thinking they’ll go back for it later, but then when later comes no one ever wants to make a long trip just to pick up
            some dirty Tupperware, so you end up having to buy new Tupperware two or three times a year), so I arrived slightly later
            than I had expected. The entrance to the rectory (red brick, Romanesque revival) was tucked inside a leafy little courtyard
            just off of Saint Stephen’s, all lit up with real gas lamps, even though the sun wouldn’t set for another hour.
         

         
         The front door was left slightly ajar, and a little paper sign hung over the doorknob reading “Come on in,” which I appreciated,
            since it showed they were expecting people who weren’t already familiar with the usual Saint Stephen’s way of doing things,
            and I wouldn’t stick out as an obvious newcomer.
         

         
         I wasn’t very late, thank goodness, so people were still mingling and standing up for the most part. The ceilings were very high. The lighting was terrible—all overhead track lighting, all clearly installed in the last five years, probably as part of an upgrade to the electrical system, such a disappointment after the gas lamps over the stoop—but there was a lovely old oak buffet table and an honest-to-god sideboard, huge and almost black with age. 

         
         Barbara was there, of course, and immediately got up to take the pie out of my hands. She was wearing this very long, very
            drapey garment in a shade just between blue and grey that actually looked very becoming on her. It looked like something an
            old woman would wear, and she looked like an old woman in it. Old but also a trifle radiant. Not dazzling, but distinctly
            a little bit radiant.
         

         
         “But I’m so glad you came!” she said. “You never said if you were coming or not,” which was true, although it was also true
            that she had never actually asked if I was. I’ll admit that I did enjoy the obvious pleasure in her voice. “And you look fantastic.”
         

         
         I have a suit, twenty years old and very well-tailored, herringbone, which still fits me extremely well and which I like to
            wear when I meet new people because I think it’s a very good expression of my basic values. Spring is a little late for herringbone,
            but it was still early spring. And I wore a peony pinned through the lapel—a full-blown peony, not just a bud—which is a little
            outrageous. Still, I wanted to make it very clear that I was a person whose time meant something, that I was not looking for
            charity or a shoulder to lean on or something to “keep me busy and out of the house.” So I was only a little embarrassed by
            the compliment, because of course it was obvious that I had gone to a certain amount of effort to wear something showy, but
            on the whole I was pleased.
         

         
         Counting Gail the officiant and Father Bisseker, there were eight Episcopalians to five Buddhists, and even with the terrible lighting, the group looked very well put together and friendly. The food was not at all bad, either. It did lean vegetarian, which I’d taken as a matter of course, but not strictly: there were cold noodles and kabocha squash, a salad of chicories with anchovy sauce, an absolutely massive cast-iron skillet’s worth of Buddha’s Delight, and a lemon cottage cake. This is the soundest kind of vegetarian cooking, to my mind. I am not a vegetarian, but I appreciate vegetarian food, especially when it is not anxiously smothered in a pound of cheese or trying to dress up mushrooms as chicken, when the focus is on good, well-ordered, sensitively cooked vegetables, and plenty of them. 

         
         I could have done without Gail’s pleased announcement of “now we have another Barbara!” but was nevertheless pleased to be
            introduced, welcomed, and re-met with everyone present. There was a tall, spare man named Cas, who seemed obviously in the
            middle stages of dying, Richard with the bum knee along with a few others who looked vaguely familiar from the Wednesday service,
            two women about my age named Dellora and Rachel, and a couple in their forties named Dan and Alex; everybody else was older
            women, mostly white and Asian.
         

         
         “Now, this isn’t a service,” Father Bisseker said, “but since we are here to keep the feast, let us thank one another for bringing us food, and anyone who is willing and able to make their neighbor a plate, let them do it.” Which I thought was a much nicer idea than a moment of silence or, even worse, an ecumenical prayer. After a general grateful murmur died away, half the group made a beeline for Cas, whose closeness to death clearly made him a popular target. Since he was clearly enjoying the fuss and I wanted to avoid being obviously paired off with one of the two people I already knew, I asked Dellora if I could get her anything. 

         
         “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll take noodles, salad, and cake. Only a little cake,” in the way that people always ask for mercy
            when they’re offered cake that has been sliced by someone else. Well, I know what a little cake is: only two bites more than
            you would slice for yourself if you wanted a little cake. You can’t make it any smaller than that, because there’s nothing
            worse than asking for a small piece of cake and then saying, “Oh, gosh, maybe a little bit more than that” when you see how seriously someone has taken you, but you can’t bring them a big fat slice, either.
         

         
         Gail offered to make me a plate, which was perfectly fine. I noticed that most people avoided the erbazzone at first, but
            a few slices showed up for the first time on their plates when going back for seconds. The “fix a plate for your neighbor”
            approach worked very nicely for seconds. It’s much more gracious to ask someone, “Would you like anything else? Can I get
            something for you?” than it is to stand up, try to act unhurried so you don’t look greedy, and saunter back to the buffet
            as if finding yourself there by accident.
         

         
         “Now, Barbara,” Gail said once we were all sitting down, “can I ask what brought you to Saint Stephen’s this week?”

         
         This was a question I had been lightly dreading, but of course, she had to ask it. There was no real getting away from it. And fortunately, she had not asked it of the whole table; there were two or three other clusters of conversation that remained cheerfully independent of us, so there was hope of diving back into one of the larger groups afterwards. 

         
         I had intended to keep things light—the church had been on my walk home, seemed like a good idea, something about their music
            program—and to make it clear I wasn’t new to the idea of Christianity, that I didn’t need to be informed about Jesus or anything
            like that (to be honest, I’ve never especially cared for Jesus, out of everybody else in the Bible, which is probably unfair
            and an unintended result of accidental overexposure, but it’s how I feel), but instead I found myself saying, “Well, I’m afraid
            I had a falling out last week with my best friend, who told me she didn’t care to speak to me anymore. And since then, I’ve
            been feeling a little in need of a change.”
         

         
         Which was absolutely disastrous. And I know that my voice trembled when I said it, and that several people in separate conversations
            stopped to turn and look at me with visible pity. What had been the point, then, of the suit and the pie and the big beautiful
            peony, if at the very first commonplace incidental hi-how-are-you sort of question I had cracked, and called myself lonely?
            And to say it to Gail, of all people, who was now professionally obligated to consider my well-being a pet project, and whose
            ability to sensitively deal with human suffering I very much doubted—
         

         
         “Thank you,” I said, after Dellora discreetly passed me a second napkin. “It’s very difficult to lose a friend. And it’s very
            difficult because she doesn’t want to talk to me. I wish I could make her talk to me. Even if we never talked again after
            that. If we could only have stopped being friends under friendlier terms, that would have helped. I’m sorry.”
         

         
         “I’m so sorry, Barbara,” Gail said.

         
         “I appreciate that,” I said. “And I’m sorry for this,” waving at my own face.

         
         “It’s awful when a friendship ends,” she said, eyes very big and solemn.

         
         “It is,” I said. Once I had started, I might as well go for broke. “And it occurred to me that I am getting older—that I am
            beginning to be old—but that I don’t have as many old friends as I would like. And being older—being old—with a lot of new,
            light relationships, you know, acquaintances—it doesn’t go very well together. I don’t know as many people as I used to, I
            mean, and I wish I did.”
         

         
         Dellora leaned a little closer to me. “I’m glad you came tonight,” which of course is something you’re supposed to say, especially
            at a church potluck, even when the church is half Buddhist, but it did seem as though she meant it, and not in a condescending
            you’re in the right place, you’re suffering and we have all the answers sort of way, either. “I had this awful breakup with
            a good friend of mine, it must have been fifteen years ago now, and I still think about it all the time.”
         

         
         “I brought that pie tonight,” I said to her. I knew Gail was still listening, too, and I wasn’t trying to push her out of
            the conversation, but I was really speaking to Dellora “Over there, with the double crust, the greens and the garlic, and
            I didn’t even think about it ’til just now, but I got the recipe from another old best friend of mine, her name was Therese,
            and she was this fantastic cook, and she stopped being my friend, too. And it’s sort of awful, having these recipes and outfits
            and habits that came from a really good friend who isn’t with you anymore.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry, I haven’t tried it,” Dellora said.

         
         “No, I don’t mean like that. You don’t have to eat it to know what I mean.”

         
         I didn’t mention that there were at least seven other women who, at one point or another, I had considered my best friend
            that I don’t talk to anymore. I figured mentioning two broken relationships was enough for them to get a sense of my problems,
            and that going into detail about all nine would only scare them off.
         

         
         Thankfully, no one else started sharing their own stories of friend breakups. It’s not that I didn’t care about anyone else’s
            experiences; it’s just that I wanted to move far enough away from the topic that I didn’t risk a second unplanned exhibition
            in front of a group of what were essentially friendly strangers. The conversation moved on more generally to the recent history
            of Saint Stephen’s and the Brooklyn Zen Center, talk of the food (no one mentioned the erbazzone in particular, but a respectable
            portion was nonetheless missing), and the still-missing Nancy (“She sends her best! I saw her last week and she was in pretty
            good spirits!”).
         

         
         There was an animating spirit of friendliness at the table. It felt good to sit and listen to it. At some point, Dellora quietly
            excused herself to go speak to Cas, and a few minutes later, Barbara drifted into her seat.
         

         
         “I’m sorry about your friend,” Barbara said. “I remember you talking about Susan often. I imagine it was Susan you were talking
            about just now, but I shouldn’t assume, I’m sorry—”
         

         
         I nodded, both to indicate that she was right and that I didn’t mind.

         
         “Well, that’s a hard thing,” she finished. “One day you have a good friend, and one day you don’t, and that’s hard.”

         
         “Thank you,” I said. I minded the sympathy less with each subsequent expression.

         
         “It’s not the same thing,” she said, “but I started coming to meditate at the Zen Center a few years ago, before the move
            into Saint Stephen’s, after my husband died. That was lonely.”
         

         
         “I’ve always been a little itchy when it comes to meditation,” I admitted.

         
         She made a little hum by way of acknowledgement, and for once didn’t offer a pithy solution to an expression of discomfort,
            which I appreciated.
         

         
         “The part I’m finding the most difficult,” I said, “is that I keep finding myself thinking the stupidest things to make myself
            feel better. Like how it’s all for the best, or that sometimes life just takes people in different directions, or that she
            must not ever have really understood me in the first place. Sour grapes. And I don’t think any of those things are true. I
            think that’s just my mind trying to make it feel less painful. But I don’t think it was for the best, and I don’t think it
            was inevitable, and I don’t think it’s ultimately her loss or anything like that. I just think it’s very sad.”
         

         
         “Are you a church person?”

         
         “I’ve been to church from time to time,” I said. “Sometimes I go to church, and often I don’t. Are you a very committed Buddhist?”

         
         “Yes,” she said. “I wasn’t anything for most of my life, and I didn’t know anything about Episcopalians before we lost our lease and Father Bisseker invited us to move in. But they’ve been wonderful. Dellora and Cas are both Buddhist and Episcopalian, incidentally, but they’re the only ones I know of. Mostly, we are friendly but distinct neighbors.” 

         
         “Was your husband a Buddhist?” I remembered that he had died almost as soon as Barbara started working at the Market Hall
            “Tim?”
         

         
         “No, he wasn’t. I just stumbled onto it myself a few weeks after he died. The old center was just around the corner from our
            place in Red Hook, and I didn’t know how to talk to anyone.”
         

         
         “It’s not the same thing, either,” I said, “but my sister and my mother died in the same year. I didn’t know how to talk to
            anyone after that, either.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t want to step on the Church’s toes, and of course, you may not want to, but if you’d ever like to come to one of
            our meditations, we’d be very glad to have you.”
         

         
         “I’d like to go,” I said. “I’d like to change quite a lot this year, if I can.”

         
         “It’s really just sitting down,” Barbara said. “It can’t hurt you very much.”

         
         “Do you mind if I ask you something? —Is Cas ill?”

         
         “Yes, very.”

         
         “I want to thank you for being so welcoming,” I said after a minute. “You’ve been really very kind, and I appreciate it.”

         
         “Well, it’s just been nice to see you here,” Barbara said. “You know, if you really want to change quite a lot, you should
            come with us to Dying Together.”
         

         
         “Is that how Cas came here?”

         
         “No, he’s just dying. Dying Together is for people dying alone in hospice. They have doctors and nurses looking after them, but some of them have outlived their family and friends, or don’t have any, for whatever reason don’t have visitors—it’s not a strict rule, anybody dying who needs additional care qualifies, they don’t cut you from the list if you have a sibling who stops by sometimes—and it depends on how far along they are, but you’re there to help with the little things that don’t necessarily require a professional. Help them take medication, talk, read to them, put away groceries, look after pets, that sort of thing.” 

         
         This did not strike me as a good way to meet interesting new people.

         
         “And you know, something that I like about it,” Barbara said, “is that it reminds me of Tim. Being around dying people, it
            reminds me of—I think of dying as the thing that took Tim away from me. And that is true. But it’s also the thing he has in
            common with everyone else who has ever died.”
         

         
         I tried to speak slowly, calmly. The conversation was interesting, and I wanted to pursue it, but if I did not speak each
            word in a very focused and composed manner, I would be right back where I started, drawing attention to myself. “I think that’s
            an interesting way to look at it. After mine died, I didn’t want to see anyone else die again. I felt that I had seen enough.
            I know it’s not the same thing.”
         

         
         Barbara and I must have said, “I know it’s not the same thing” to one another a dozen times that evening, which was a little silly, especially since I don’t think either of us thought losing a husband and losing a sister or a mother felt at all the same in the first place. But it felt good to keep drawing back in acknowledgement of one another like that. It felt like an old and courteous dance. 

         
         “I sometimes felt the same way,” Barbara said. “Then I thought it might help to see more, even quite a lot more of them.”

         
         “Have you seen a lot of people die?”

         
         “Not quite a lot,” she said, “and most of the time people are just resting, or talking a little, or want to hear you talk.
            Lots of them have a terminal diagnosis but aren’t close to dying. It doesn’t happen every day, or even every week. But I’ve
            been there for enough that I could start to see connections with Tim—he sounded like that, just before he died, or he stopped
            eating just like they did, or his eyes did that, too—that sort of thing.”
         

         
         “Would you say that Tim had a pretty good death?” I thought better of that question almost as soon as I had asked it. “I’m
            sorry if that’s too personal. I only ask because my sister—she died very young, much too young, which was horrible, but at
            the very end of it, she was comfortable and at home, and it really did seem like there was a sort of peace to it. But with
            my mother, it was only awful. They kept resuscitating her—I don’t mean was it good that he died,” I went on awkwardly, “I
            only mean did it seem—did it seem basically good, as a death, given that he was dying? I mean, was it awful and awful, or
            awful and all right?”
         

         
         “It was pretty bad before we could get him into hospice,” she said. I appreciated how gracefully she accepted the terms of the question. “We’d had a difficult time getting the right level of pain medication. Part of that was Tim. He’s very stubborn. But the dying itself, once I knew it was inevitable, once I knew what to expect, once it was happening—it was awful and good.” 

         
         “I’ll go,” I said, before I could change my mind. They always end up getting you, one way another. Once you start going to
            church, the specter of volunteering is just waiting in the wings.
         

         
         “Coffee or tea?” Gail said, standing just behind me, holding two pots.

         
         “Tea, thank you,” I said, and she poured some into a squat little paper cup she then handed to me, which absolutely ruined
            the effect of what had otherwise been a surprisingly well-thought-out meal. It was weak, too.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twelve

         
         Later that week, Ava called to tell me that Marc Dumont was getting remarried. I laughed; I couldn’t help it.

         
         “I thought you liked Marc,” she said.

         
         “I did like Marc. I do like Marc. I haven’t seen him much lately, obviously, but unless he’s changed substantially, I still
            like him. It’s just that it’s been fifteen years.”
         

         
         “I know how long it’s been. I’m telling you he’s getting remarried.”

         
         “How on earth did you hear about it?”

         
         “Marc told me.”

         
         Well, of course. You’re much likelier to hear from your good friend Therese’s widower if your good friend Therese hasn’t abruptly dropped you first. There was something sort of sick about the whole thing. It would have been one thing if he got remarried two or three years after the funeral. That would have made sense: a year to mourn, a few months of dating, then find someone to get serious with, I could have understood. But after waiting fifteen years, only to get engaged once everyone’s gotten used to you as a widower? What’s the point? 

         
         “Did he tell you when he started seeing her? Or just when things got serious? Is it anyone we know?”

         
         “No. It’s just some woman he met online.” Well, of course.

         
         “Have you met her?”

         
         “Barbara, I’ve never even heard of her. We haven’t always kept in the best of touch, but I usually see him a few times a year . . .
            He and Alan are still pretty close.”
         

         
         “And he never said he was seeing anybody until they announced their engagement?”

         
         “Not a word.”

         
         “Well, good for him.”

         
         “Yes, of course, good for him. I’m just surprised, is all. But he certainly deserves to be happy. Assuming he is happy.”

         
         “I’m sure he’s very happy,” I said. “Is she much younger? Or only a little younger?”

         
         “Barbara, she’s our age.”

         
         “You’re joking.”

         
         “Not at all. She’s in her sixties.”

         
         “Then she’s not our age,” I said, “because I’m not turning fifty-eight for another three months.”

         
         “Congratulations on still being in your fifties, Barbara,” Ava said. “She’s in between your age and my age, then.”

         
         “It’s important to be accurate about these things,” I said. “Fifty-eight is not in your sixties. In two years, I will be in my sixties, and I’ll be perfectly happy to admit to it, but right now, I’m not in my sixties. Are they going to have a wedding?” 

         
         “I don’t know,” Ava said, clearly bristling a little at having the conversation taken so far past the limits of her newfound
            expertise. “I assume so.”
         

         
         “But he didn’t say. You didn’t get an invitation or anything. He just told you they were engaged, but it might be one of those
            open-ended things where they’re just engaged for the next twenty years.”
         

         
         “It might be,” she said. “Like I said, I don’t know.”

         
         “Does he still have the same number?”

         
         “Are you going to call him?”

         
         “I’d like to congratulate him.”

         
         “Do you think he’ll remember you?”

         
         “That’s not funny.”

         
         “You haven’t talked to him in fifteen years.”

         
         “Eighteen years,” I said. “Therese cut me off right before she had that rally. I sent a card and flowers when I heard, obviously.
            I just didn’t want to be pushy. But now that there’s something new to talk about, something I can congratulate him on, why
            shouldn’t I call him?”
         

         
         “I don’t think he knows why she did it.”

         
         “I’m sure he doesn’t. I’m not going to ask him. I’m going to call to congratulate him on his engagement, not to congratulate
            him and then pump him for information about his dead wife’s social life.”
         

         
         “You don’t think that will be implied?”

         
         God bless Ava. I really mean that. I wish more of my friends were this difficult, although I don’t think I’d like anyone to be any more difficult than she is. Maybe if there had been more frequent, low-level friction between Susan and me—but then I wasn’t going to relitigate the whole Susan thing anymore. Maybe nothing went wrong with Susan after all. Maybe she just needed things from me I couldn’t give, or vice versa, and we just grew apart. People do say that sort of thing all the time. It might be true. 

         
         No, I can’t think about things that way. I can’t stand that sort of chipper, cost analysis, you’re-okay-I’m-okay resigned
            approach to loss, where nobody ever regrets a divorce or a friendship breakup because it’s impossible to meet someone in the
            middle, because two people can’t just disagree on how to relate to each other, they must have fundamentally incompatible approaches
            to love that can never be translated or reconciled, where everything always works out for the best and the worst possible
            outcome, the thing to avoid at all costs, is deciding you did something wrong and regret the past, so you never admit to doing
            anything wrong or feeling anything bad.
         

         
         “Are you asking me that because you’re worried I’m going to fly off the handle when I talk to him, or because you know something
            I don’t about what Therese told Marc about me, and you’re trying to tactfully steer me away from calling him?”
         

         
         “The first one,” she said. “I really don’t know why Therese did it. She never talked about you after it happened,” which of
            course stung, but at least Ava was willing to tell me the truth without diplomacy. “I really think she just felt pretty limited
            by that point. Maybe if she hadn’t been sick, you two could have hashed it out, or she would have told you what was bothering
            her, but she just needed to save her energy.”
         

         
         “She rallied for almost a year,” I said.

         
         “A rally isn’t remission,” Ava said. “A rally is enough energy to eat dinner with your kids, not reopen old business.”

         
         “It wasn’t old business. I take your point, I really do, I understand that she had cancer and she was tired and didn’t want
            to fight with me in between chemo appointments. I understand that. I’ve always understood that. But it wasn’t old business
            because she never told me about it, whatever it was. It wasn’t even business. She never told me what was bothering her.”
         

         
         “Well, it was old business to her, then,” Ava said. “She’d been thinking about it for a while.”

         
         “So she did tell you about it.”

         
         “I only asked her once. I told you that. You know that. I asked her what was going on, and she sighed and said it had been
            coming on for a while, but she didn’t have the energy to deal with you just then, and I didn’t push her for details because
            she had just told me that she was too tired to talk about it with you, and obviously if she was too tired to talk about it
            with you, and she felt strongly enough about it that she didn’t want to talk to you at all, then it stood to reason she wouldn’t
            want to talk about it with me, either, so I didn’t ask.”
         

         
         “That’s not what you told me at the time.”

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “I’m not calling you a liar. I’m saying that at the time I asked you, and you said you didn’t know.”

         
         “You asked me at least half a dozen times about Therese ‘at the time.’ Which time do you mean?”

         
         I had to admit that Ava had me there, because I only remembered the one conversation. I really hadn’t been calling Ava a liar. Not that she’s incapable of lying—practically nobody is—but I think it would take more for her to consider lying necessary, and now that she mentioned it, it did ring a bell that I must have asked her about Therese more than once. 

         
         “Listen, Barbara, I’ll be perfectly honest with you because if I were in your position, I would drive myself crazy over it,
            too. It was a terrible position for you to be in. But you were pumping me for information all the time once she took you off
            the list, and I had to be really very clear with you. Thank God you had enough sense not to bother her directly, but I really
            was worried that if I wasn’t clear with you that you were going to work yourself up into showing up at her house, so I made
            a point to be very clear with you on multiple occasions.”
         

         
         I conceded the point, and not begrudgingly, either. I conceded the point graciously.

         
         “Thank you. Listen, I really don’t think she meant to cut you out forever. I think if she hadn’t gotten sick you two would
            probably have been able to work things out. You would have been higher up on her priority list if she hadn’t also been dying,
            but she was. It was her bad luck, and then it was your bad luck.”
         

         
         It occurred to me that Ava was in something of a difficult position herself, since we were good friends but not the best of friends, and she had now seen me through not one but two breakups with different best friends. This made her tactically valuable as well as potentially dangerous, since she might reasonably decide that I was too volatile to hang on to as a good friend and that she had been slighted by not making the cut into best friendship either time. I tend to believe that most old friends, even if they know they are not your best friend (and who wouldn’t want to be your best friend if you did ask them), still want to believe that they are in the running for an upgrade, if only on the basis of seniority. So you have to be more careful about preserving someone’s ego the longer you’ve been friends with them, rather than less. 

         
         “So you think I shouldn’t call Marc at all?”

         
         “Not necessarily. But I do think you should be careful about it.”

         
         “Careful how?”

         
         “Well, I think it will be obvious that you haven’t talked to him in a very long time. But Marc isn’t especially perceptive.
            He’s thoughtful, but he isn’t perceptive. Maybe he won’t think anything of it.”
         

         
         “I really do just want to congratulate him, you know. It’s been a very long time, and we used to be sort of close, and he
            hasn’t been engaged in decades, and I’d like to congratulate him, is all. I don’t think that’s so unusual.”
         

         
         “So congratulate him, then. What do you need my blessing for? Do you want to get lunch tomorrow?”

         
         “I’m working tomorrow. Could we do a late lunch? Two o’clock, in my neighborhood?”

         
         “Where is there to get lunch in your neighborhood?”

         
         “Ditmas Park?”

         
         “Fine. Text me some possibilities,” she said, and rang off.

         
         I texted her a few compromise options from Ditmas Park West, which is only barely a neighborhood, all of which she rejected, the Bangladeshi restaurants in Ditmas Park being inferior to the Bangladeshi restaurants in her neighborhood, and the French ones not being worth considering. Then I pointed out that while she could take a lunch break anytime, I had to wait until I finished work, since we only get thirty minutes for a shift meal, so if she wanted me to come to her then we’d be having lunch at three-thirty if not later, and my hair smelling like onions from not being able to shower after work. And I want to see you!!! I texted her. Please brave a few minor inconveniences for the pleasure of my company, because I would gladly eat an only-okay lunch with you, which won her over from the side of resentment to the side of mutual warmth at last. I did not text her that the last few
            times we had seen each other had all been in her neighborhood, because I trusted that she would remember that detail on her
            own. Besides, I wanted to make sure I stayed on the side of mutual warmth, too, and I could probably stand to forget to keep
            score once in a while.
         

         
         I saw relatively little of both Barbara and Caitlyn at work that week, although strangely enough, I didn’t mind too much. Caitlyn was coming in late to bake overnight, and Barbara was working afternoons and evenings to handle the holiday orders. I still thought of Caitlyn as a potential new friend and Barbara as more of a source of surprising new information. Although, of course, I did feel more friendly towards Barbara than I had in the past. They did not enter into the same spheres, socially, as far as I was concerned, even though I would have been happy to see either of them on the morning shift, especially since, after Caitlyn, the average age of my coworkers drops down pretty sharply into their twenties. I rarely have a lot of one-on-one chats with them when we’re working together, unless it’s strictly about something work-related. They tend to cluster in little groups, and I stay on the edge of the conversation, and that’s how it ought to be, really. I like talking to them, and I don’t think most of them mind talking to me, but I wouldn’t want to take our breaks together or for any of them to feel as though they had found a mascot in me. 

         
         All of us were busier than usual, not just Barbara and Caitlyn, and even Orlin, who ordinarily is fazed by nothing, popped
            his head out of the dish pit on Thursday to say he wasn’t washing any more casserole dishes. The Arahalls happened to be in
            that morning, and Jen gave Orlin $80 to go get foil baking pans from Ace Hardware, which was a mistake because nobody saw
            him again for the rest of the day. There is only one right way and a million wrong ways to treat your dishwasher. Overworking
            yours all morning, then handing him a wad of cash and expecting him to hurry back after running an errand for you is one of
            the most obviously wrong ones.
         

         
         A few hours later, Jen ended up having to get in the pit herself to make up for it, and an hour after that, she turned up
            in the kitchen, red and steaming, begging me to go back and help her. Nobody can handle the pit besides Orlin, and every couple
            of weeks he likes to walk off the job to remind everybody of the fact.
         

         
         “Which is ridiculous,” he says, “because this is nothing compared to a restaurant. I am not even using the full extent of
            my powers. You cannot handle even the pace of a dish pit running at half speed, which is good for me and bad for you. But
            you cannot schedule me to come in at noon if you are going to have someone baking overnight, because I cannot start my day
            behind, and when I come in at noon to find a pit which is already totally fucked, I am starting my day behind through no fault
            of my own.”
         

         
         He’s right, of course, but also we only have somebody in the kitchen baking overnight a few times a year, so it’s usually easier for the Arahalls to just let him freak out and walk off around Christmas and Easter and Labor Day instead of doing anything differently. Eventually he will walk off for good, which is a shame because we’ve never had a dishwasher last this long and everybody likes him. 

         
         I like washing dishes plenty at home. I’m even good at it. I have a very good strategy, a good method, and I never let anything
            soak in the sink for longer than half an hour, even if I’m sick. If you don’t wash something you’ve left to soak within half
            an hour, you’re going to let it sit around and get cold and pile other dishes on top of it, and the whole kitchen will run
            away with you, and the soap’s not going to do any more work for you at the ten-hour mark than it did in the first. There can
            be no falling behind, sinkwise, if your goal is to live in a clean, comfortable home. What people really hope when they leave
            a pot soaking in the sink overnight, is that the next time they walk into the kitchen, the pot will have cleaned itself. But
            this has never happened, and will never happen, and it’s important to be honest with yourself, especially if you live alone,
            so I never let anything soak for long enough to tempt me into delusions.
         

         
         But washing dishes in a commercial kitchen is unbearable. Everything’s twice as greasy as you think it will be, the water’s
            always too hot to touch directly, and the steam and the grease have this awful chemical reaction in midair so that everything
            is coated in a thin layer of oily soap, or soapy oil, and every time you think you’ve finished, someone comes in with another
            tray of dishes.
         

         
         Worse still, both of the Arahalls had been very gung-ho lately about meeting with some of the other owner-operators in the Market Hall to talk about installing self-checkout lanes, which is one of the stupidest ideas I can think of. They’re bad enough at big box stores, where you can at least imagine they might actually do some good, but at a deli counter, an upscale deli counter, where almost everything we sell has to be individually weighed and labeled, in a crowded building with not too much room to navigate, where the human touch is part of what makes the whole experience upscale and not like walking into a Walgreens or a Target, where all the merchandise is locked up, and you’re treated like an inconvenience for walking in the door and looking to buy something. Self-checkout is hostile. It says to customers, “We don’t think you’re worth speaking to.” It replaces the sound of conversation, even slightly inane, “Hey-how-ya-doin-what-can-I-get-ya” conversation, with repeated robotic commands like “Place item in bagging area. Place item in bagging area. Remove item from bagging area. Employee assistance needed,” and it’s an invitation to shoplift. 

         
         Put the average Market Hall customer, a basically decent person with more than the average amount of money, who walked in the door cheerfully prepared to pay a fair price for some good homemade food, prepared even to pay a steep price for it, and then take away any friendly or useful interaction she might have had with one of the clerks helping her figure out what she wanted for dinner tonight, steer her towards a talking cash register, put her in charge of the scanning process, and your head will spin at how quickly she’ll start stealing. One for you, one for me—scan one item, slip the next one into the bag and who’s the wiser—and it’s not like I care about shoplifting, because I get paid either way, but I do care about graciousness and talking to that woman about the best kind of mustard, and with a self-checkout machine not only do I lose out on that conversation, I have to watch her turn into a petty thief, all when I could have stopped it. Then of course the store has to hire security guards to monitor the self-checkout kiosks, so they’re not even saving money by hiring fewer people, and everyone’s miserable and nobody’s paying for mustard. 

         
         I tried explaining this to Jen over the sound of the sprayer, but once she’s convinced she’s got a great idea that will cost
            a lot of money, she gets almost angry if you try to stop her from spending it, as if she thinks spending money is actually
            saving money, so I’m not sure I got through to her at all. At one point, she opened with “So, it’s my understanding that . . .”
            which is never a good thing to hear from your boss when the two of you are arguing, so I backed off a little. But I had faith
            that the idea would fizzle out before things got too serious, if only because there really isn’t room for kiosks unless they
            want to tear out the olive bar, and they’d have to be idiots to tear out the olive bar.
         

         
         Interestingly, Jen still had not mentioned the incident with Olivia and the homeless people using the bathroom. I wasn’t sure whether to take this as a good sign that she didn’t want to overreact or as a bad sign that she didn’t care if I knew about it or not. It did occur to me that a significant portion of my job is spent trying to politely block whatever exciting new ideas come from the people immediately below and above me. Olivia thinks we should provide social services, like how most public libraries are now half homeless shelters, and the Arahalls think we should spend a lot of money on new equipment so we can solve problems that don’t exist, and I think that we should operate more or less straightforwardly on the same deli model that has worked for hundreds of years. Why that makes me a minority opinion at this deli, I really couldn’t say. It seems like the only reasonable position to me. 

         
         But I was worrying less and less about Susan, and taking more of my usual pleasure in the shallow affectionate cheerful rhythm
            in talking to and about customers: Hi how ya doing, what can I get you, hot and sour soup!, two jams, one Carolina Gold rice pudding, all out of strawberry pepper bay
               leaf compote, be right with you, good to see you again, who’s got fourteen? Ready for fourteen, line is to the left, line
               is to the left, here comes trouble, usual?—which I happen to love, although I know it tires out plenty of people by the end of a day or a year working the counter.
            But it’s wonderful. You always know what to say to someone once you’ve spoken with them once or twice. Not that you’ve had
            every single sentence perfectly mapped out in advance, but you have this wonderful list of options to choose from, in that
            wonderful archive of small-to-medium talk about food and getting to work and marking time and picking up the kids and getting
            home and coming back tomorrow.
         

         
         In fact, one afternoon I was in such a good mood after my shift, I decided to walk home and call Marc on my way. It was a good idea to call him. It was a beautiful day, and the walk wasn’t too long for me, not even after a seven-hour shift on my feet. The best part of working the opening shift is that when you show up, the place is already clean, and you get to leave in the middle of everything, trailing a cloud of activity behind you and knowing that the day isn’t over even though your part in it has finished. I still had lots of energy left, and there was no reason in the world I shouldn’t call an old friend, even an old friend I hadn’t seen in years, no reason not to trust in the strength of old affection. 

         
         He even picked up, which was a little remarkable because I’m sure he can’t have had my number saved, and who picks up for
            an unknown number these days?
         

         
         “Marc! It’s Barbara Foerster,” I said after I heard his puzzled but friendly “Hello?” on the other end. “I was talking to
            Ava Pereira the other day and she told me you’d just gotten engaged. I wanted to say congratulations. I know it’s been a long
            time. I hope you’re doing well,” all in a jumble, not sure how much to explain or how much to trust in his memory.
         

         
         And I did not, I absolutely did not, mention Therese. I did not even hint at the recollection of a falling-out or anything
            like that. I knew that my intentions were completely pure. If you call eighteen years after a fight, and the person you fought
            with is dead, and you don’t completely put your foot in it, I think it’s entirely fair to act as though you are entitled to
            start over, and to trust that you will be welcome.
         

         
         “Barbara!” Marc said. I could tell he was really happy to hear from me, and that he remembered me, too. “Thank you so much.
            It’s really wonderful.”
         

         
         It felt wonderful, too, hearing the obvious enjoyment in his voice. I mean, it didn’t seem ridiculous anymore that he was
            getting married. Why shouldn’t he? And why shouldn’t he have taken his time about it?
         

         
         “What’s her name?” I said. “Where did you two meet?”

         
         “Her name is Holly,” he said. “She’s an analyst, we met on a dating site.” I didn’t know if he meant she was a financial analyst or a psychoanalyst, but it’s not like I really needed to know. “I signed up for it last year. She’s got three kids, too, all grown; she loves to sail. She’s terrific.” 

         
         “Well, I was just thrilled to hear about it,” I said. “Holly! Congratulations, really. I hope everything just goes really
            well.”
         

         
         “Thank you so much for calling,” he said. “I hope everything’s all right with you, too.”

         
         “Oh, sure,” I said. “I’ve got a granddaughter”—a few minutes of grandparent talk, exchanging numbers, vital statistics, the
            requisite astonishment at the passage of time, isn’t it something, sure is—“work’s going well, everything.”
         

         
         I did, for a moment—for a very brief moment—want to ask Marc about Therese. But I knew better than to ask it, and I found a way to wrap the call up before we started to run out of conversational steam and ruined the effect. I had no illusions that Marc and I were going to suddenly reenter each other’s lives and become good friends, and I’d really meant it when I told Ava I wasn’t going to try to ask him about Therese at the end. Of course, part of me wanted to. But I’m not crazy. First of all, there was almost no chance that he knew something about it I didn’t, because Marc and Therese were very close by any standard, but even a woman who is very close with her husband is unlikely to tell him when she has broken up with a friend. She might tell him if she’s the one who got dumped, because he’ll be very sympathetic and offer to hate the ex-friend for her, but not if she’s the one doing the dumping, because she feels compromised and furtive and half-guilty for not having it out, and doesn’t want to risk hearing, “But why don’t you talk to her about it? You can tell her what you just told me,” which is never the right thing to say, even if it’s true. 

         
         But now we had exchanged a real sense of warmth. If we saw each other on the street, we’d both say, “I can’t believe it!”
            and “How are you!” and “You’re looking wonderful,” and that’s not nothing, either, especially now. And I’d gotten his new
            address, so I could send them a holiday lasagna verde from work, assuming Holly can eat dairy. I hadn’t thought to ask.
         

         
         Part of me felt guilty at the idea of sending food to Therese’s husband at all, since the last gesture she ever made in my
            direction was to ban me from trying to help feed her.
         

         
         “You have been dead a very long time now,” I said to Therese mentally, “I don’t think you can rightly call that a prayer,
            although in many ways it resembled one—and you certainly don’t have to eat it. But I don’t think you have the right to stop
            me from sending it in the first place, either. And besides, I think you would have to agree that I did what you asked. I never
            bothered you or Marc about it. I never tried to get you to change your mind. If he doesn’t mind hearing from me, I don’t think
            you have a leg to stand on, if I want to send him a lasagna,” at which point I started to feel guilty for being so hard on
            Therese, who must have felt at least slightly as though she were being replaced.
         

         
         All of this felt immediate and real to me, despite the fact that I do not believe Therese exists anywhere anymore, does not feel either territorial or overlooked, and has no further wishes or demands to make on any of us. It felt both real and unreal at the same time. Joanne and I were on excellent terms when she died, and I don’t feel that she exists anywhere, either, so I don’t think it’s just because Therese died angry with me that I get no sense of her consciousness continuing anywhere. But I felt a certain need to respect what I thought her wishes had been, just the same, a sense that she still deserved a certain deference for those of us living within earshot of her death. 

         
         We actually offer three types of lasagna verde, depending on the time of year: a saag paneer lasagna in the fall, a chard-and-besciamella
            version in the winter, and a green-goddess lasagna in the spring. Obviously, we sell regular lasagna throughout the year.
            A good, frozen green-goddess lasagna, with lots of chervil and tarragon, and a bottle of Grüner Veltliner, that was the right
            sort of gift for an old friend facing a retirement-age second wedding. They wouldn’t need anything to set up housekeeping,
            like he and Therese had needed when they got married—if anything, the two of them would be frantically trying to downsize
            before moving in together—and I didn’t have the money for anything showy. Fortunately, since we hadn’t stayed in touch, nothing
            showy was expected of me. Something delicious and green and springlike, that intimated that plenty of good things were still
            on their way without saying something outright corny like “the best is yet to come,” that was exactly what the moment called
            for. I don’t think there’s anything more satisfying than realizing you’ve found the appropriate gift for the occasion.
         

         
         I texted Barbara afterwards, because I was feeling such a rush after that phone call that I immediately started worrying:
            Do the dying people you visit ever feel like you’re intruding? Since you’re not a nurse or anything?

         
         Sometimes they do, she texted back right away. If I think that might be the case, I might ask if they want me to leave. If they want me to, I do. But people have to sign up for the program in the first place. They ask for visitors. We don’t just barge into their homes or hospital rooms
               and demand to read to them.

         
         I had to get a TB test, a chest X-ray, and a fingerprinting scan before I was allowed to join Barbara for a hospice visit,
            which I found fairly reassuring. Generally speaking, I don’t like volunteering. I think if any work really needs doing, you
            should get paid for it. Not because I think everything ought to be a financial transaction. It’s just that important things
            and money go together in pretty much every other area of life, so I always suspect if there’s work being offered for free,
            it’s because the work doesn’t actually matter in the first place. Plenty of important work only gets you minimum wage, I know,
            and plenty of bullshit work makes people a lot of money, so I don’t mean to say that there’s a direct correlation between
            how much money someone gets paid for something and how important it is. But if Dying Together made you jump through this many
            hoops just to get started, it seemed to me like there might be something valuable to it after all.
         

         
         I even had to schedule a screening call with a woman named Driti from the main office, who asked about my experience with
            caretaking and my interest in the elderly, which is hardly how I would have phrased it, and if anything made the whole thing
            sound a little unseemly, like they had to test my motives: Just what’s got you so interested in the elderly all of a sudden? But I appreciated immensely the opportunity to mention Joanne and Mom in the context of relevant experience, where, if anything, it served as a credential, and not have to hear someone say, “I’m sorry” in immediate response. 

         
         Of course, “I’m sorry” is the appropriate thing to say when somebody tells you their mother and sister have died. People are
            right to say it, only I hate hearing it, because it feels like they’re admitting they can’t do anything about it, and part
            of me still thinks, even now, years after the fact, that if enough people can agree that it was supremely wrong for them to
            have died, we’ll be able to undo it. Whereas “I’m sorry” is very final. So there was a certain pleasurable ambiguity to discussing
            their deaths with Driti, who had no reason to say “I’m sorry” in this context, and left the possibility that we might be able
            to do something about it later wide open.
         

         
         I was less sure how to answer her question about my interest. “I’ve been very lonely lately, and have been met with a few
            surprising rejections that have really taken their toll on my ego, and elderly shut-ins sound like a sure thing” was perfectly
            true but hardly suitable. The same was true for “It’s recently come to my attention that if I don’t change quite a lot fairly
            quickly, that the rest of my life is going to be spiritually unbearable.”
         

         
         “Well, the way I see it, everybody gets old, and if I were in their position I’d want people to come and talk to me,” was
            still basically true and far more appropriate, although it left me with a certain grimy feeling afterwards.
         

         
         But I shouldn’t really have worried. I got the distinct feeling from Driti that as long as I didn’t come out and declare my intention to commit elder abuse, I was in. I will say I did feel surprisingly young after that phone call. I may not be young by any standard definition of the word, but I was certainly young by comparison. There is an awful lot of difference between a person who is just beginning to be old and a person who is finishing being old, after all. 

         
         The most difficult part about getting approved as a volunteer was the increasingly urgent awareness that if I was going to
            take any of this seriously, I was going to have to make some pretty dramatic changes in my relationship with Lorraine, too.
            This is another real problem with transforming completely. I would like to be the sort of person who smiles beatifically at
            difficult old women. I want to have a truly magnificent soul, if only because I think having a truly magnificent soul would
            make dealing with suffering, pain, and loneliness a whole lot easier, and I do not see an easy path ahead towards avoiding
            suffering, pain, and loneliness. If I were already that sort of person, I know I would enjoy treating Lorraine well for her
            own sake, and without reward. But taking a single step in that direction, before having actually transformed into that sort
            of person, felt terrible and unconvincing and pointless.
         

         
         So for the rest of that week, every morning before leaving the apartment building, I prayed for the willingness to treat Lorraine with kindness the next day, to give myself a sort of buffer in the present, to make sure that praying didn’t feel time-sensitive or rushed. When this didn’t get me anywhere, I prayed for God to be present with me while I disliked her, which felt like a stupid thing to pray for, even as I asked for it. Finally I prayed to have the desire to dislike Lorraine removed from me at some point when I wasn’t thinking about her, which didn’t work either in the sense that it did not immediately produce feelings of goodwill towards her, but did work inasmuch as I felt much less generally troubled by her existence, and worried less often about whether I had in fact just heard her footsteps in the hall as I went up or down the stairs, or was merely imagining it as the byproduct of a guilty conscience: “Please God will you worry about Lorraine today for me, since having feelings about Lorraine is above my paygrade.” 

         
         This type of prayer is very useful, I think, because it doesn’t require much from me in the way of belief. I simply express
            a desperate desire and then, if that doesn’t produce results, I resubmit my question another level removed from a particular
            outcome. So going from “help me become willing to be kind” to “join me in my failure to be kind” to “I would like to resign
            from the committee that decides whether I should be kind to people or not” puts me in a better position, I think, in relation
            to my own limitations.
         

         
         The next time I saw Lorraine, it was very late at night, and for once, I was in a rush. I don’t like rushing, so I made a very conscious choice in my twenties to develop the habit of scheduling important things earlier in the day rather than later and to always leave the house ten minutes earlier than I think I need to, but Dellora had called that evening to ask if I was going to the Easter vigil at Saint Stephen’s, and I said I would. I don’t care for Easter as a rule (I don’t like pastels, I’m not crazy about ham unless it’s in the form of cold cuts, and I hate seeing little girls in white tights), and I hadn’t fundamentally changed my position on Jesus as the least appealing element of church, but the Great Vigil takes place on Saturday night, so it didn’t violate my no church on Sundays rule, and besides which the sermon, if there is one, is usually very short and reassuringly bleak (for a sermon). Also, at this point, I knew I needed to be changed more than anything else, and I didn’t really want to go learn an entirely new religion when I already knew this one pretty well and I do not have the temperament for any of those self-directed religious alternatives like astrology or enneagrams or reading Brené Brown, so I said yes and before I knew it, it was practically eight o’clock. 

         
         I was in such a rush, I didn’t even bother pausing at the landing between the first and second floors to listen for Lorraine in the hallway. Between the front door of the building and the sidewalk gate, we have this long, narrow garden. Well, half of it is a garden, and the other half is a patch of dirt where we keep the recycling and trash bins. Sometimes, not often, maybe a few times a month, I’ll see somebody going up and down the block while I’m on my way to work early in the morning, scavenging for refundable bottles and cans in all the recycling bins on the street. They’re usually older and Asian, don’t look homeless (by which I mean they have nice gloves, their clothes are obviously recently washed and in good condition, and they don’t shuffle hopelessly when they walk), and usually they are either very friendly or politely reserved. They never make a mess, and they never come looking through the bins at night, so I knew right away that either an animal had somehow gotten into them or else somebody had done it on purpose, although to what end I couldn’t possibly imagine. All the bins were knocked over, including the compost bin (the city had only just mandated home composting a few months before, worse luck), and all the bags had been torn apart and their contents scattered all over the yard. None of the neighbors on either side had come in for the same treatment. It was just our bad luck. 

         
         I mean, it was terrible luck. I don’t know what sort of garbage our building produces on an average week, but this week had
            to have been worse than average. For example, there were quite a number of used tampons scattered over the ground. To say
            nothing of the dog bags. Also, it was just beginning to rain.
         

         
         It was so disheartening that I didn’t know what to do. I just stood there, completely helpless, waiting for someone to come
            along and explain what had happened and to take care of it, when I heard the door open behind me, and Lorraine peered out.
         

         
         I don’t think I’d ever seen Lorraine out so late in the day before. She was wearing a long-sleeved black shirt and black pants,
            both generously dusted with blonde dog hair; her hair needed washing, and her teeth were out. I hadn’t known that Lorraine
            wore false teeth. They didn’t look like dentures or even veneers. They must have been very good false teeth, because usually
            it’s very obvious when someone’s had their teeth capped or replaced. They’re too even, for one thing, and people always lisp,
            just a little, once they’re in. It did explain why she was always humming and sucking her teeth in between complaints. I thought
            it was just her way of expressing additional disapproval in between sentences.
         

         
         Lorraine’s face without her teeth was soft and uncertain-looking. She was just this tiny little wrinkled thing. I started to cry right away. I didn’t mean to, but I couldn’t help it. I don’t walk around feeling like I’m on the verge of tears all the time, but it feels like it takes next to nothing to kick off the process. I didn’t feel that I had any right to see her that way. Thank God she wasn’t paying attention to me, so I had enough time to get myself back under control, but all I could see was this bewildered little old woman, her teeth out for the night, standing barefoot at the top of the stairs looking over a sea of garbage, whose dog was too big for her and who didn’t know what to do. 

         
         “Oh, no,” she said, looking at the garden. “Oh, my God.” She started to walk down the stairs, squinting in the dark. “Oh,
            it’s everywhere.”
         

         
         “Oh, honey, be careful,” I said. “Don’t step down any farther, Lorraine, there’s a lot of glass down here.”

         
         “It’s awful,” she said, but she stayed where she was, swaying a little on the step. “What the hell happened?”

         
         “I don’t know,” I said. “I just came outside and saw it a minute ago myself.”

         
         She went back up the stairs, mumbling a little, and in less than a minute, she reemerged from the building carrying two trash
            bags. It was the first time I’d seen Lorraine encounter a real problem, and for once, she had no complaints to make. She started
            hobbling back down the stairs, clutching each bag over her head for balance, as if she were going to clean up the whole mess
            herself.
         

         
         Of course, it was ridiculous. “Lorraine, you should go back inside. Let me clean this up. There’s glass everywhere. I’ve got
            gloves, a broom, upstairs. It won’t take me a minute.”
         

         
         “Are you sure?” She blinked at me a few times, but there was no real defense in her tone, and nothing stronger than mild tractability
            on her face. Maybe she just stopped being unpleasant after sunset, and I’d never seen it before.
         

         
         “Please go on in,” I said. I couldn’t stand the sight of her anymore. I don’t mean in the usual way. I just couldn’t stand to see her look so helpless, trying to be so helpful, making me wonder why on earth I’d been so relentlessly impolite to someone without shoes, someone whose teeth were currently sitting in a glass of water on a nightstand some twenty feet away. “Please let me go ahead and clean it up. It won’t take a minute. You just stay inside and make sure if anyone else comes downstairs that they know not to come out,” figuring it would be easier to convince her to leave if she felt she still had a job to do. 

         
         “All right,” she said, smacking her lips a little. “Do you want my trash bags?”

         
         All the way up the stairs I kept praying, Thank you, thank you, thank you, almost wild with happiness that I’d caught her in time, that she’d agreed to go inside, that my shame could stop here, that
            Lorraine wasn’t outside in the dark on her hands and knees picking up garbage, that I felt real neighborliness in my heart,
            grateful that I wasn’t going to have to be angry with Lorraine tomorrow, or cross the street to avoid her if I saw her out
            walking that dog. The kind of grateful that makes you a little dizzy, and I kept saying it, even outside in the dark on my
            knees picking up wet bags of dog shit and coffee grounds and old tampons swollen to the size of Twinkies between old blood
            and new rainwater, thank God, thank God, thank God, and I meant it, every word of it I meant. I felt so good I could hardly
            stand it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         
         I had not, of course, forgotten about Caitlyn in all of this. Trying to develop a magnificent soul—or I should say trying
            to put myself in the way of being transformed into a magnificent soul—is all well and good, but I was not interested in giving
            up the idea of a terrific new friend in favor of a life dedicated entirely to good deeds and picking up garbage. I still want
            someone I can never be in trouble with, who can never get in trouble with me, who nevertheless wants to see me at my best,
            who will always forgive slights, who will rejoice in the binding up of even the smallest of wounds, who will not get tired
            of me—and there was no reason not to hope for the best while still planning for the worst.
         

         
         My problem, as I saw it, had been in trying the indirect approach. I am not at my best when I try to be indirect, and simply asking if Caitlyn wanted to meet to discuss holiday catering or where she bought her purse was not going to cut it. Obviously, cornering her in the kitchen and saying “Do you want to be friends with me?” was not going to cut it, either, but there had to be some sort of happy medium between the two. A definite overture was called for, something that could not be mistaken as a request for a meeting, but that would nevertheless be easy for her to comfortably turn down if she didn’t feel the same way. Something definite but casual. Something that could be offered and accepted, or declined, with real nonchalance. 

         
         But it’s very difficult to engineer a definite invitation with nonchalance. I thought about getting tickets to something,
            some concert or play, and asking if she wanted to join me, but I never would have done something like that ten years ago,
            as if I didn’t trust in the pleasure of my own company without adding a free ticket into the equation, besides which I couldn’t
            afford tickets to anything I would consider worth seeing.
         

         
         On the plus side, I certainly was seeing more people on a number of different fronts. A few months ago, I might have only seen Susan in a given week, but now I might have lunch with Ava, have coffee with Dellora (who is not the sort of person whose personality will ever set your hair on fire, but who was nonetheless a very companionable, relaxed conversationalist and has a garden on the roof of her apartment building), and talk with Barbara after Vespers and before zazen (I also knew now to call it zazen instead of Buddhist church, which was another sign of progress). I had to put in a little work to make sure that Gail did not corner me after services, since she had smelled human vulnerability on me and would now, unless carefully managed, ask me, “How are you doing these days?” in a knowing sort of voice for the rest of my life or hers. Eventually, I had the bright idea of giving her Ezra as a topic, because I really did want to canvass for new ideas about how to talk to him, and having problems talking to your grown son is so nearly universal among older churchgoing women that it hardly felt like a personal conversation at all. It was more like discussing the weather. 

         
         I even got a lovely thank-you card from Marc and Holly a few days after sending them the lasagna. I really do think it was
            the right thing to send them. Nobody our age wants to be sent flowers, unless it’s from someone who knows you very well. By the time you reach our age, you have very decided opinions about what flowers you want to keep in your house.
         

         
         The first Wednesday after Easter, I spent the morning in the kitchen trying to get ahead for the week. I made cherry clafoutis
            and topped it with lemon juice and powdered sugar. I parboiled potatoes so I could have either roasted potatoes or salad Niçoise
            on short notice (I would never put boiled vegetables in a Niçoise I was going to put in front of other people, but for something
            at home just for me I don’t mind in the least, besides which there is such a thing as being too traditional, because who can
            make a whole meal out of just tomatoes and anchovies?). I made Mornay sauce, I made peanut sauce, I made maître d’hôtel butter,
            I put them in the fridge to use later in the week.
         

         
         I took a slice of the clafoutis downstairs to Lorraine, because I had seen her without her teeth, and I wanted so badly to
            speak to her kindly, I could hardly wait for an excuse to start.
         

         
         “Yes?” she said, opening the door and standing slightly off to one side, in an attitude I would ordinarily have characterized as suspicious but now considered might be merely protective. (Must be careful, in my newfound happiness, not to attribute nonexistent virtues to Lorraine. Must be fair. Difficult to manage.) 

         
         “I wondered if you would like some cherry clafoutis,” I said, holding up the plate. “I’ve just made some, and I wondered if
            you would like any.”
         

         
         “Oh,” she said, a little wondering pleasure in her eyes. “What’s in it? What did you say it was?”

         
         “Cherries,” I said. “It’s cherry clafoutis. It’s like a custard. It’s got cherries in it.”

         
         “Oh, I can’t eat cherries,” she said definitively. “But thank you. That’s very nice of you.”

         
         “Not at all,” I said.

         
         Now once you have made cherry clafoutis there is nothing to stop you from making a Dutch baby, since the basic ingredients
            are practically identical and all you have to do is put a cast-iron skillet in the oven, which will still be warm from the
            clafoutis and require almost nothing in the way of preheating time, with some hot fat for a minute or two before pouring the
            batter in. Twenty-five minutes later, you have a Dutch baby, which is very simple and good and, I think, reasonably nourishing
            on account of the egg and the good flour and not too much sugar. So I went back downstairs again thirty-five minutes later,
            knocked on Lorraine’s door, and asked if she would like some Dutch baby (“It’s like a big pancake. There’s no fruit in it”),
            and she said she would. Now I had fed her; now things could begin to go well between us.
         

         
         “Lorraine, you know I sometimes walk Claire’s dog for her, when she travels for work . . . On the third floor, Claire, the one who lives alone, below the girls who had the party,” I said before she could close the door again. This was a lie. I mean, she does have a dog, thank goodness, only I’ve never walked it a day in my life. “It would be just as easy for me to walk both dogs in the morning if you would let me.” I wasn’t sure how much I ought to emphasize my relative youth and strength, which wasn’t much unless you compared it to Lorraine’s. If I were much younger, or a man, or both, that would make things easier. It would be impossible for her to feel slighted by the offer, since we would be so far apart in all things that there could be no thought of comparison. But it is difficult for a middle-aged woman to be gallant towards an elderly woman without causing offense, unless she is very careful, and I wanted to be very careful with Lorraine today. 

         
         “You would?” she said, suspicious again, but luckily not at all offended. “He’s so big . . . He pulls on his leash.”

         
         “That’s good to know,” I said. “I’ll be sure to remember that. Would you mind if I knocked on your door for him tomorrow,
            around six?”
         

         
         “I don’t walk him until eight,” she said. “I’m up then, but I can’t get ready that fast.”

         
         “That’s all right,” I said. “I could walk him around the block and bring him back to you, and you could take all the time
            you wanted to get ready.”
         

         
         “You wouldn’t mind?” she said.

         
         “I’m only sorry I didn’t think of it sooner,” I said. “I need an excuse to walk more. It’s good for me.”

         
         She shook her head. “That’s very nice of you. Not like those girls on the fourth floor. You know they’ll put their boxes out, don’t take off the tape, don’t break down the cardboard . . .” 

         
         “Oh, yes, they’re awful,” I agreed. “I’ll talk to them about the boxes on my way up,” which was another lie but one I felt
            perfectly cheerful about delivering. For one thing, I felt no shame about wanting to stay on Lorraine’s good side, and for
            another, I didn’t think it would do us any harm to share a common imaginary enemy, besides which I don’t think the girls on
            the fourth floor needed any help defending themselves from her. They walk so quickly, and always in these very stylish, very
            terrifying pairs.
         

         
         I stopped by Claire’s apartment on my way back up to ask for her help in making the lie come true.

         
         “Oh, that’s a terrific idea,” she said. “I’ve been so worried about that poor dog. Does he have a name, do you know?”

         
         “I don’t,” I said. “I’m not sure she’s ever given him one. But I’ll ask tomorrow. Do you mind if I borrow Francis, at least
            for tomorrow morning, until she gets used to the idea of my walking her dog?” Francis was Claire’s incredibly old beagle,
            who spent most of his time asleep, including a few times I’d bumped into her out on a walk, trying to rouse him from a recumbent
            position on the sidewalk.
         

         
         “What time?”

         
         “I told her six.”

         
         “In the morning?”

         
         “Yes,” I said. I sounded a little cold, so I must have felt embarrassed; I think Claire has the kind of job where she dresses up even though she mostly works from home, and as a rule does not get out of bed before nine or ten. “I have to be at work by seven because we open at eight.” 

         
         “Sure,” Claire said, “although I can’t promise you I’ll be able to talk. I’ll just open the door and hand you the leash and
            pass out again. But,” she added, brightening, “I could probably walk them both in the evenings a few times a week, which would
            really help him get out of the house. I feel terrible for him, always cooped up in there with her like that.”
         

         
         To tell the truth, so did I, although I still felt worse for Lorraine. It was difficult to imagine that the dog had ever been
            her idea.
         

         
         “Obviously, at some point things may change,” I said, disliking the euphemism but unable to avoid it, “but I think we can
            help her manage pretty well, if we both help out with taking the dog out on walks. I just want to say right now that I can’t
            take a dog, so if—once things do get to that point, we’ll have to find a shelter or someone else who can take him, because
            I can’t live with a dog.”
         

         
         “That makes sense,” Claire said.

         
         “It’s just that sometimes with this kind of thing, it can be easy to sort of accidentally end up taking a dog because you
            started to help out a little, and I can’t do that. I just wanted to say so now.”
         

         
         “No, of course,” Claire said. “I totally understand.” I noticed she made no such claim for herself; not, I think, because
            she was leaving the possibility open, but because she was young and it did not occur to her that you have to say no very early
            in advance, if you don’t want to be saddled with something bigger than what you agreed to in the first place.
         

         
         That was the first Wednesday that Barbara took me with her to visit somebody who was dying, since it took a few weeks for my TB test results to come back negative. She stopped at my place at one-thirty and from there we rode eleven stops on the 35 bus to a massive nursing home down in Sunset Park. “Her name is Deborah,” Barbara said, “and she’s very close to dying, so she’ll be asleep when we get there. She’s asleep most of the time now. It’s possible she might wake a bit while we’re there, but it’s not likely. I like to ask her if it’s all right to visit, if it’s all right to sit down, that sort of thing, even though she probably won’t answer. If she can hear me, I want her to hear me being polite, is how I think about it. She’s got two sons, one who lives in Philadelphia and another who lives in the Midwest, so they can’t get out to visit much. I’ve been reading to her, mostly, but we can just sit and talk if you’d rather.” 

         
         “What have you been reading to her?”

         
         “I was reading The Vicar of Wakefield for a while, but then I lost my copy on the bus, so I switched to Alan Watts last time. I had a backup version on my phone—I
            like to read books on my phone, especially on my way to work—but something about reading off of my phone didn’t feel right,
            with Deborah.”
         

         
         “That sounds fine,” I said, even though I wasn’t crazy about him. I don’t have anything against him. I’m sure he was a wonderful
            person. I just never quite know how to feel about someone who comes out with two or three books about spiritual development
            a year, every year. It seems a little rushed to me.
         

         
         “We can take turns reading, if you want.”

         
         “That sounds fine. I’m happy to just sit and listen, too.”

         
         I was a little surprised by how comfortable I felt once we got to the nursing home and checked in at the front desk. The interior looked like any midrange hotel chain, or the service corridor of a cruise ship, and normally I’m not crazy about either of those types of places, but it seemed to me like the right backdrop for dying. Maternity wards and college dormitories have something of that same hygienic, anonymized design that nevertheless leaves plenty of room for a personal touch. Everything felt quiet and important, as if everything that went on in this place mattered terribly. I had something of the same feeling I do about seeing the first customers walk through the doors of the Market Hall in the morning—that everybody came here, sooner or later, only that feeling felt even more concentrated in the nursing home, because people need to eat over and over again, but they only need to die once. 

         
         I found it reassuring. Possibly many people wouldn’t, but I liked it. It was clean, comfortable, and impersonal, which is
            all you really need when you’re dying. I don’t, for example, feel strongly about dying around my own furniture. I love my
            furniture, but it doesn’t need to be the last thing I look at.
         

         
         There were two conscious people in Deborah’s room, both young, a man and a woman. The man was filling something out on a clipboard
            and wore charcoal scrubs with cartoon characters on them. The woman was cleaning the bathroom and wore maroon scrubs. Deborah
            lay in bed in the middle of the room, extravagantly tucked in, small as could be, incredibly old, breathing only occasionally
            and at odd intervals. She was quite asleep, but I nevertheless had a distinct awareness of her living presence in the room.
         

         
         “Hello, Barbara,” said the young man. He was huge, calm, cheerful, in that order.

         
         “Two Barbaras today,” Barbara said gleefully, which was almost certainly how she was going to introduce me to everyone. “This
            is Barbara,” gesturing at me, “is also Barbara, I mean. We’re both Barbara.”
         

         
         “It’s nice to meet you,” I said, shaking his hand.

         
         “I’m Sam,” he said, “and that’s Titia,” and Titia extended a gloved hand from the bathroom door and waved at us both. “Are
            you staying a while?” he asked the other Barbara.
         

         
         “We hadn’t talked about it yet,” she said, looking at me, “but I had figured on an hour and a half.”

         
         “Great,” he said, all in a rush, “because I’ve still got beds to change and the ratio’s so bad today—can I leave you until
            three?” Barbara nodded, and he bolted. Titia emerged from the bathroom less than a minute later, waved again, and disappeared.
         

         
         “Deborah, we’d like to sit down on either side of the bed,” Barbara said, pulling out a chair for each of us from against
            the wall. “I hope that’s all right.”
         

         
         We both arranged our chairs close enough to feel friendly, but not so close as to feel intrusive. I sat up as straight as I ever had in years. I had a funny sort of feeling that good posture was important at the moment, that it would be deeply wrong to slouch in front of Deborah. There was so clearly very little life left in her, and yet what life remained was remarkably concentrated and strangely vital—her skin so astonishingly thin, her face so drawn, her breathing so inadequate, and yet still for the moment, sufficient. Mom and Joanne had both died relatively young (sixty-three and thirty-nine) and comparatively quickly (within six and eighteen months from diagnosis); it was oddly moving to see someone old dying slowly. They were both asleep pretty much all the time right before they died, too, but death hadn’t had as much time to work on them, in either case. It had worked on Deborah more deliberately, more evenly; it had bored through Joanne like a lathe. 

         
         It wasn’t better. I don’t mean to say that it was better, or anything like that. It was just moving to get to see it.

         
         “I’m—I appreciate being here, Deborah,” I said. “I’m grateful for the chance to sit with you. I appreciate it. I hope you
            don’t mind.”
         

         
         She breathed a little; we sat and waited. After a few minutes, with no hurry and not a trace of the world in her voice, Barbara
            started to read aloud. Deborah slept, and I listened. After half an hour, she stopped to drink some water. Sam came back with
            another young man to turn Deborah onto her side, so we pushed our chairs back against the wall until they had moved her.
         

         
         “There you go, Deborah,” he said quietly. He tapped her on the shoulder and left. Then Barbara started again. I hoped that,
            if Deborah could hear us, she liked the sort of thing Barbara was reading. It would be such a pity if we had come all this
            way just to bore her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Fourteen

         
         I only needed to borrow Francis twice before Lorraine seemed to accept our new dog-walking arrangement as a matter of course.
            I only had to wake up about ten minutes earlier than usual, although now I had to go up and down the stairs twice in the morning
            before work, which was no joke. And I still never managed to get her dog’s name out of Lorraine, although I did learn that
            he slept at the foot of her bed every night, which suggested there was at least some degree of affection between them. I called
            him Buster, because I didn’t like him very much, either, but I needed to call him something if I was going to have dealings
            with him, and it felt like the right thing to do. I had a certain relationship of responsibility towards him, which was just
            as good as liking as far as I was concerned.
         

         
         Claire was as good as her word about taking him out in the evenings, too, so with one thing and another, Lorraine stopped going outside altogether, which sounds sad but was in fact an incredible relief to everyone, because it was only a matter of time before that dog knocked her down and broke her hip. Claire even took him to the dog park on the weekends, which meant that Saturday and Sunday evenings were blessedly quiet, since he came home too tired to bark at people walking in front of the building. 

         
         Lorraine became no less difficult a person, although she did seem to have stopped thinking of me as a distant enemy and now
            thought of me as a moderately incompetent assistant. It made me ashamed, sometimes, how easily she had accepted my changing
            attitude towards her. She never asked why I stopped to speak to her now, or what made me knock on her door instead of faking
            phone calls to avoid her. But the shame was light enough, and I felt less of it with each day. It was nothing compared to
            the relief I felt from no longer having to act badly. That was a joy that did not pall.
         

         
         At this point, enough time had passed since our fight (which by our usual standards was barely even a fight, really, it was
            only that it followed so immediately on the heels of my breakup with Susan that it really knocked me back) that I figured
            it was all right to call Ezra again. I’d played it safe for the last few weeks, only texting every couple of days to remind
            them to send me pictures of Scottie. It really does matter, at that age, getting regular updates, because they can change
            so much from week to week and even day to day.
         

         
         We played phone tag for a couple of days before I finally got a hold of him, and I made sure we got through six minutes of totally cheerful, pleasant, nonconfrontational chatter before I brought up anything personal. 

         
         “Do you feel,” I said, after he had caught me up on Erin and Scottie but before either of us was reduced to talking about
            work, “that things are pretty much resolved from our last fight, or do you feel that we are in a polite holding pattern until
            we fight again?”
         

         
         “I feel good,” he said (wary, likely dishonest).

         
         “I want to be clear that I’m not trying to start a fight now,” I said.

         
         “I don’t want to fight either,” he said.

         
         “I just ask because I don’t want to push you to talk about things with me you don’t want to. I know you’re busy, and that
            there are better things to talk about. But I also want to be sure that I haven’t left any stones unturned, that I’m not missing
            something that is still bothering you, because I really want to get along with you.” Not the right thing to say. “I really
            want to be a part of your life, a part of your life which you do not find difficult. For our time together to feel easy. Most
            of the time.” It is possible that this desire is part of the problem, and anyway, was not expressed at all well, but basically
            sums things up more or less accurately.
         

         
         “I want that too,” he said (wary, likely truthful).

         
         I did not want to push my luck, so I kept things moving. “Well, I would like to see you, Erin, and Scottie this month. Would
            it be easier for you if I came up? Or would it be easier to meet somewhere in the middle, or do you think you’ll all be in
            the city sometime—?”
         

         
         “I really would like that, too,” he said, “only we’re taking a few weeks off to take Scottie up to the woods, and if we’re going to be taking time off work we’ve got a lot to get out of the way beforehand—” 

         
         I did not ask him if they had planned this trip with Erin’s parents, Henry and his wife, or possibly even both. I was almost
            certain that they had, but I knew that asking would be fatal. You can be disappointed as soon as you hang up, I told myself,
            you can even cry if you think it would help, but think of July, think of August, think of the fall, think of the long game,
            keep your eye on what’s important, think of Scottie in kindergarten, this is not over, he will come back, he must—
         

         
         “That sounds lovely,” I said, and if I did not say so brightly, it was only because I did not want Ezra to suspect me of laying
            it on too thick. He is very sensitive when he thinks I am hinting about being disappointed, and of course, they had every
            right to make plans with Scottie’s other grandparents.
         

         
         I did not say, “Did you know that I am transforming into a magnificent soul, and things are going to be better from now on?”
            I said, “That sounds very nice. Will you go camping?” I learned that Erin is apparently a very seasoned camper, which is not
            something I knew about her before, and we made tentative plans to meet somewhere between their place and mine next month,
            details to be confirmed whenever they make it back down from the river.
         

         
         I decided to make a little bit of mashed potatoes once I got off the phone, since I didn’t trust myself to be reasonable until I’d had something to eat. I like to use broth instead of cream when I make mashed potatoes, not because I’m afraid of richness, but because I think using cream and butter together overpowers the potato. I’d rather just use butter, which is still plenty rich. Butter and broth are rich but clarifying. You can eat mashed potatoes made with butter and broth and still think through things clearly. You can’t do that with mashed potatoes made with butter and cream. It clogs the higher faculties. 

         
         Now you can’t boil the potatoes in the broth, even though that might seem like the most obvious and straightforward way to
            go about it, because the broth takes on too much starch during the cooking process and would turn the whole thing into a gummy
            mess. What you do is boil them in salted water and a bay leaf, drain them, and run them through a ricer right back into the
            same pot with a little bit of good broth, a big wedge of butter, and plenty of salt and pepper. A little squeeze of lemon.
         

         
         Afterwards I called Ava and Barbara, to get their opinions. Ava was not at all sympathetic: “If you don’t want to fight with
            him, don’t fight with him. I don’t understand the problem here. He’s agreed that you’re no longer fighting, he’s taking some
            time off work, which you’ve said he needs to do for ages, and you’re going to see him in what, three weeks? I don’t understand
            why you’re so upset about this.”
         

         
         “I think he’s a very cold person,” I said. “I think he was very cold.” The mashed potatoes had turned out just right, but
            they could only help so much. And it wasn’t really a balanced meal, even with the broth. People are so crazy about broth these
            days, but it’s not like having a chop or a bowl of beans or something. It doesn’t stick to you.
         

         
         “Well, maybe he is,” Ava said, in a tone that made it clear she didn’t think he was at all. “But you’re not going to get him to warm up by making him feel guilty about taking a vacation.” 

         
         “That’s just the thing,” I said. “I don’t want to make him feel guilty about it. I feel terrible that I feel so bad about
            it.”
         

         
         “That’s a bad problem,” she agreed.

         
         I realized that I had been leaning on Ava a fair amount lately in discussing my problems, so I thought of something I could
            offer her by way of compensation, since I didn’t yet feel up to asking about any of her problems. “I talked to Marc. He sounds
            very happy. I sent them a lasagna verde.”
         

         
         “That’s very nice,” Ava said.

         
         “You’re probably right about Ezra. I’m being too sensitive. Or I am taking things too personally. I was thinking I might ask
            Marc if I could throw him and Holly a little dinner party,” I said. I really did think Ava was probably right, and I wanted
            to act as though I believed it. “Would you and Alan be interested in joining us, if they agreed?”
         

         
         “Oh, I’m dying to meet her. And I’d eat your food anytime. You really think he’d want to come?”

         
         “I don’t know. We had a lovely talk on the phone. It wasn’t intimate, but it was warm. And I’d like it if I heard from an
            old friend out of the blue, and they offered to throw me a dinner party . . . I think he’d like it. I’ll ask him and let you
            know,” so the conversation at least ended on a better note than the one it had started on. Marc, Holly, Ava, braised pork,
            radiate ease, gift-wrap the shortbread . . .
         

         
         Barbara was more demonstrably sympathetic, although her sympathy didn’t really count, because she still doesn’t know me very well, even if we have sat together next to someone while she was dying. She certainly didn’t venture to share an opinion: “Gosh, dealing with kids can be difficult. It’s so difficult to know what the right thing to do is.” 

         
         But at least I felt the urge to behave like an insane person receding.

         
         I prayed again, afterwards: first “Help me behave well towards Ezra,” and afterwards “Please will you be upset about Ezra
            for me, because having feelings about Ezra is above my pay grade,” and put the rest of the potatoes in the refrigerator next
            to the Mornay sauce.
         

         
         Next Wednesday, I went back to the same nursing home, alone this time. Barbara was visiting one of her other Dying Together
            clients at her apartment in Chelsea. I said hello and goodbye to Deborah under my breath when I entered the building, and
            spent several minutes having a delightfully vague conversation with a man I didn’t know sitting on a bench in the hallway.
            He was clearly a resident, although not with any connection to hospice in general nor Dying Together in particular; he had
            the look of someone who was years away from their last coherent day but with still quite a way to go before dying. He spoke
            slowly, with a slight but noticeable tremor in both his voice and his hands, and he had terribly bright blue eyes.
         

         
         “I was here when there were no trees,” he said. “This grass is turning yellow, but it’ll come back. Sooner or later, everything
            comes back,” which sounded profound in a sort of empty way, only the effect was destroyed when immediately afterwards he started
            listing every single gun he had ever owned. “Listen, I’ve got a rifle . . . I’ve got a Sig Sauer . . . I’ve got, I mean business,”
            smiling still, “if I shoot somebody, I’m gonna kill ’em.”
         

         
         I knew better than to hold anything he said against him. It was jarring, but I wasn’t frightened. There was a peace in his voice that went beyond the content of what he said. He was only trying to tell me that he was an effective person, someone who did the things he meant to at the right time, and in the proper order. After we said goodbye, I read to Deborah from The Old Curiosity Shop because I think Dickens is always a pretty safe bet when you don’t know somebody’s tastes intimately. She died three days
            later, so I didn’t see her again after that.
         

         
         My next assignment was an eighty-one-year-old woman in Vinegar Hill named Nita. She’d been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s three
            years earlier but was still able to live more or less independently at home—a gorgeous Georgian building that immediately
            made me hate my own apartment—with weekly visits from a nurse and physical therapist, as well as more regular visits from
            a grown daughter who lived upstairs.
         

         
         “They can’t get along for thirty seconds,” Barbara had warned me after I inherited Nita from her (Cas had entered home hospice,
            and Barbara needed to switch her shifts over to him). “Carrie, that’s the daughter, is very scattered and usually running
            late, and the two of them fight whenever they’re together, which makes Carrie feel terrible, which compounds the problem.
            But as long as you don’t take it personally, they’re both a lot of fun when they’re separated.”
         

         
         Carrie had wanted me to meet them both before agreeing to take me on, so the next Wednesday I took the 103 bus to a cafe in Brooklyn Heights in order to avoid changing trains. I’ll do almost anything to avoid changing trains. I felt warm towards both of them, and I don’t mind admitting at least part of that warmth came from the relieved detachment of knowing their mother-daughter squabbles had nothing to do with me. Watching somebody else fight with their grown kid feels terrific. I don’t mean that I enjoyed it. I would have infinitely preferred, for both of their sakes, if they had found it easy to get along with each other, but that it didn’t activate me, that it wasn’t my own kid pushing my buttons and making me feel desperate. I felt as light as a feather, like I could really be useful to them, like I could behave peacefully in the middle of someone else’s quarrel without taking it on myself. 

         
         Nita I liked right away. She was small and hesitant, with short curling gray hair, and looked up at me pleasantly from her
            spot on the banquette against the back wall. “It says I’ve got a lot of viruses on my phone . . . ‘Click here to scan,’ ”
            she said. “Should I click here?”
         

         
         She spoke with such an immediate trust in my authority I was a little taken aback. By the time I had recovered enough to say,
            “Oh, I don’t think so,” she was already jabbing the buttons on her phone.
         

         
         “I’ll click here,” she said, looking intently at her screen before reporting back, “Now it says it’s found three viruses.”

         
         “Nita, put that away,” Carrie said.

         
         “It’s my phone,” Nita said. “I need to check it.”

         
         “It’s nice to meet you,” Carrie said to me. She was near enough to my age, I’d guess, although she acted younger—not more
            youthful, just younger—and had a copy of The Blood Type Diet sitting next to her purse. Dyed red hair.
         

         
         I was aware during the interview of wanting to be able to talk to them both without selling out the other, which felt difficult, especially because Carrie explicitly invited me to sell her mother out at almost every opportunity. They were on two such different conversational tracks that I felt insincere meeting Nita on hers and dismissive meeting Carrie. It was strange and sad that Nita clearly did not remember that she was Carrie’s mother, but on the other hand, the instinctive exasperated rapport was still there, even if she was unclear on the particulars. She remembered, at least, that she never had to stand on ceremony with Carrie. 

         
         Carrie was planning a birthday party for herself soon. Her father had died in the last year; he was heavy, and he had refused
            to change his habits (which I assumed explained the presence of The Blood Type Diet).
         

         
         “I’m so glad the wind ended,” Nita said. “This coat is an old thing,” and she plucked at her sleeves by way of demonstration.

         
         I started seeing Nita twice a week. If Carrie could have had things her way, I would have been there every day; there was
            no limit to what she was willing to ask of me. I knew the symptoms: She was crazy with that terrible combination of mother-guilt
            and mother-proximity.
         

         
         I’d seen this before. My own mother was forever impatient, then guilty, then condescending, then exhausted, then “trying,” then impatient again with her own mother. And in her defense, my grandmother could be very exhausting without ever meaning to be. She was well-dressed and poised and thoughtful, and she was also so nervous that she would try to hug you if you got up from the couch to go use the bathroom. She was like that every day, which you can imagine really adds up. But she was such a kind person, you’d feel terrible for wanting to slap her, so my mother and I were always “trying again” with her, sometimes a dozen times in a single afternoon. 

         
         “We’re going to try harder this time,” we would promise each other before each visit. “She has a good heart, and she doesn’t
            mean it.” As I got older, I would sometimes try to inspire (or show up) my own mother by demonstrating more conspicuous patience
            with Elnora than she could.
         

         
         “Well, she’s not my mother,” I would say with false modesty whenever Mom would tell me, “I don’t know how you do it,” after
            getting back in the car. “I know that it’s harder for you. If she were my mother, I would find it so much harder to be patient.”
         

         
         As a result, I was able to remain on my guard with Carrie, since I was well aware of the temptation to show off my goodness
            in the face of her obvious frustration. I did not want to be helpful so much as I wanted to demonstrate my eagerness to help,
            to divide them further against one another in simultaneous praise of me. What I really wanted was for both of them to pull
            me aside and thank me for “making things so much easier with her.”
         

         
         It was a strange kind of do-gooding homewrecking impulse. So I got in the habit, every Wednesday and Friday before I knocked on Nita’s door, of praying God help me be useful and no more, and afterwards, too. She never quite remembered me, so I began each visit by announcing myself: “Hi, Nita. It’s Barbara. I was just in the neighborhood and thought I’d drop by. Is that all right with you?” On most days, her puzzled uncertainty would give way to ease and relief, and she would welcome me in. On days when that didn’t work, I’d add, “Carrie, the girl upstairs, mentioned that you might want a cup of coffee. Can I get you one?” which always did the trick, although I had to be careful with that one since Nita wasn’t allowed to have caffeine since it interfered with her medication and was very suspicious of being given decaf. 

         
         The first layer of Nita’s speech had been sheared off, so she often had to resort to the second- or even third-best synonym
            for whichever word she wanted to use, which meant that conversations with her were sometimes indefinite but usually legible,
            if I gave myself a minute to catch up. Once, I asked her if she wanted to go out for dinner after we walked home after seeing
            a very dull uplifting movie, and she said, a little cheekily, “I’m a real nothing girl,” which I took to mean, “I don’t want
            to do anything else. I’m happy to stay home.”
         

         
         I was surprised to discover that Nita adored being read to. Earlier in her diagnosis, Carrie had typed up an informal sort
            of biography for Nita, based on her own recollections, and they lived permanently on Nita’s dining-room table, along with
            an assortment of other books, documents, pressed flowers, physical-therapy bands, and junk mail. She started to read through
            them one afternoon, but after a few minutes of struggling to put words together, handed it to me and asked me to carry on.
            I found the biography quite painful to read, as the details of her life had not been pleasant ones, but Nita was rapt. At
            one point, when I paused to compose myself, she barked at me bewildered, almost angry, “Why would you stop? What is this?
            Keep going, keep going with her.”
         

         
         When we finished her biography, I read to her from the next book lying out on her table: Alan Watts’s The Two Hands of God. He really was everywhere. This she liked even better, and stopped me after almost every page, either to ask me to reread
            it, or to offer a response about how she thought people ought to live with anger. Two hours passed in this way, and then she
            wanted cake. She brought out a box from the refrigerator along with a plastic clamshell of blueberries. The cake was stale
            and had not, I suspected, been very good when fresh, and the berries were wrinkled, but neither were spoiled and her excitement
            was grave and queenly. She took great care over the passing out of plates—she brought three but only needed two, and laughed
            at herself—and picked up every blueberry she spilled. I tried to keep pace with her, but she ate more slowly than I would
            have thought possible.
         

         
         Later that night, I decided that I would invite Marc and Holly to my dinner party after all. Yes, I was sure of it. Ava had
            already said that she and Alan would come if I did. Marc had not sent a note, but he had called to thank me the next day,
            and Holly had gotten on the line to say hello; they would come if I asked them.
         

         
         I would ask Caitlyn, too; I have failed so far in trying to get to know her better, but there is no reason to give up yet.
            I will not presume. She might not want to come. If she does not say yes, I would not press her, I will not ask again, but
            I would ask her—
         

         
         Ava and Alan, Marc and Holly, Caitlyn if she said yes, and perhaps a guest, and Barbara, too, why not Barbara, why fight it, and Dellora certainly. I would ask everyone from work, I decided, not just a few of them, even Olivia. Even though surely not everyone would come, I would ask everyone and worry about where they would all sit later. I could always move some of the heavier pieces of furniture into the bedroom to make room for the chairs. Lorraine couldn’t possibly make it up all six flights, but I could bring her a plate afterwards. Why not Lorraine? Why not Olivia? Why not everyone? There would be no reason to worry one way or another about Caitlyn. If she’s going to be a friend to me, we will find our way to it; if she’s not, she’s welcome to see my home and eat my food. 

         
         There was no one like Susan on the guest list, but what with one thing and another, the evening was shaping up to look rather
            full after all. I started dialing the phone. I like to call when I invite people to my dinner parties. If you’re going to
            do this sort of thing, then it ought to be done properly.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            A Note from the Cover Designer

         
         The cover for Meeting New People was a labor of love. Luckily for me, the author had identified the piece of art featured on the final cover in his initial
            concepts. A Late-Riser’s Miserable Breakfast by Carl Larsson perfectly captures the narrator’s childlike stubbornness, the younger figure in the painting serving as subtle
            visual parallel.
         

         
         I designed a series of other options as well, primarily featuring period paintings of women appearing isolated or fighting
            with one another. These were paired with stark, contrasting typography to signal that this wasn’t a historical novel, but
            a modern twist on a timeless struggle—losing old friends and meeting new ones.
         

         
         In the end, we returned to the initial option featuring Larsson’s artwork. Sometimes your first instinct is best!

         
         
            — Julia DiMarzo-Cohen

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            About the Author

         
         Daniel M. Lavery is a former Dear Prudence advice columnist at Slate, the cofounder of The Toast, and The New York Times bestselling author of Texts from Jane Eyre, The Merry Spinster, Something That May Shock and Discredit You, Women’s Hotel, and Christmas at the Women’s Hotel. He also writes the popular newsletter The Chatner.

         
         Discover great authors, exclusive offers, and more at hc.com.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Also by Daniel M. Lavery

         
         
            	Texts from Jane Eyre

            	The Merry Spinster

         

         
            Women’s Hotel Series

            
               	Women’s Hotel

               	Christmas at the Women’s Hotel

            

         
         
            Nonfiction

            
               	Something That May Shock and Discredit You

               	Dear Prudence

            

         
         
      
   
      
      

         Bookperk Ad

         
         
         
            
               [image: Bookperk sign-up advertisement]
               
            
         

         
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Copyright

         
         This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously
            and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead,
            is entirely coincidental.
         

         
         meeting new people. Copyright © 2026 by Daniel M. Lavery. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By
            payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of
            this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or
            stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic
            or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.
         

         
         Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorized use
            of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also
            exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication
            from the text and data mining exception.
         

         
         
            hc.com

         

         first edition

         
         Cover design: Julia DiMarzo-Cohen

         
         Cover painting: A Late Riser’s Miserable Breakfast, 1900, Carl Larsson © The Picture Art Collection/Alamy Stock Photo
         

         
         
            Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

         

         Digital Edition JUNE 2026 ISBN: 978-0-06-342590-3

         
         Print ISBN: 978-0-06-342588-0

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
         
            About the Publisher

         
         
         Australia

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

         
         Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

         
         Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

         
         
            www.harpercollins.com.au
            
         

         
         Canada

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

         
         Harlequin Enterprises ULC

         
         
            www.harlequin.com
            
         

         
         Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

         
         22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

         
         Toronto, Ontario, M5H 4E3

         
         
            www.harpercollins.ca
            
         

         
         India

         
         HarperCollins India

         
         A 75, Sector 57

         
         Noida

         
         Uttar Pradesh 201 301

         
         www.harpercollins.co.in
            
         

         
         Ireland

         
         HarperCollins Publishers

         
         Macken House,

         
         39/40 Mayor Street Upper,

         
         Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

         
         www.harpercollins.co.uk
            
         

         
         New Zealand

         
         HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

         
         Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

         
         Rosedale 0632

         
         Auckland, New Zealand

         
         www.harpercollins.co.nz
            
         

         
         United Kingdom

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

         
         1 London Bridge Street

         
         London SE1 9GF, UK

         
         www.harpercollins.co.uk
            
         

         
         United States

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

         
         195 Broadway

         
         New York, NY 10007

         
         www.harpercollins.com
            
         

         
         
         
      
   cover.xhtml

      
         [image: Cover image: Meeting New People by Daniel M. Lavery.]

      
   

cover.jpeg





9780063425903_tpimage.jpg
Meeting
New
People

A NOVEL

DANIEL M. LAVERY

7

HARPERVIA
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





bookperk-boba-V1.jpg
Bookperk

and get e-book
bargains, sneak peeks, special offers, and

more—delivered straight to your inbox.





