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Let us greedily enjoy our friends, because we do not know how long this privilege will be ours.

—Seneca the Younger
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It starts with the gentle tittering of birds outside my window. The warm, filtered sunlight nudging my cheeks. Then a smile spreads across my face.

I am awake. I am alive.

For most people, these are not mind-blowing revelations. But when you’re eighty-nine years old, each morning your eyes flutter open again is a pleasant surprise.

I don’t say that to be flippant. It’s just that, in the past twenty years, I’ve endured the loss of my husband and most people I’ve known from my generation. I sometimes think of those intrepid adventurers ascending Mount Everest who have to persevere in spite of their fallen companions. If they are still alive, they’re expected to keep climbing. It’s the same for me. I am alive and so it’s my duty to continue living.

My cell phone dings merrily on my nightstand. More a relief than a surprise—it means that Hazel, my one remaining contemporary and my best friend since childhood, is still climbing too.

I fumble for my glasses wedged between the pages of a book. Hazel’s message is to the point, as it is every morning.

Still kicking.

Grinning, I peck my response with my pointer finger.

That makes two of us!

Most days, that’s the extent of our morning check-in. But today my phone dings again.

Hallelujah. (Intended in the secular sense—Hazel’s not a fan of religion.) Looking forward to seeing you on Sunday.

I send back a flurry of hearts and flowers.

Me too!

When it’s clear no further response is coming, I lie back down and stretch my limbs one at a time in my daily assessment, checking for anything of concern. Knees: not as flexible as they used to be, but not painful. Lower back: a small twinge, but that’s to be expected when you spend most of your days gardening, isn’t it? Heartbeat: strong, steady, and reassuringly rhythmic.

Compared to most aging bodies, mine is in great shape. I can walk several miles unaided, minus the supportive inserts in my orthopedic sneakers. I do my stretches every day, along with a few sun salutations. I can easily lift a bag of soil and carry my own groceries. I drive wherever I please (except for highways, but I’ve always avoided those) and live by myself in the house I’ve called home for more than sixty years. Every annual checkup, I brace myself for that inevitable bad news almost everyone else my age has received—cancer or, worse, dementia—and yet it still hasn’t come. High cholesterol and blood sugar are my only health blemishes.

In the grand scheme of things, I know I’m not that old. I read about a woman in the Amazon who is 107 and still walks miles through the forest each day. And another who took up running in her hundredth year and set world records. But for whatever reason, my particular generational cohort was dealt shorter life straws. I never imagined I’d grow accustomed to losing people, but when you’ve mourned the majority of humans you’ve known in your life, well, it becomes inexplicably bearable. Or perhaps you just become resigned to the inevitable.

So I do my best to focus on the bright side.

As the tittering of birds grows louder, I roll out of bed, open the curtains, and revel in the sunshine, summoning deep gratitude for the fact that I am here another day. Not many of us get to live this long, so I try to squeeze everything out of every extra moment I’m given—it would be disrespectful if I didn’t, now wouldn’t it? In honor of those who can’t, I make sure to savor the small pleasures of being alive, capturing them like a sensory photograph to tuck away in my memory for safekeeping.

The refreshing coolness of the kitchen tiles beneath my bare feet.

Just as I have every morning for the past sixty years, I gaze out the window as I wait for the coffee maker to warm up. I’ll admit it took me a while to get used to making one cup instead of two. For a long time, I kept Thom’s khaki-green mug lined up on the counter next to my sunflower cup, even though I only ever filled one of them. Now I just keep it at the back of the cupboard in tribute.

The sparkle of sunlight through the crystal vase on the windowsill.

As is my habit, I check the wall calendar for significant dates, in case I need to send someone a card. It used to be filled with birthdays and wedding anniversaries, but those have slowly been replaced with sadder reminders, the people I send them to increasingly younger. Sometimes I wonder if they feel I’m rubbing it in somehow, as if to say, “I’m still here when your parents aren’t.” But hopefully they just feel comforted that someone is thinking of them on an especially painful day. I hope someone will do that for my daughter, Elizabeth, when the time comes.

I make a note to send a card to Audrey Michaels—her mother, Esme, was a lovely, generous woman who made a spectacular blueberry cobbler. I miss her.

My first triumph of the day: managing to carry my coffee out to the porch without spilling a drop.

I settle in the rattan armchair that has miraculously endured decades—it creaks more than it used to, but then so do I. Goodness, how much time have I spent in this chair? Those increments of minutes, hours, must add up to a significant portion by now—months, years?

The bees buzzing happily over the hydrangeas.

When you’re old—and I’ve been old for a while—you have plenty of time to watch the world go by. You have nowhere to be, no need to rush. So I adjust the cushion and relax into the chair to watch the neighborhood I’ve known for more than half a century slowly come to life, just as I do every morning.

The routine is comforting. Patty Cole hurrying out barefoot in her dressing gown to grab the newspaper so she can read it in bed with her husband. Sally Anderson’s snooty poodle strutting down the sidewalk with such majesty that all the other dogs seem shabby in her presence. (I have a soft spot for those shabby ones—much more character.) The Lopez kids walking together to school, little Flora’s hand clasping tightly onto her big brother Manu’s. My, he’s getting tall. I’ve watched so many kids grow up over the course of these mornings—and sometimes I’ve even watched their own kids grow up.

There’s only one aberration in our street’s familiar fabric today: a car I don’t recognize parked outside the bungalow a few doors down. Until recently, the house belonged to the Jacobsons, who decided life in Florida was more their rhythm after becoming empty nesters. I was sad when they left. It was just one more reminder that the world moves on, whether you want it to or not. Sometimes it’s hard not to feel left behind.

I sip my coffee, trying to bring myself back to gratitude. But I’ll be honest—lately, I’ve been finding this ritual more of a challenge. You see, there’s been a question niggling at me that I just can’t find an answer to.

Why am I the one who’s still here?
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I carefully count the twenty-dollar bills onto my kitchen table, smoothing out the creases, the dog-eared corners, until I have my allotted amount.

Thom’s investments, along with Social Security, made sure I’d be cared for financially after he died. But I’m not sure any of us expected me to live this long. Things have gotten tighter recently, and since I don’t know how many more years I’ll be around, I try not to live beyond my means, especially since prices keep rising.

I’m quite adept at saving money. I allocate myself a budget, going to the bank once a week to withdraw enough to last me until the next visit. It helps that my garden is dependably bountiful and I bottle and preserve the surplus fruit and veggies to last me through the fallow months. And as long as I limit my meals to my homegrown fare along with canned beans, pasta, and rice, my grocery bill stays reasonable. Admittedly, my passion for baking inflates it sometimes—whenever I see the cost of eggs in the grocery store, I wonder if I should start keeping chickens.

I also try to keep only one light on in the house at a time and mend all my clothes, bedding, and other household items that have worn thin or fallen prey to ravenous moths. It’s been years since I bought anything new that wasn’t a direly needed replacement, like my electric kettle. It’d be a travesty not to offer guests a cup of tea, and I’d feel uncouth boiling the water in a saucepan, so I deemed that a necessary expense.

My sixteen-year-old grandson, Finn, likes to joke that my house is a time capsule because most of the objects are from eras long before he was born. But what’s the point of accumulating more stuff when someone’s going to have to sort through it when I’m gone? I’ve gradually been giving items away so there’ll be less to get rid of. Finn says I should sell them through the consignment shop in town, but that would feel like taking advantage of people. If they’re looking for things secondhand, it probably means they’re tight on money like I am. And if I’m not using that thing anymore, why shouldn’t they have it?

Plus, I love setting something out on the sidewalk and peeking through my window to watch folks browse through the boxes, delighting when they discover something they need or love. It tickles me when young people remark how “cool” and “vintage” the things are, like my old leather-bound transistor radio or Thom’s collection of vinyl records. Those are just normal household items to me.

I slide my allotted spending money into my purse and fetch my grocery caddy.

I look forward to Sundays for several reasons. When nothing much happens in your life, things that used to feel like a chore—grocery shopping, for example—become a treat. And today I have added purpose for my shopping: Elizabeth, Finn, and Hazel are all coming for dinner.

It’s rare that I’m able to coax Hazel up from Brooklyn to my small town of Beacon; she’s a city slicker to the bone. I avoid metropolises if I can help it, so it’s a miracle our friendship has lasted this long. But just as Hazel occasionally tolerates small-town life on my behalf, I return the courtesy by venturing down to endure New York City once in a while. And during the months in between, on top of our morning check-ins, we speak on the phone every Sunday evening (when she’s still in the country—disparate time zones make it difficult sometimes).

I was flabbergasted when Hazel suggested, without a nudge, that she come up for dinner tonight in lieu of our call. She’s even agreed to spend the night instead of taking a late train back to the city like she usually does. In celebration of this rarity, I saved some of my grocery money from last week so I could splurge today. I’m hoping to entice Hazel to come more frequently by making her favorite foods. She loves my cooking—her diet consists entirely of takeout, unless she happens to be dining at a restaurant—and a home-cooked meal is one of the few things Hazel covets that I can actually offer.

Ordinarily, I walk as much as possible or take the bus, but it’s hard to manage so many groceries on my own, so today I’m driving. Sundays in Beacon are especially busy with visitors up here on day trips from New York City. It’s more challenging to find a parking spot, but I welcome the energy the city folks bring, and I understand why they’re here. Our beautiful town is nestled in the foothills of Mount Beacon overlooking the Hudson River, with one of the most charming main streets you’ll ever see—there’s even a waterfall at the end of it. And you should see the way the sun sets the red brick architecture aglow in the afternoons. It’s simply heavenly.

I try to buy what I can from the independent stores on Main Street—the baker, the greengrocer, the butcher—but even that’s a challenge now. It’s been so sad watching those small businesses struggle just because everyone values convenience. Finn told me that people order their groceries over the internet these days, but why would you want to miss the chance to interact with others? So impersonal. I love chatting with cashiers while they scan my items, though it frequently elicits impatient grunts from the customers behind me.

Heavens, there really are no parking spots today. I’ve been circling the block in my yellow Suzuki Swift for ten minutes and there’s not a single one to be seen.

Wait, is that one up ahead? I hunch over the steering wheel and hastily don the glasses hanging around my neck (technically I’m not supposed to drive without them, but occasionally I forget). Ooh, lucky me—a red Toyota Corolla is pulling out of a plum spot.

I slow down to give the Corolla enough space to exit and sit patiently with my blinker on. But as it drives away, another car that’s come from the other direction is waiting with its blinker on. I suspect I might have gotten here a second or two sooner, but can’t say for sure.

We sit for a few seconds in a standoff. I’m already later than I planned, so I’d really like this spot. But the person in the other car might be in an even greater hurry—perhaps they’re late for a doctor’s appointment—and who am I to say my needs are more important? I don’t want to be presumptuous, so I roll down my window and wave them in to signal it’s theirs. I’m surprised they don’t wave back in thanks, but that’s life. I drive off to find another spot.

It takes me another fifteen minutes before I do, and it’s farther than I’d have liked, but the walk will be good for me. I wheel my grocery caddy the few blocks to the butcher, where I’m planning to spend my extra budget on a leg of lamb. I don’t eat much meat anymore because it feels like an indulgence for just little old me, so this will be a nice treat for all of us. I’ll even get us a bottle of Rioja—Hazel’s favorite.

The wheels of my grocery caddy rattle against the sidewalk as I hurry towards the butcher, making sure to say hello to everyone I pass. Once upon a time, there’d have been many familiar faces among them—friends and acquaintances I’d known for decades who’d be happy to stop for a chat—but now it’s mostly become a blur of blank stares. It’s disconcerting to feel like a stranger in the town you’ve lived in for the majority of your life.

My friendly greeting to each passerby yields mixed results. One yoga-mat-toting woman smiles tightly and slides on her sunglasses to avoid eye contact. Another fashionable couple return the greeting but quicken their steps, probably fearing I’ll monopolize their time with a long conversation. Only one woman who appears reasonably close to my age—long gray hair and skin so pale that the two almost blend—offers me a warm smile and an equally enthusiastic “Hello.” It’s enough to keep me from feeling completely deflated. Even on a Sunday, everyone is rushing. The world moves faster than it used to, and I wonder how people have any time to admire the smaller joys of life.

The soothing symmetry of a picket fence.

Ivy sneaking its way up a trellis.

Paw prints forever etched into cement.

What a sad existence that must be—so focused on the next thing you’re doing, the next place you’re going, that you forget to appreciate the very moment you’re in.

My grocery shopping takes me about an hour. Unfortunately, very few cashiers are in the mood for conversation. Even Ramona, the bubbly woman whose family has owned the greengrocer for several generations, is more curt than usual as she weighs my bundle of carrots.

“I hope your mother has recovered from her hip surgery,” I say, referencing the tidbit she had shared last time. “How is she doing?”

Ramona glances at the queue of people behind me. “She’s fine, thanks for asking.”

“And what about that little girl of yours? Did she enjoy her first year of school?”

Grimacing, Ramona replaces the carrots with potatoes on the scale. “She did, thank you.”

Sensing she’s in no mood to elaborate, I open my wallet, ready to pay so I don’t take up more of her time. It must be stressful having many customers waiting. And while I’m loath to generalize, I’ve observed that a lot of these visitors who come up from the big city tend to be rather impatient.

At least there’s something to look forward to—the true highlight of my weekly grocery shopping ritual. I reward my efforts with a cappuccino and a slice of lemon cake that’s divinely sweet and just moist enough that it melts on your tongue.

All sorts of fancy coffee shops have sprouted along Main Street lately, catering to the discerning city crowd, but those are too intimidating for me. I’m a creature of comfort, so I continue to frequent the quieter one at the end that’s been there the longest. Unfortunately, even that’s full of tourists today, and I’m a tad crestfallen when I see that there are no available tables. I like to sit and savor my treats—I daydream about them all week—but today I suppose I’ll have to get them to go. Perhaps I can sit by the waterfall and do some people watching.

I take my place in line, my tongue tingling in anticipation of that sweet, tangy lemon cake. There’s one slice left in the glass cabinet, and I’m relieved when the person in front of me doesn’t order it.

I search for a recognizable face among the staff, but everyone seems new. Before, I didn’t even need to say my order, they knew me so well. I’d feel like a bit of a celebrity when they’d say, “The usual, Mrs. Bridport?” as soon as they saw me. But today the blond woman taking orders just looks at me expectantly, without so much as a “How may I help you” or even a “Hello.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I say, flustered. “I’ll have a small cappuccino and that slice of lemon cake, please.”

An annoyed sigh erupts from behind me.

I turn to its owner, a short woman with blunt bangs, wearing sweatpants. Did I do something to bother her? I didn’t realize I was taking that long. Perhaps I inadvertently bumped her with my grocery caddy.

“I’m sorry, dear,” I say. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes, it’s fine,” she says. “It’s just that I’ve had a shitty day and I really wanted that piece of lemon cake. God, my life sucks.”

I notice the dark circles under her eyes and the over-chewed state of her fingernails. My empathy swells; I can live without a slice of lemon cake this week.

“Why don’t you go ahead and have it then?” I wave at the blond, who’s about to seize the slice with her tongs. “Hello there—please save that piece for this woman here. I’ll have … a doughnut instead.”

The cream-filled kind gives me indigestion, but it’ll do. I’ll just take an antacid when I get home.

Nodding, the blond wordlessly fulfills my request.

The sweatpants woman offers a half-hearted smile. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

Honestly, I’d expected a little more gratitude. But maybe her day has been so terrible that it’s hard to muster any kind of cheerfulness. And it’s not truly a good deed if you expect a reward.

I’m on my way out of the café when I finally hear a familiar voice.

“Joy! Have you heard?”

I don’t need to turn around to confirm who it belongs to. Rita has lived on my street for forty years and often begins her conversations with that very sentence. If our town were to have a queen of gossip, she’d be crowned unopposed. That’s why we’ve never been more than acquaintances—I purposefully keep her at arm’s length. It’s a shame, really, since she’s one of the few people I’ve known who are close to my age and have managed to stay alive.

“Oh, hello, Rita,” I say, turning to face her. “Aren’t we lucky with all this sunshine we’ve been having?”

I try my best not to gossip, and with Rita it’s easiest just to deflect to a different topic. It’s hard for something to catch fire if you don’t give it any fuel.

Rita shuffles closer and looks around for anyone else she can reel in as her audience. I’m sure she’s disappointed it’s just me.

“Someone’s moved into the Jacobsons’ old bungalow,” Rita says, eyes furtive. Her glasses are perched on top of her head, as usual—I’m not sure I’ve ever actually seen her wear them.

“How lovely!” Maybe her gossip isn’t so nefarious this time. “I did see a car I didn’t recognize parked in the driveway. Have you met them yet?”

Rita shakes her head. “Not yet, but I’ve heard all about him.” Here we go. “Nancy’s grandson works at the police precinct, as you know, and apparently this new guy has a criminal record.” Rita pauses to make sure she has my captive attention.

I smile politely, worrying I’m encouraging bad behavior.

“He’s spent time at Sing Sing,” she says, gleefully emphasizing the name of the maximum-security prison just down the Hudson River from Beacon.

My stomach lurches, and I’m annoyed at myself for letting Rita’s gossip influence me. Everyone deserves the benefit of the doubt and I’ve already made a judgment on this man without knowing anything about him.

“Is that so? Perhaps there’s more to the story than Nancy conveyed,” I say, mostly to convince myself.

Rita rolls her eyes at me. “What more do you need to know except there’s a criminal now living next door to us? This town is going downhill fast.”

“Well, actually, it’s a lot safer than it used to be. You were here in the eighties—remember how it was back then?” Thom wouldn’t even let me come to Main Street unaccompanied.

“I suppose I do,” Rita huffs. “But do you really want to return to those days?”

The knot of concern tightens against my will.

“I’m sure one person’s presence wouldn’t do that,” I say. “And we don’t know anything about him. We’ve all made mistakes, and so we all deserve grace.”

Rita crosses her arms. “A criminal is a criminal, no matter how you paint it.”

There’s no use trying to reason with her when she’s in one of these moods. But I worry how many people she’s already swayed with her gossip. I feel sorry for the poor fellow, having his new neighbors all form a perception of him before he’s even had the chance to introduce himself.

So I make a show of looking at my watch.

“Goodness, time has flown. I’m so sorry, Rita, I’d really love to stay and chat but I’m cooking dinner for Elizabeth, Finn, and a friend tonight, so I’ve got to get home to heat up the oven.”

Rita arches an eyebrow. “Elizabeth is coming over? Haven’t seen her around in a while. How’s she doing after that messy divorce?”

I bristle for several reasons. Rita doesn’t know any details of my daughter’s divorce—I hardly know them myself—but I also don’t want my family’s personal business becoming part of her gossip repartee.

“She and Finn are both doing really well—thanks very much for asking.”

I’m hoping my response conveys more confidence than I feel. It’s been so hard to get my daughter to share anything with me lately—I have no idea how she’s doing. She just seems exhausted.

I position my body towards the exit. “I’d better be going, Rita. Have a lovely afternoon!”

She’s still talking as the café door drifts closed behind me. A bit rude on my part, but she’ll find someone else to gossip to before long.

Irritatingly, she’s already planted the seed in my head.

Do we really want a convicted criminal living in our midst?
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I’m slicing carrots into medallions—Elizabeth’s preference—when there’s the thud of a car door outside. The wall clock assures me I still have two hours before anyone is due to arrive; the creak of the garden gate and the rhythm of footsteps on my porch beg to differ.

I’ve barely set down the knife and wiped my hands on my apron when Hazel appears in the kitchen, one arm stretched up the doorframe and the other on her hip, as if posing for a photo. Her turquoise kaftan, embroidered with cheerful tropical birds, contrasts with her bright red hair.

“Still the same old Joy,” she says with a sly smile. “So trusting you don’t even lock your front door.”

The sight of her is like sliding on my favorite pair of slippers—instant comfort, settling into a groove slowly formed over time.

“Well, that’s just one of the many perks of living in a small town,” I say, resuming our playful tug-of-war over our dwellings of choice.

The rainbow of resin bangles on Hazel’s wrist clatters as she takes hold of my shoulders and kisses my cheeks, left then right. Those European greetings always confuse me. Which side first? Do I kiss the cheek or the air? Hazel has eleven inches on my five feet, making it all the more logistically awkward. A flamingo greeting a duckling.

I’d much prefer a plain old hug, but I’ll take any affection from my friend, awkward or not.

I gesture at the clock. “I was planning to pick you up from the five o’clock train you said you were taking.” Surprising people at the station is one of my favorite things; the way their eyes light up at the sight of you on the platform, the realization that someone cares enough about them to make the effort on their behalf.

Hazel reaches over me to pluck a carrot medallion from the chopping board.

“I know I said that. But I was ready with time to spare, so I thought I’d hop on the earlier one.”

It’s rare for Hazel to be early; she shows up when she shows up. Even though I call her at the same time every Sunday, she’s always in the middle of something—an art project, a crossword, a salsa lesson—but I know not to take it personally. Hazel’s life is one of constant motion. Unlike me, she needs to be constantly doing, seeing, making, and enjoying.

“Well, I hope the taxi wasn’t too expensive.”

She can easily afford to take cabs, yet deems them a waste of money in New York City. But the public transit system in Beacon isn’t as robust.

“Oh, I didn’t bother with a taxi,” she scoffs. “I just got a ride with some man who was on the same train as me.”

She tosses the carrot in her mouth like popcorn, smirking as she awaits my response. I should’ve learned by now not to react to Hazel’s attempts to shock me, but I can’t help it.

“You got in the car with a stranger? You should have called me to come and get you!”

“And miss out on the thrill of potentially being kidnapped?” Hazel crunches the carrot with satisfaction. “I thought you said safety was a small-town perk?”

Outwitted, I elbow playfully past her to the coffee machine.

“Well, since dinner is hours away, how about a cup of coffee?” I extract her mug—vivid yellow hand-painted giraffes, a gift she brought me years ago from Tanzania—from the cupboard.

“Actually, I’ll have peppermint tea if you’ve got it,” she says, easing herself into a chair at the kitchen table.

Tea for Hazel? That’s a new one.

I rummage through the clutter of boxes on the tea shelf, many of which I suspect have been there a decade.

“I don’t think I do,” I say, chagrined to disappoint Hazel. “But the mint in my garden is flourishing, so I’ll just pop out and pick a few leaves.”

“You’re a doll, Joy, thank you.”

She brushes away a lock of hair—always that same deep shade of red—and wearily closes her eyes.

I know better than to ask if she’s okay. “That train journey takes more energy than it used to, doesn’t it?” I say, locating my herb scissors in a drawer. “The guest room’s ready if you want to take a nap before dinner. I’ll bring the tea in for you.”

Hazel’s eyes blink open. “Nonsense—I’m here to spend time with my best friend.”

I wait for her punch line. The one implying that her “best friend” is in fact someone else—another long-running bit between us—but it never comes. It’s rare that Hazel’s compliments come without the veil of humor or a hint of sarcasm.

I’m unexpectedly touched.

The thud of two car doors signals Elizabeth and Finn’s arrival later that evening.

Just as Hazel and I are heading through the screen door to greet them, I turn to my friend.

“I should warn you that Elizabeth hasn’t been herself lately,” I whisper. “A little distant and surly—I think it might be the divorce. She and Jack aren’t on good terms.”

It’s such a shame things didn’t work out between Elizabeth and Jack. I always liked having him as a son-in-law—he was charming and funny and brought a lightness to Elizabeth’s intensity. But then a couple of years ago they announced they were separating, and Jack moved to the other side of the country. From what I understand, his new job at some dental technology company has him flying all around the world. At least, that’s the excuse he gives for not seeing Finn more often.

Since Jack left, I’ve felt a distance growing between my daughter and me. Not because of a particular argument or falling out, more of a gradual drifting, the way you might be swimming at a beach and suddenly realize that the current has pulled you much farther down the shore. It feels like I’ve been fighting against the tide ever since, trying to get back to where we were, back when she was a small girl.

As if to emphasize that distance, Elizabeth immediately contradicts the warning I’ve given Hazel. Her face and body animate with delight when she catches sight of my friend.

“Hazel!”

Elizabeth leaps up the steps as if I wasn’t even there.

They exchange air kisses with an ease I’ve never managed.

“Hello, lovely Elizabeth,” Hazel says, equally delighted. “It’s been too long, hasn’t it?”

Thank god Finn is here so I’m not left standing there like a third wheel.

“Hey, Nanna!” He greets me with arms wide, pulling me into the kind of tight hug that his father was so good at. It’s only been a few days since I last saw Finn and I swear he’s taller. My head barely reaches his clavicle now; it feels like yesterday that he used to snuggle into mine while falling asleep on my chest.

After he releases me, I open my arms hopefully towards my daughter. “Hello, my darling.”

Elizabeth accepts my hug. “Hi, Mom.”

Any other day, nothing would feel amiss in this interaction. But the delight I witnessed in her moments earlier with Hazel is noticeably absent. I suppose Elizabeth does see me much more frequently, even if her erratic shift work schedule as an intensive care nurse makes it challenging.

Hazel takes Finn by the shoulders. “I think you’ve finally outgrown me,” she says dryly. “If only by a hair.”

Finn grins proudly, then sniffs at the scent of roast lamb and rosemary mingling with the sweetness of the evening jasmine. “Smells great, Nanna—what’s for dinner?”

“Hazel’s favorite,” I respond, pleased. “Lamb roast.”

I catch Elizabeth’s shoulders tensing out of the corner of my eye. Funny how you become attuned to every subtle movement of your child’s body, desperate for a tell, a clue to the emotions simmering beneath.

“I’m not eating much red meat these days,” Elizabeth says, stepping onto the porch.

I mask my disappointment with another smile—an action so practiced, it’s innate. “Well, that’s no problem at all. I’ve got some chicken breasts I can rustle up for you.”

Finn puts his arm around Hazel. “Don’t worry, we’ll eat her share of the lamb.”

I hang back on the porch, watching them walk inside chatting, grateful to have gathered my favorite people for one rare evening together.

But during dinner, as I observe Elizabeth’s interactions with Hazel, little jolts of envy needle at me. They’ve always had a special bond, cemented from when Elizabeth was a kid and Hazel would send her postcards from remote parts of the globe and return with gifts and stories that would have my daughter transfixed. I loved that Hazel opened up Elizabeth’s eyes to the world in a way I never could, but at the same time, her adventurous spirit seemed to shine a light on my inadequacies. What wisdom did I have to offer my daughter, having been raised in one small town before living the rest of my life in another?

I see that transfixed look now, in both Elizabeth’s and Finn’s eyes, as Hazel regales them with a story. It’s one I’ve heard before, about the time she locked herself out of her apartment in Australia and persuaded some nearby construction workers to put her in the front of their Bobcat and lift her up high enough that she could climb onto the balcony and through the sliding door she’d left ajar. It’s not just the stories that make Hazel so compelling, it’s the charisma with which she tells them; she could make a trip to her accountant sound like a wild, captivating escapade. I’ve heard all her travel tales hundreds of times, but that’s why our friendship works—Hazel loves telling stories and I love listening to them. I used to think she shared those often-sordid details about her life to shock me, but then I began to understand she wanted me to live vicariously.

It’s a concerted effort, but I manage to push my envy aside—for tonight, at least.

Hazel and I stand on the porch, watching Elizabeth’s car disappear down the hill.

I reach for the screen door. “How about a round of gin rummy before bed?”

Hazel is a night owl, so I want to make an effort to stay up later, if only to bask in her presence a while longer.

She puts her hand on the door, stopping its momentum.

“Could we just sit out here for a little while? It’d be such a shame to miss the stars coming out.” An impish twinkle. “The one small-town perk I’ll concede to.”

“Of course.” I’m delighted to have some company for the evening ritual that’s felt intensely lonely of late. “Shall I make us some tea?”

Hazel keeps her hand on the door. “Let’s just sit.”

She moves Thom’s old rattan chair closer to mine and lowers herself into it.

The evening air is thick with the spice of humidity as the cicadas announce their presence with gusto. I’m overcome with contentment; in this small moment, everything feels exactly as it should be. It’s like balancing a soap bubble on your fingertip; all the more beautiful because it’s so ephemeral.

With a satisfied sigh, I turn to Hazel to see if she’s enjoying it as much as I am. But she isn’t gazing at the stars; she’s looking at me.

I wait for the sassy comment I’m sure is headed my way. But she remains silent, her focus steady.

My hand shoots self-consciously to my cheek.

“Do I have raspberry coulis on my face?” I’d drizzled some over the chocolate cake for dessert, and it does tend to get everywhere.

Again, the absence of a quip is glaring. Hazel just shakes her head, a soft, indecipherable smile on her face. It gives me pause—I thought I knew all her facial expressions by heart. Something isn’t right. I’m not sure I like this new, subdued version of my friend.

“Tell me what you’ve been getting up to in New York City,” I say, hoping the prompt will inject some life into her.

Hazel has lived in the same loft apartment in Brooklyn since the seventies, her “home base” when she wasn’t flitting about the globe for her business importing artisanal rugs and textiles. Back then, her neighborhood wasn’t the polished enclave it is today, but Hazel loved its rawness, its unpredictability—and the electric creativity that came with those things. Even at the age of eighty-nine, my friend adores anything audacious and unconventional. Probably because that’s exactly what she is.

“Well,” Hazel says with an odd laugh. “I’ll tell you, but I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

My rattan chair crackles as I shift to face her. “What happened?”

A silence.

“I suppose I should just come out with it.” A hint of exasperation. “But before I do, you have to promise you won’t make a big deal out of it. I’m only telling you because we don’t keep secrets from each other.”

My hands grip the chair. What could Hazel have done? Is she in some kind of legal trouble?

“Of course I promise,” I say, mind racing with the possible crimes she might have committed. As feisty as she can be, I’m positive she’s not capable of killing someone. Well, not intentionally.

“I have cancer,” Hazel says matter-of-factly.

My mind had ventured so far in a different direction that it takes me a few moments to reel it back to what she’s just said. When the gravity of it finally hits me, it’s like a fist closing around my heart.

I can barely manage a whisper. “Cancer?”

What a terrible friend I am, that this feeble response is all I can muster.

“Yes, my dear, cancer.” Hazel’s signature wryness has returned. “The bastard finally got me. With all the things I’ve done to my body over the years—as enjoyable as they were—I’m surprised it didn’t come for me sooner.”

I try to focus, to come up with something supportive for my friend. Unfortunately, I fail.

“But … what kind of cancer?”

It’s disorienting to hear Hazel’s laugh when she’s just delivered such devastating news. And yet it’s also befitting of her—cavalier, even in the worst of times.

“Does it matter?” she says. “The long and the short of it is that my death warrant is signed. I’ve been lucky to live a wonderfully fulfilling life and now it’s coming to an end.”

“But what about treatment?” It’s impossible to temper the panic in my voice. “They’re getting so much better at curing cancers these days. Surely there’s something that can be done?”

“And spend my last months being poked and prodded, injecting my body with all sorts of chemicals? No, thank you.” Months? “Joy, I’ve made my peace with this and I need you to as well. Remember, you promised not to make a big deal of it.”

“But …” I say, struggling to articulate a belief I’ve long held but never acknowledged. “It’s just, well, I assumed I’d be the one to go first.”

Hazel laughs again. “Haven’t I always been the one who tries things out before you to show you how fun it is?”

“This isn’t the same as getting your driver’s license, Hazel.”

“But it’s an adventure nonetheless,” she says. “Now, I’m tired of this doom and gloom. Let’s talk about something else.”

As Hazel launches into a story about her downstairs neighbor, I’m barely listening. I sit in my chair stunned, as I realize my greatest fear is about to come true.

Soon, I’ll be the last one still climbing the mountain.
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Is this what cows feel like when they’re uprooted from the field they were raised in as calves and plonked in an unfamiliar one?

Mama told me to be brave on my first day at my new school. That if I was polite, followed all the rules, and observed closely how everyone else did everything, I’d get along just fine with my second-grade classmates. She hasn’t been feeling well these past few days and I don’t want to give her a reason to feel worse.

But as I stand in the doorway of this little schoolhouse, twenty pairs of eyes boring into me, panic rises in my throat.

I already miss my classmates in Madison. Mama explained that school would be different in our new town, a small farming community close to the Minnesota border. That, instead of many classes of kids, each in their own room, the twenty pairs of eyes currently inspecting every aspect of my appearance comprised the whole student body. And this musty one-room building, with a single outhouse tucked several yards behind it, was the entirety of our schoolhouse.

I’d tried to put on a brave face when Daddy sat me down and told me he was leaving the city medical practice he’d worked at my entire life, to become the sole doctor for this place that’s a mere speck on the map.

“Remember that this is a small town, Joy,” he said this morning as he walked me to the schoolhouse door. “You are representing our family, just as I am. So I expect you to be on your best behavior at all times. I know you’ll be a good girl.”

I dread seeing the pool of disappointment in his eyes whenever I fall short of his expectations, like the time I got the giggles during church, disrupting the service. I couldn’t help it—the more I knew I shouldn’t be laughing, the more my body wanted to. I can’t even remember what I found so funny in the first place. Afterwards, he didn’t yell at me, or even admonish me, he just shook his head and remained silent until dinner.

So I’ll do my best to live up to his idea of a “good girl” at this new school. The problem is, none of these kids look like they want to be friends with me.

My panic subsides briefly when the lone adult in the room—Mrs. Farnsworth, the school’s only teacher—guides me to a desk in the front row. I whimper my thanks and take my place, snickers erupting around me as the wooden chair groans like an embarrassing bodily function. Feeling the eyes now burning into the back of my head, I sink lower to make myself as small as possible, willing the hands of the clock to magically gain pace and whisk me away from this painful experience.

We’re halfway through our morning lesson
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