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Dedication

To Isabel: this book was always for—and thanks to—you.





Epigraph

I think friendships are the result of certain needs that can be completely hidden from both people, sometimes hidden forever.

—PATRICIA HIGHSMITH, The Price of Salt
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I.

Home, 2011





1.

“I REALLY THOUGHT YOU DIED THIS TIME.” GWEN SIGHED. “I know I shouldn’t freak out, but every week I just think, Well, this is it, you know? It’s going to happen, and I’m going to be the one to find her.”

She stood in the threshold, shifting from foot to foot, until Magda gestured toward the couch. “Please.”

Gwen shrugged past her. “Sorry. I know that’s insensitive, and, like, age is just a number.”

“It is,” Magda said, easing into her own chair. She reached for her notepad, added, “Let’s talk about how that makes you feel.”

Magda already knew the answer, though; the creeping wave of existential dread had not slowed for Gwen since her mother’s death a few years prior. Following that initial grieving period, Gwen’s resultant issue was a fixation with mortality that sank tenterhooks into her daily life, rendering most endeavors doomed from the outset. “Like, if we’re all going to die anyway, I mean.”

In recent weeks, Gwen had begun arriving at their sessions early—by five, ten, fifteen minutes—her presence alert and agitated. “The psychological Cerberus” was what Magda’s colleagues called her, having seen Gwen, on various occasions, pacing the waiting area. Magda could usually sense Gwen just beyond the wooden doors, the dog-eared paperback of Fear and Trembling upon her lap, running again through the scenario: Okay, I find her, then what?

At the moment, Gwen was saying how she didn’t disagree with what Magda had said in their previous session, exactly, about how the fear might be actively diminishing her quality of life. “Like with Steve,” she said. “I get that it’s not good for our marriage, the being together all the time. And him feeling like he’s managing me, you know, always talking me off a ledge. But I keep feeling like, I don’t know, the bad things can’t happen if I’m there. If I’m focused enough. Like how . . .” She motioned vaguely toward Magda. “You know.”

Magda set down her pen, steepled her fingers. “What if we try, in this moment, to turn away from the fear. Let’s shift our focus to the present. What do you observe is happening, right now?”

“I mean, you’re alive.”

A glance at the clock, then: forty-seven minutes to go.

Magda was examining the lines on her face when the buzzer rang to announce her next patient. She saw Bill every Tuesday, and had, without fail, for many years. In January, he had begun to caution Magda that this year—their thirteenth—was suspicious, and that if something were to go wrong with their working relationship, they were perhaps on the brink of that moment. He had said as much during years seven and eleven as well. “It’s the prime numbers that are suspect,” he said grimly, rubbing at his chin. “But thirteen especially so.”

Hirsute and tall, Bill crouched reflexively upon approaching a door. He wore the rote uniform of bankers: fitted suits, loafers, never without pomade. He had a loud and confident way of speaking about things that held little or no value to him; he could bloviate about market-rate housing in Manhattan for indefinite periods, but could not talk easily about—or to—his wife. If he tried, his movements became agitated—worrying at his beard, a fastening and unfastening of his watch, a slow rotation of the wedding band encircling his thick finger.

After more than a decade of Magda’s gentle prompting, and of granular strategizing, Bill still couldn’t admit to his wife that he was only attracted to men. Nor could he come clean about the affair he’d been conducting with a bookkeeper from the office, a man named Ernesto. During their last session, he told Magda that the thing he dreaded was not the inevitable divorce, but that his wife would think he didn’t care for her. “That, and the reputation. You remember what happened to Chet Lundberg.”

Magda had nodded. The banker whose affair with the building mailman was made public after an ill-timed tryst in the stairwell. Bill brought him up at least twice a month, shudderingly, to say that the man now lived in Iowa. He worked in insurance.

Bill had interrupted himself, saying, “I know, I know, I wouldn’t need to move to Iowa.”

That day, as he sat down, Magda said, “Let’s start with one good thing.”

“A good thing,” Bill repeated. He opened his mouth, closed it again.

“Or,” she said. “Is there another place you’d like to begin today?”

The grooves in Bill’s forehead deepened as he squinted over at her. He cleared his throat.

“I don’t even know where to start. I just have a bad feeling about this summer, that’s all.”





2.

AFTER WAVING BILL OUT, MAGDA PRESSED HER EAR TO THE OFFICE door. It was as she hoped: quiet, but for the consistent rumbling of the sound machine. There were no signs of her colleagues Boomer and Theo, who, in recent weeks, had become insistent that she have some sort of party. “Seventy is a big year, Magda Eklund,” they kept saying, as if she weren’t aware.

They badgered her about it in the shared kitchenette, in the elevator, and in a series of increasingly ridiculous voicemails espousing the benefits of celebrating one’s longevity. She was listening to one such message as she activated the security system, keying in the code, which Boomer had chosen years ago: 37383. Magda and Theo had immediately protested. The conversion to the alphabet was too predictable; of course they would be robbed.

“It hasn’t happened yet, but it will,” Theo liked to remind Boomer. “I mean, it’s a bit obvious—Freud?” He’d jab a finger toward the fish tank, where a fat orange goldfish swam in lazy circles. “That’s his name, too, in case you forgot.”

It was one of their oldest arguments, and Freud the latest and longest-surviving of their eight goldfish, all of whom had borne the same name. Though in their decades of practice they’d yet to change the code, Theo needled Boomer about it in the same genial way he did with other issues. Most recently they’d been debating whether the gay marriage act would be legalized in New York. As with their ongoing conversation about the goldfish, the arguments were mild and, often, unsolvable—made more dramatic, it seemed, simply because Magda was looking on. Though Boomer and Theo agreed that marriage was a miserable endeavor, they believed anyone who wanted to should be able to. “I just don’t see why they would, is the thing,” Theo would add.

“Gay or not, they should be able to make the same foolish choices,” Boomer concurred.

“I don’t see it happening here, unless there are some closeted Republicans. How much did Edith Windsor pay in estate taxes—half a million? Unless it’s a tax break, I don’t see it going their way.”

Boomer’s jaw hung slack. “Theo talking taxes? Who are you?”

Theo laughed. “Another New Yorker now, just like you.”

Magda and Theo had found their way to New York from pockets of the Midwest, while Boomer was a pedigreed Manhattanite. Like much of their cohort, his background was immaculate, with parents who were a socialite and a lawyer, respectively. For his wealth alone, Magda would have written Boomer off, except for seeing his relationship with Theo. They proved to be each other’s inverse: Boomer with his patrician features, pressed khakis, and moss-colored cardigans, and Theo, big-nosed and cheerful, his pants always a few inches too short. It was his cheerfulness that disarmed others, made him seem familiar enough that, within weeks of school, nobody could quite remember his last name; there was one, surely, but memory fogged. He was someone who, even if he had been to a restaurant once before, would return to find the waitresses addressing him by name, with coffee—just the way he liked it—already on the way to his table.

Magda and Theo had been placed on the same rotation during residency, and he had, on various occasions, insisted on walking a catatonic patient to the corner just before six p.m., when the ice cream truck jangled down the block. One of their classmates, Marty, complained about how he made the rest of them look lazy, for leaving when their shift ended at five, to which another classmate—desperately in love with her—quipped, “He’s just from Minnesota; the guy doesn’t even know how to say no.” At this, Marty rolled her eyes, and the young man flushed, looked away. That wasn’t it, Magda knew; Theo didn’t stay late in order to get ahead. He did so because the patient had once said, during a rare expansive bent, that rainbow sprinkles helped.

“With what?” Theo had asked, to which the patient intoned: “Well, everything.”

Only with Theo would one hear the bellow of Boomer’s laughter, catch his surprisingly quick wit. Boomer was more self-contained and had, in Magda’s memory, always been that way. Handsome, with neat, regular features and a low voice that tended toward quiet. He came from the sort of money that rendered his professional success inconsequential, and Magda had initially mistaken that humility for laziness. She had later been astounded in reading his scholarly papers, both at the quality of Boomer’s writing and his ambition, both evidence of a wildly capable mind.

The three of them had fallen out of touch after school. The early years, for her, were spent in a sprawling basement office shared with a developmental psychologist and her legion of surly adolescents and their forcefully cheerful parents. Magda had never had much inclination toward adolescents, even when she was one, but the parents she found interesting. Something about the aggressiveness of their reassurances that their child was fine, it was a phase, he absolutely would not light another classroom on fire. The psychologist plastered inspirational posters around their waiting area, shellacking a landscape of the Rockies with TOUGH TIMES ARE TEMPORARY to Magda’s door. The arrangement was short-lived; after Magda peeled it off, tearing the poster in the process, the psychologist began accusing Magda of various slights, including pilfering the miniature bottles of white wine from their communal refrigerator. “I know you did it,” she would say, breath sour.

Home was a dismal walk-up apartment where Magda spent most of her time. Back then, after the initial free consultation, patients often canceled second appointments. She spent their sessions on the fire escape, tipping through thick psychiatric journals and trying not to think about the money, or lack thereof. To think of any future milestone was to panic: What next? she kept thinking. What next?

Then she was twenty-nine, most nights having two cigarettes instead of dinner. And, one day, there he was: Boomer, waving from the other end of the subway platform. He made his way toward her, and she surveyed him. Warmly dressed, his cheeks fat; her own were pinched, with one hand inside of her coat, holding up the waistband of her skirt. As the train pulled up, he had asked whether she knew of anyone looking to share an office space, someone who wouldn’t mind taking over a few referrals.

Theo and Magda still worked there regularly, and she with the longest hours, but they continued to split the rent three ways. It was unfathomably cheap, a deal that had arisen through a unique set of financial opportunities; Boomer’s father had wanted to take on an additional investment property but, upon acquiring it, realized that he had no use for the place. The building was in a desirable part of midtown, but on a street then lined with men who reeked of whiskey and urine. All that the three of them would have to cover, Boomer explained, were the maintenance fees. Magda, who didn’t understand, had it explained to her by Theo: “He bought it with cash.” At her bemused expression: “He paid for it all, up front.”

Boomer had also covered the cost of furnishing. “Just our luck,” he had said, motioning toward the sweaty men hefting furniture from the elevator. An aunt had recently died, and the estate needed to offload her furniture—poufy Chesterfields and a red leather couch so lush that for months Magda and Theo merely orbited around it, never quite daring to touch the fabric. It was this aunt’s apartment that Magda inherited—“I put you down as her daughter,” Boomer said. “The landlord didn’t even check”—and in whose trash can Magda found the invoice for the movers. Thousands of dollars, of which Boomer had asked them to pay exactly nothing.

Magda was usually the first one into the office, flicking fish food into Freud’s tank and plugging in the sound machine. She brewed the coffee in their kitchenette, often while sneaking a cigarette out the bathroom window, which she inevitably blamed on the bullish realtors downstairs with whom they shared an air shaft. Theo, who was agreeable on most fronts, detested smoking, and threatened at various times to go down there and speak to them himself because he did not need to get cancer like his uncle Geoff had in Minneapolis, who had died just because some people didn’t care about their own health. Boomer, when he was around, would listen to Theo’s rant and become increasingly riled up himself, but on the occasion that Theo was elsewhere and he himself caught Magda smoking, he would pull a few drags before chastising her. They had been trying to quit since medical school, he reminded her, though really it was something he had said often enough to her that it simply seemed to become a mutual decision.

For weeks, Magda had successfully avoided any real conversation about her birthday, but after Bill left, the fatigue rolled heavy through her bones. Until Boomer appeared in the doorway, eyebrows raised, Magda had believed herself to be alone. In that moment, hunched over the kitchen table with a cigarette, she knew that there would be a party; she was helpless to prevent it.

“You can’t tell Theo,” she said.

He plucked the cigarette from her fingers and inhaled. Coughed into his fist before revealing the addendum, clearly rehearsed. “A small dinner,” he said. “If we have it in June, it’ll be a whole month early. It won’t even feel like a birthday party. It won’t be anything like the party Sara would have thrown. But it would be meaningful to us—to Theo and I—if we could celebrate.”

He went to the sink, stubbing the cigarette into one of Theo’s mugs. In sitting down again, he ran a hand through his hair. The gray was becoming more pronounced at the roots, then whiter and blond toward the tips. “And you know we’ve been worried, ever since, about the late hours, the weight loss. Obviously, we’re not blaming you,” he added hurriedly. “It’s not easy. You’re going through something awful. We’re just worried, is all.”

She drew another cigarette from the pack, and Boomer shook his head twice before accepting. With the exhale, he remarked on how good it felt, and how they could never, ever mention this habit to their general practitioner.

“We’re trying to quit, anyway,” he added. “People have done it.”

“We are trying,” Magda agreed, before taking another drag.

Boomer’s habit could be waved away to Dr. Stein as the occasional breach; it didn’t happen often enough, she felt, to even impact his health. On her part, she did try to smoke less before visits to Dr. Stein, and afterward, tried not to think of the neon pamphlets in his office featuring tarred lungs and menacing text: DROP THE CAMELS OR DROP DEAD! She focused instead on how, upon reviewing her list of medications, Dr. Stein would nod encouragingly. “Fewer pills than most women your age,” he had said once, surveying the purse full of multivitamins, calcium, Ripsledin, chalky discs of Tyrc, Proxyditin, and Linthugo.

Not that the containers had been opened, but still—still! Impressive, he said. Dr. Stein had come with sterling reviews, and while he warranted those, he made Magda feel desperately old. The man was charged with youthful vigor, not just for medical advancements, but for the voracity of his own being. Next to the framed license in his office were photographs of him hiking, biking, even a shot of him finishing the Boston Marathon, fisted hands arced skyward.

“Have you been?” he asked her once, noticing her eyes fixed on the photo.

“No,” she had said, too quickly. “Never.”

Usually, Magda didn’t mind him, though she could do without the lectures on exercise and drinking. Worse were the comments about depression, folded in with questions about her routines—how often she drank water, whether she was meeting new friends, or making time for the old ones. “How is old Harold, anyway?” he asked, and to her blank expression, “Harold Boomer?” He would ask whether she was getting enough sleep, how she felt she was coping, ever since . . . well, Harold had mentioned.

It wasn’t that Dr. Stein dismissed her, so much as he didn’t acutely understand the difficulty of aging. He was sympathetic, sure, in his assurances that the issues she presented—aches, migraines, the feeling that her brain had been wrung dry and then ladled with molasses—all of those were normal changes. But he spoke with the remove of someone who didn’t actually expect to grow old himself, who believed he could somehow subvert the natural way of being. In any case, it seemed impossible to Magda that at a certain point she was meant to become apathetic, shrug away from her body like some novelty item for which she couldn’t quite remember the use.

He liked, as she was leaving, to ask the question: “What’s Magda doing for Magda?” He would point at her then, clap a hand to her shoulder. “Think about that one, yeah?”

The thing was, Magda was fine. Alive, as she so often pointed out to Gwen. Over the past year, while her peers were retiring and absconding to Florida, she had taken on still more patients, spurring a swell of desk files that spit forth from the drawer. Papers poked out no matter how rigorously or often she rearranged. It reminded her of the myths her father had told about the River Styx, the souls of the dead idling below Charon’s ferry. In her case, it was not souls but other people’s problems floating to the surface of her own life. There: a divorce, flanked by chronic anxiety, complex PTSD, commitment issues, OCD, and there, and there . . .

She had her routines with food as well. Coffee and a banana tided her over until dinner, which she bought on the way home each night. The Italian place on the corner was a perennial favorite, but there were also microwavable meals from that organic grocery store, and there was Two Wok on the opposite corner. A few blocks south was a Mexican restaurant, Sara’s favorite. That was the place Magda frequented least often, as the weeknight waiter tended to be overly familiar, always asking after her friend. “Fine.” Magda would smile, picking up the plastic bags. “She’s busy.”

To avoid questions, she tended not to order from that place on weekdays except by necessity, and when she did, she ordered their usual two main dishes, one of which she would scrape into the trash or leave on the doormat of Mr. Tyson, just down the hall.

“Really, we should quit,” Boomer said when they finished the cigarette. This one, too, he placed in Theo’s mug, before running the faucet atop it.

“I’ll clean it in the morning,” she said. “I have an early day. We’ll talk more about the party, okay? I’m not saying yes yet.”

Boomer nodded knowingly, and slipped into his own office. He poked his head back out to say, “You know you don’t need to activate the lock until the end of the day, right?” She blushed and waved a hand in goodbye, opening the front door to the low murmur of his voice. She knew, as she gathered her bags and stepped into the hallway, that he was calling Theo. A verdict, delivered.

Dismal, that’s what it was. To celebrate birthdays—to look forward to them, really—felt like a privilege enjoyed only by the young. When Magda had turned twenty-one, irrefutably becoming an adult, she had felt it then, this tight, furtive hope of what her life would become. That night, emerging from the dim bar to bright lights spilling over the sidewalk, fireworks crackling overhead, she had felt certain that everything lay ahead, just out of reach. If she stretched one arm forward, there was her future: all of it close and yet utterly unknown.

But seventy?

No, Magda thought as the elevator inched toward the lobby. No, she wasn’t especially excited about that.





3.

BETTER, PERHAPS, THAT BOOMER AND THEO WERE DOING THE planning, because Sara’s parties tended to go disastrously wrong. Rarely was Magda privy to the logistics of her dearest friend’s planning, but inevitably, a problem would arise at the eleventh hour—say, a miscalculation of guests, or an attendee’s forgotten but severe food allergy. “Forgotten?” Boomer once chortled. “As if everyone hasn’t at some point or another wanted to poison Marty.”

“One shrimp,” muttered Theo. “That’s all it would take.”

In their late thirties, Sara had recognized the futility of her efforts. A compromise, she proposed: she would not throw Magda a party each year, but once every five years. The fine print was that Magda could not complain that night, or ever after. Were she to do so, Sara proposed a litany of retributions: Sara would be allowed to dye Magda’s hair magenta, they would go skydiving, Magda would go on a date every night of the week with different men of Sara’s choosing. Magda had agreed to the parties only because the infrequency seemed like her best option, short of Sara forgetting.

For her fortieth birthday, Magda insisted on looking at the guest list. She managed to strike fifteen names, such that it became an intimate dinner party, but five of them woke late in the night to curdled stomachs. Magda dragged her landline into the bathroom and spent the rest of the weekend examining the veined grouting between tiles, as Sara—one of the few not to get sick—assured Magda that the next party would be different, that she would chart the course without failure. Nothing, she promised, nothing would go wrong.

Five years later, when Magda arrived at the restaurant, there were dozens of people—many of whom she did not recognize—hoisting coupes and yelling their congratulations. There was Sara’s husband, Fred, in one corner, chatting with Boomer and Theo. When Fred glanced away, Theo rolled his eyes at Magda, stabbed an imaginary knife deep into his ribs. In the opposite corner stood Marty and her husband, other friends from medical school. Sara, though, was nowhere to be seen.

Magda made her rounds, allowed herself to be swept into conversations about weather, politics, the veritable state of the union. Sara has to be somewhere, she thought, even as champagne tickled her throat, as she gripped the hard lip of the glass between her teeth. Something had gone wrong, something had gone horribly wrong. Boomer sauntered over, his voice soft when he said, “Don’t worry, she’ll be here.”

Magda imagined a subway car derailed, red sparks grinding from the axles. A deranged client at the gallery, blade in hand, the wailing of an ambulance, Magda’s answering machine alight with messages she wouldn’t see until it was far too late. “Right,” she told Boomer. “Of course.”

Two glasses later, in came Sara. Magda saw her as Theo told the punch line of a joke, and she laughed the loudest out of everyone.

Sara was by her side, then, threading an arm through hers. “Finally, you found me,” Magda whispered. “What happened?”

“It’s a long story,” said Sara, and Theo cut in, “Well, where have you been?”

“Really,” Sara demurred. “Long story.”

She was still out of breath, her curls gone frizzy at the crown, flat on one side.

Magda cocked her head. “You fell asleep on the subway again, didn’t you?”

There was a beat of quiet before Sara burst out laughing, said yes, she had woken up somewhere deep in the Village, a drunk man rifling through her bag. “Of course you guessed it; I should’ve known I couldn’t outsmart a psychiatrist.”

“Some, maybe. Have you met Boomer?” Theo asked.

All of them laughed again.

Sara, beaming, raised her glass: “To Magda, who hates surprises.”

So it went on.

For her sixty-fifth, Magda didn’t want to do anything. The idea of being in the city—anywhere besides her home, really—set her stomach roiling. Only a few years had elapsed since the towers were hit, and Magda staunchly refused to travel by plane. She’d yet to step foot inside an airport, and had continued to beg off all air travel, even to visit her sister, Hedda.

Casual, was what Magda told Sara; low-risk, was what she meant. The first of her friends from medical school had died that spring, keeled over while jogging in Central Park. An aneurysm—gone within minutes. The man had been the healthiest among them, as Boomer put it. For that birthday, Sara had come over with a bottle of champagne and those finicky, trussed-up cupcakes that neither of them much liked, but which seemed appropriately festive. Sara kept saying how she was breaking her diet, how good it felt to eschew societal norms, how desperately she hated menopause, how she had to get back on that diet tomorrow. They each drank two flutes of champagne and fell asleep on her couch.

The next morning, pangs of anxiety lifting, Magda allowed Sara to convince her that a bonus party would be necessary. Perhaps for sixty-eight. It was only fair, Sara argued, because the previous night couldn’t count as a real party. “Fine,” allowed Magda, sixty-eight seeming far enough away that Sara might forget.

“I have big plans for seventy,” Sara told her a couple of months later. They were at a café, Magda nearly finished with her latte. “But we’ll do something for sixty-eight as well.”

Magda, returning the cup to her saucer, said, “We could go to the fish market, get raw tilapia directly from the source.”

Sara batted at her arm. “We could do that, sure, or we could break routine. You could actually, I don’t know, let me make a plan.”

“Technically speaking, the routine is you making plans,” Magda said.

Sara sighed. “Semantics. Can we go scarf shopping? I’m in need.”

They were shuffling around a department store display when Sara brought it up again. “You can’t script everything, you know.”

She wrapped a dotted ascot around Magda’s neck and wrinkled her nose. “No, not that color. And anyway, it’s not always up to you. A contract is a contract. It is my right to celebrate you—legally, I mean. It’s what I’m owed.”

“Fine,” Magda said. “But this time you can’t surprise me by not showing up.”

Sara, already rummaging through another rack, looked over. There was a crumb from her breakfast croissant hanging over the bow of her lips, flecks of mascara clotted under her eye.

“Mags, I will only ever surprise you by showing up, okay? For the rest of your life, whenever you least expect it, I’ll be there.”

Despite herself, Magda smiled. She licked her thumb and pressed it to Sara’s face, wiping free the makeup. “Okay, sixty-eight is a party. Seventy is just us, no big thing with other people. And you get to haunt me forever, how’s that?”

Fine, Sara had agreed. No other people. And then Sara had died, and all that was left was everyone else.





4.

THE “EVERYONE ELSE” INCLUDED SARA’S WIDOWER. BEFORE, Magda would have made—did make—excuses to avoid Fred. Only in the after did they form an uneasy truce.

Not even a week had passed since Sara’s death when Fred first called unexpectedly: “Listen, I was thinking—do you want the couch? I’m going to sell it, unless you want it.” And she, who had recently bought one, said yes.

It had gone that way for the next few months, him calling with updates and offers—“It’s a big apartment,” he chortled. “I keep finding things.” Magda had said yes, she would take this, and that, no, she didn’t mind, lingering in their—his—foyer for progressively longer with each pickup. She had once brought coffee, and sat in dutiful silence with Sara’s dog, Eugene, as Fred shuffled about collecting dishware. The dog’s panting proved louder than the silence as Magda waited for Fred to say something—to offer her Eugene, maybe. Buttoning her coat in the elevator at the end of their awkward visit, Magda had thought, That won’t happen again. But only a few days later did Fred call and say, actually, there was some more cookware he was going to donate—unless?

Magda arrived with a coffee cake and empty bags, along with a pile of letters Sara had written her. She had found them in her desk just that morning. Fate, Magda thought, her heart tripping over itself at the discovery of Sara’s loose scrawl, her scratchy writing. Fred had merely looked at the pile and shuddered, lightly, before going to pour the coffee. Again, they spent an hour in near silence, at the end of which Magda left abruptly, embarrassed at herself for presuming such closeness between them. To think that after forty years they were suddenly friends, and might read Sara’s letters together? She was reminded of the sulky lull that had materialized right after Sara died, when she had suggested to Fred that they might scatter the ashes. He had rebuked her, swiftly, by simply leaving the room.

After the furniture and cookware came the clothes, and then the toiletries. Sara was something of a collector. She’d stowed mail-in samples and hotel products under the bathroom sink; to open those drawers released an overpowering blend of rose, eucalyptus, spearmint, musk, honeysuckle. On that trip, Magda left with two massive bags worth of lotions and cosmetics, heavily scented and long expired. By the end of the ride, both she and the cabdriver had watery, reddened eyes.

Later, once the big and bulky items had been cleared, Magda and Fred moved their meetings to a diner, neither acknowledging the bag under the table until it was time to hand it off. Inside: books. Catalogs from the various galleries where Sara had worked, or whose pages she’d skimmed for inspiration. Bric-a-brac. A pouting ceramic monkey from a trip to California, blown glass from Murano, a number of velvet boxes. “For an installation, I think,” Fred said, rattling one before setting it back down, gently, atop the others. All of it, Magda brought home, filling the spare bedroom with evidence of Sara.

Saying no to Fred had felt like too risky of a decision. Were she to, say, reject those sweaters, one could show up on a person ambling along Lexington. Say no to the couch, and it could appear in the window display of the neighborhood Goodwill, and then Magda wouldn’t be able to help herself—she would buy it, because she couldn’t be sure that couch wasn’t the one. Better to know that the items were contained, that she would not have to leave her apartment anticipating ghosts.

The truce notwithstanding, Magda approached her conversations with Fred with a particular unease, waiting for the next offer to come in. Nearly a whole year kinked by grief, and the flow of items had ebbed, but not Magda’s fear. It was the last thing, he promised each time, and she thought: Of course. This time, they were at the end of it.

Yet each time she thought that, Fred called again.

Which he had been doing, regularly, for the past week. Three times so far, the message light pulsing on her answering machine. The night Boomer had mentioned the birthday, Magda picked up the phone without checking the caller ID.

Fred only said hello before hedging, “Look, can I ask you a favor?”

A simmering anger rose in her chest, then—something else. She should have guessed; she shouldn’t have answered.

“You know what,” Magda said, eyeing the takeout on the counter. “I’m on my way out, but there’s this dinner coming up—I’ll send you the details. We’ll talk then.”

Magda’s grief was not recognized in the same way as Fred’s, couldn’t be. She was not the one with whom Sara had shared a home. They did not, each month, sit at the dining room table and itemize bills. They did not deliberate between liquor cabinets and couches, or squabble over chores, one nodding off during a stalemate as the other sat sulking in the living room. When it came time for the holidays, they did not debrief on relatives: who they were getting on with, who was drinking too much these days, whose house smelled worrisomely of mold, whether it was better to leave a few days before Christmas or on Christmas Eve itself, the prices were ridiculous, but wasn’t that always the case?

And yet.

It was Magda who had helped Sara furnish the apartment, Magda who went to all of her exhibitions, Magda who, in support, briefly renounced meat and primary colors and cardio, who had not once but seven times canceled a session in order to counsel Sara through an emergency, Magda who knew the detailed catalog of every slight ever made against Sara, every person against whom she held a grudge, Magda with whom Sara had exchanged letters for nearly forty years. And it was Magda, also, who had concluded that Sara would want cremation rather than a burial, who had planned the whole funeral, and after a certain point all people said to her was, “It gets better with time.”

Things that did not, in fact, become better with time:

Going to the movies alone.

Going to dinner alone.

Going on vacation alone.

Having something that needed urgently to be imparted to the other person, only to remember.

Remembering.

“Okay,” Magda told Boomer. “Not a party, just a dinner.”





5.

THE RESTAURANT WAS AN UNASSUMING MEDITERRANEAN PLACE, and the waiter who greeted Magda was young, his skin ravaged by acne. He was overly attentive to her, reaching out dumbly for her elbow, as if, without his assistance, she wouldn’t make it to the table where Theo was already seated. He had arrived early, he told her, because Boomer was bound to be late, and he didn’t want to leave Magda alone with Fred.

Boomer was on time, though, trailed by his girlfriend. Behind them, Marty, wearing a fitted black coat. She wrapped Magda in a hug and whispered, “Younger every year, huh?” at Boomer’s back before extending a hand toward Theo, who shook it bemusedly. She and Theo had briefly dated during medical school, him calling it off in order to pursue a surgical resident. Marty’s antipathy toward him softened after she became engaged—to a surgeon, had she mentioned?—and yet ever since she acted, each time they saw each other, as if they were in staunch competition for the better, more laureled life. Seated, Boomer overzealously poured the too-sweet house wine, spilling onto his girlfriend’s coat before Marty had even managed to take hers off. Marty looked between them, and Magda angled her own eyes away, determined not to give Marty any more ammunition.

Marty had recently published a study on micro-expressions, and the ways in which psychiatrists could interpret them to better care for their patients. All of them had read it, of course, and Boomer’s dismissal of Marty’s logic—“pseudoscience, at best”—inevitably got back to her. Marty wasn’t inclined to mention it directly to Boomer, but she wasn’t above talking about upcoming publications, either. Passing him the pita, she shrugged. “What’s new? Well, Harvard’s been chasing, but we’ll see. You know how these things go.”

At that, Boomer rolled his eyes. His girlfriend elbowed him, deep, in the stomach. Marty had always known how to twist the knife, Magda thought; just by looking at someone, she seemed to perceive the deepest and most prevalent of their insecurities. She wanted, badly, to hide her own. Magda thought of the lines etched into her own face: I really thought you died this time. All those unanswered messages from her sister, Hedda, sweetly saying she’d try again. The number of times in the past year that Magda had called Sara’s gallery in the pink-streaked hour after dawn, waiting for her friend’s stale voicemail greeting to click on. It’s me, Sara.

God, she wanted a cigarette.

Marty looked over then, smiling, and Magda took another sip of her wine. It seemed that Fred had skipped the party, and she was glad for that, and not surprised he’d forgotten to call. The toasts following the main course weren’t too embarrassing: Boomer described her as a brilliant, keen mind; Theo chimed in about how lucky they were to have her as a colleague, sure, but more importantly as a friend. Even Marty offered platitudes about their time in school together. “The smartest in our class,” she had said, looking toward Theo.

At the end of the night, in saying goodbye, there was some bustling at the curb. Theo nudged Magda, who looked up to see Fred, breathless and waving. “Hi,” he panted. “I’m sorry we’re late, it was one of those—”

“We?” Theo asked, his brow furrowed.

Fred waved distractedly toward the street, from which Magda then noticed a woman approaching. Petite, gray-haired, drawing closer and—impossibly, it seemed—reaching for Fred’s hand. “This is Gloria,” Fred said.

When Magda fainted, it was against Boomer’s chest. The last thing she heard was Marty exclaiming, “Oh dear, oh no,” and when she came to, Theo’s eyes were squinted as he told the busboy it was fine and not at all his fault, no, not a stroke. Fred stood beside Boomer, worrying at the collar of Gloria’s coat, and when Magda looked at him, his eyes widened. Theo motioned them toward the curb, whistling for a cab. Magda heard the door slam, and then someone was pressing a glass of ice water against her mouth, reminding her how to breathe.





6.

THE PHYSICIST ERWIN SCHRÖDINGER BECAME FAMOUS FOR HIS hypothetical experiment in which a cat, a flask of poison, and a minuscule amount of radioactive substance were placed in a sealed box. In the scenario, the atoms in the radioactive material were not known to have decayed; the box, after all, was closed. But if even one atom were to decay, the flask would shatter, the poison released upon the cat.

The idea was that two potential resolutions could not hold indefinitely. At some point, reality must eventually resolve into one state or another. Only with the box closed could both possibilities exist, could the cat ostensibly be both alive and dead. Upon opening the box, any lingering ambiguity would be obliterated: it had to be one or the other.

In medical school, Magda had found that line of thinking ridiculous. The cat ought to be presumed dead, she felt. The inherent risk, the sheer probability of death!

Up until receiving Fred’s voicemail the previous year—really, up until the moment he’d choked out “She’s gone,” Magda had found the whole debate pointless, and bordering on superstition. So what if the box hadn’t been opened yet? Surely, the cat would never survive.





7.

THE NIGHT SARA DIED, THEY WERE MEANT TO MEET FOR A MOVIE. Sara had chosen a pulpy thriller, the 8:00 p.m. showing at Lincoln Center. It was a nice gesture, Magda usually the one to make a few suggestions, before deferring to Sara’s only—and totally random—choice. But it felt, lately, that the choices themselves had been dwindling: Sara increasingly prone to lateness, returning calls after nearly a week without apologizing or even offering up solid excuses. Work was hectic; she was tired; but she seemed to forget that so, too, was Magda. Tiredness hadn’t stopped Sara from vacationing with Fred, had it, or from attending a gallery opening downtown when they were supposed to have dinner, leaving Magda opposite an empty wineglass and the house salad Sara had said she wanted to share.

At the time, Magda didn’t really mind. She didn’t want to see Sara: that was the truth.

After a tense few months, they’d impulsively taken a trip to Boston, which had failed to bring them closer. Since then, the easy rapport of their friendship had given way to something more polite, distanced, with Sara often distracted and forgetful. When they were together, Magda could ignore the nauseating panic of this dissonance; there was Sara, right there with her, and the warmth of Sara’s presence canceled out Magda’s annoyance. Then they parted ways, Magda increasingly optimistic, only for Sara to disappear again, to cancel yet another plan; the cycle began anew. What Magda suspected: Fred, poisoning the well, and Sara, allowing him to.

That night, she had left Sara a message, suggesting that they might meet another time, perhaps the following week; she wasn’t feeling up to it. She offered a flat apology and hung up, and hours later, as she was filling the kettle, the phone began to trill. You can call Sara back, Magda reminded herself. You don’t always have to do whatever she wants.

Not until the next morning, when she listened to Fred’s message, did the floor shatter.

For weeks, she would find herself immobile, lodged under the covers of her bed and unable to do anything but breathe that stale air, note the beads of sweat pooling on her chest. An unsustainable grief, melted by the remembering of simple things: doctors’ appointments and upcoming sessions, lives other than her own. The sadness needed only subside for a moment before she remembered that there was purpose to her day; she needed to get up, and to iron her blouse, because otherwise the patients would be left waiting, or, if she arrived unkempt and unprepared, they would be left wondering.

Even so.

Each day, Magda would peel back the bedsheets, tug her hair into an unruly bun, and have her first cigarette. Exhaling by the window, she would flip through the paper. That new Mediterranean place on Fifty-Eighth, that’s what Sara would have chosen. Or no, perhaps they would have ambled downtown
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