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      People still did normal things.

      Couples who spent their Sunday morning in bed sat at outside tables on the restaurant patio now holding hands and sharing secret smiles.

      It wasn’t winter here. Just a six-hour flight away, from the mountains of Canada to the desert of southern Arizona, and it was spring already and hot.

      The open walls of the patio were wrapped in dark green mesh shade cloth that let in the fresh air but cut the sun. Misters were set in the ceiling every few feet, raining down refreshing droplets. The patio was dark and cool. I needed that. I’d only just come back from snow.

      If Danny and I had started for home just a few days earlier, the first week of April instead of the second, he would still be alive.

      I knew I shouldn’t keep thinking that way, but I couldn’t stop it.

      The hostess sat me at one of the three small tables on the raised platform at the very back of the patio. From here I could see all the brunchers down below, people in shorts and tank tops, a few obviously coming from church with their dressier clothing, but the women still with bare arms and bare legs, some of the men in nice slacks and flip flops.

      Everyone understood the Tucson dress code. Already we were all wearing as little as possible. It was supposed to be ninety-seven degrees by the afternoon.

      I saw Louise from the distance. She always stood out, but now even more than usual. She was thinner—much thinner—than I remembered, and wore a pale green fleece ski cap over her short white-blonde hair. Everything else was to code: shorts, short-sleeved T-shirt, hiking sandals. It was just the warm winter hat that was wrong.

      Louise’s almost transparently-blue eyes scanned the tables, looking for me. I could see people staring at her, the way I did the first time I saw her in one of our college psych lectures, most of them probably trying to decide the same way I did whether those pale eyes and her darkly tanned skin and naturally platinum hair made her look attractive or just spookily exotic.

      Once I got to know her I realized she was beautiful from the inside out. But I could understand the looks people were giving her now, a mixture of surprise, curiosity, and suspicion. The way you might look at a witch and wonder if she was there to save you or to steal your soul.

      I raised my arm. Louise saw me and gave me a big smile. But she didn’t look well. And her walk confirmed it.

      A halting kind of limp to her steps. A tight constriction of her arms, not swinging freely, athletically the way they always used to. She was a runner and swimmer, hiker, backpacker, outside every day one way or the other. She was only thirty-two, like me, but she looked decades older now.

      I stood up as she mounted the two steps up onto the platform. I hugged her, but not as hard as I planned to. Her skeleton felt small and brittle inside my arms. But she still gave me a hard squeeze of her own, maybe trying to prove she wasn’t as bad as she looked.

      We sat down and she didn’t make me wait.

      “It’s not cancer,” she said. “I know it looks like it. It’s a bunch of other things. Too boring to go into.”

      We were friends, even if we only saw each other every couple of years anymore. I was allowed to ask. “What’s with the hat?”

      She stuck her finger under the fleece and lifted it a few inches. She had hair under there, but not much of it.

      “My head is always cold,” she said. “Even a day like today.”

      “Whatever it is,” I said, “I’m sorry.”

      Louise shrugged. “Danny. He’s what I’m sorry about. It’s awful, Laney. He was absolutely the best.”

      I nodded. I was exhausted from hearing about him. Exhausted from talking about him. I’d heard it all and said it all during every waking hour over the past nine days. I felt wrung dry. Fragile. Like a flimsy container whose walls were too thin to hold any more without bursting.

      Louise looked into my eyes. She knew why she was there.

      “Ready to order?” the cheerful server asked us.

      “Just toast,” Louise said. “And I’ll stick with water.”

      I wasn’t sick. Some part of me wanted to rebel against whatever it was making Louise look like that, lose her hair, have to wear a fleece cap, be down to that skeletal weight.

      I ordered chocolate crêpes and an omelette. Even though my appetite was closer to Louise’s. But you have to fight wherever you can fight.

      That’s what Danny always said.

      I waited until we were alone again.

      “Can you still do it?” I asked.

      Louise coughed a few times and took a sip of water to calm it down. She nodded while she drank.

      “I’m still afraid of it, you know,” I said quietly.

      “I know.” Louise reached over and squeezed my hand. “It’s just this once. We’ll do it for Danny.” She unfolded her napkin and spread it across her lap. “We’ll eat something first. Then you can follow me back to my house.”
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      I’d only been to her current house once, and that was more than five years ago. Louise’s white Mazda turned left before I was expecting it. I followed her through the run-down looking neighborhood to her red brick house at the end of a cul-de-sac.

      Her white wooden door and the white trim around all the windows could have used a fresh paint job the last time I was here. Now everything looked cracked and chipped and flaking after baking that much longer in the sun.

      Louise always had money, but she refused to spend it. One Christmas I bought her a new iron to replace the one she had inherited from her mother because the cord was so frayed it was clearly a fire hazard.

      When I came over a few Christmases later I saw that same old legacy iron sitting on the ironing board in her guest room.

      “It still works,” she told me when I gave her grief about it. “I’ll use yours when this one craps out.”

      She had the same attitude toward her houses. This was the fourth one she’d lived in since I met her, and each house kept getting older, smaller, and shabbier.

      “It’s just me and the dogs,” she told me. “They sleep on my bed. Why do we need so much room?”

      She parked under the single-car carport. I parked my Jeep at the curb.

      Maybe it was stupid, meeting at the restaurant first. I could have gotten the address from her again and come straight here.

      But I still wasn’t sure I was going to ask her, right up until the moment I did.

      “Can you still do it?”

      It was the only thing about Louise that I ever hated.

      The only thing about her that truly scared me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The house was surprisingly cold. All the shades were drawn. The two dogs barked and wagged from their side of the kiddie gate Louise had set across the doorway of the kitchen.

      “Bruce still chews,” she said, setting them free. The Great Pyrenees, Greta, trotted toward me in a dignified way, but the younger one, Bruce, half-Lab half-insane, came barreling toward me with his tongue lagging out the side and paws already launching off the floor before I was able to set my feet. His tongue was on my lips before I could stop it.

      “Down, Bruce, down,” Louise scolded, but Bruce’s love was too real. He slurped my face with his overly wet tongue and had no intention of letting me go.

      Louise tugged him off by his flowery purple collar. Bruce stared up at me with an adoring, loony look, wagging his tail so hard I could feel the air around us move.

      Greta came forward then, her thick white coat making her look fifty pounds heavier than she probably was, and she looked me straight in the eyes the way some dogs do. She liked humans. She wanted to know what we thought.

      I was afraid to kneel down to pet her with Bruce still trying to get back to my face, so I stroked my hand across her soft white head and returned her serious gaze.

      “We’ll go the guest room,” Louise said. “Out,” she told the dogs.

      She opened the sliding glass door to her back patio, and here was someplace she had spent money. It was almost as nice as the restaurant patio, with similar looking shade cloth and two different misters at either end of the long stretch of concrete. Two plush-looking dog beds sat on the porch, along with numerous chew toys. I could see a few tennis balls in the grassy back yard beyond it.

      I knew Louise was delaying things, for my sake, helping me ease into what we were about to do. I didn’t try to rush her. I appreciated the time.

      But at last the dogs were settled, and we were out of excuses. Louise looked at me, her pale blue eyes steady and questioning.

      I sighed. “Okay.”

      The back bedroom had the same worn-down gray carpeting as the rest of the house. The shades were drawn in here, too, and the room was pleasantly cool. There was a twin bed with a plain navy blue bedspread and single blue and white striped pillow, and a small computer desk with a folding metal chair. Louise’s one concession to comfort was a second pillow draped over the seat.

      An old-generation laptop sat closed on top of the desk. No need for the most current technology, with the kind of life Louise led.

      Her communication with the world took a different form.

      Louise crawled onto the bed and sat with her back propped against the wall, the pillow cushioning her spine. There was a blanket at
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