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For Carl Lindgren, who taught me to look for the beauty where there is seemingly none. And for the women of Cloverlea, who taught me to look for the magic.
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The first time I watched someone die, I was five.

Mr. Hyland, my kindergarten teacher, was a cheerful, tubby man whose shiny scalp and perfectly round face reminded me of the moon. One afternoon, my classmates and I sat cross-legged on the scratchy carpet in front of him, enthralled by his theatrical telling of Peter Rabbit. I remember how his meaty thighs spilled over the edges of the child-sized wooden chair he sat on. His cheeks were rosier than usual, but who could blame him for getting excited over a good Beatrix Potter plot?

As the story reached its climax—when Peter Rabbit lost his jacket fleeing the evil Mr. McGregor—Mr. Hyland stopped, as if pausing for emphasis. We stared up at him, hearts thumping with anticipation. But instead of resuming his narration, he made a sound similar to a hiccup, eyes bulging.

Then, like a felled redwood tree, he toppled to the ground.

We all sat motionless, wide-eyed, unsure if our beloved teacher was just upping the ante on his usual dramatic storytelling. When he hadn’t moved after several minutes—not even to blink his open eyes—the room erupted with squeals of panic from everyone.

Everyone except for me, that is.

I moved close enough to Mr. Hyland to hear the final push of air from his lungs. As the pandemonium echoed down the hall and other teachers rushed into the classroom, I sat beside him, holding his hand calmly as the last blush of red disappeared from his face.

The school recommended I get counseling following the “incident.” But my parents, who were more than a little self-absorbed, noted no significant change in my behavior. They bought me an ice cream, patted me on the head, and—reasoning that I’d always been slightly odd—judged me to be fine.

Mostly, I was fine. But I’ve wondered ever since what Mr. Hyland would have liked his last words to be if they hadn’t been about the antics of a particularly naughty rabbit.
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I didn’t mean to keep count of how many people I’d watched die since Mr. Hyland thirty-one years ago, but my subconscious was a diligent accountant. Especially since I was nearing a pretty impressive milestone—today the tally nudged up to ninety-seven.

I stood on Canal Street watching the taillights of the mortuary van merge into traffic. Like a runner who’d just passed the baton, my job was done.

Amid the exhaust fumes and pungent blend of dried fish and tamarind, the scent of death still lingered in my nostrils. I don’t mean the odor of a body decomposing—I never really had to deal with that, since I only ever sat with the dying as they hovered on the threshold between this world and the next. I’m talking about that other scent, the distinct smell when death is imminent. It’s hard to describe, but it’s like that imperceptible shift between summer and fall when somehow the air is different but you don’t know why. I’d become attuned to that smell in my years as a death doula. That’s how I knew someone was ready to go. And if there were loved ones there, I’d let them know that now was the moment to say their goodbyes. But today there were no loved ones. You’d be surprised how often it happens. In fact, if it weren’t for me, at least half of those ninety-seven people would’ve died alone. There may be almost nine million people living here, but New York is a city of lonely people full of regrets. It’s my job to make their final moments a little less lonesome.

A social worker had referred me to Guillermo a month ago.

“I’ve got to warn you,” she’d said on the phone. “He’s an angry and bitter old one.”

I didn’t mind—usually that just means the person is feeling scared, unloved, and alone. So when Guillermo hardly even acknowledged me on the first few visits, I didn’t take it personally. Then, when I was late to the fourth visit because I’d accidentally locked myself out of my apartment, he looked at me with tears in his eyes as I sat down beside his bed.

“I thought you weren’t coming,” he said with the quiet despair of a forgotten child.

“I promise you that won’t happen,” I said, pressing his leathery hand between mine.

And I always keep my word. Shepherding a dying person through the last days of their life is a privilege—especially when you’re the only thing they have to hold on to.

Snowflakes whirled erratically as I began my walk home from Guillermo’s cramped studio apartment in Chinatown. I could’ve taken the bus, but it always felt disrespectful to slot right back into routine life when someone had just lost theirs. I liked to feel the icy breeze nibbling at my cheeks as I walked, to watch the cloud materialize then vanish with each of my breaths—confirmations that I was still here, still living.

For someone so accustomed to witnessing death, I always felt a little adrift afterward. A person was here on earth and now they were gone. Where, I didn’t know—I was mostly agnostic when it came to spiritual matters, which helped me make room for my clients’ chosen faiths. Wherever he was, I hoped Guillermo had been able to leave his bitterness behind. From what I could tell, he hadn’t been on very good terms with God. A small wooden crucifix hung adjacent to his single bed, the torn, yellowed wallpaper curling around its corners. But Guillermo never looked at it directly to seek comfort; he snuck darting glances, as if avoiding the scrutinizing gaze of an authority figure. Mostly, he positioned himself with his back to it.

In the three weeks I spent visiting Guillermo, I’d learned the details of his living space by heart. The thick layer of grime on the outside of his only window that muted the daylight, rendering the space fittingly somber. The piercing shriek of metal against metal from his decrepit bed frame every time he adjusted his weight. The bone-chilling draft that came from everywhere and nowhere. The sparse occupants of his kitchen cabinets—one cup, one bowl, one plate—that were testaments to a life of loneliness.

Guillermo and I probably only exchanged a total of ten sentences during those weeks. We didn’t need to say more than that. I always let the dying person take the lead, to decide if they want to fill their final days with conversation or to revel in silence. They don’t need to verbalize their decision; I can just tell. It’s my job to stay calm and present, letting them take up space as they navigate those last precious moments of life.

The most important thing is never to look away from someone’s pain. Not just the physical pain of their body shutting down, but the emotional pain of watching their life end while knowing they could have lived it better. Giving someone the chance to be seen at their most vulnerable is much more healing than any words. And it was my honor to do that—to look them in the eye and acknowledge their hurt, to let it exist undiluted—even when the sadness was overwhelming.

Even when my heart was breaking for them.

The warmth of my apartment was almost stifling compared to Guillermo’s place. I shrugged off my coat and balanced it on top of the mass of winter attire on the rack by my front door. The rack protested, sending my wool peacoat into a crumpled heap on the floor. I left it be, telling myself—as I did with most of the accumulating clutter in my apartment—that I’d deal with it later.

To be fair, not all of the clutter belonged to me. I’d inherited the enviably located two-bedroom from my grandfather after he died. Well, technically, I’d been on the lease since I was a kid. It was a shrewd move on his part to ensure that no amount of New York City real estate bureaucracy could cheat me out of my rightful claim to his rent-controlled legacy. For seventeen years, we’d shared the third-floor apartment in a brownstone that looked comparatively unloved next to its manicured West Village neighbors. Grandpa had been gone for more than thirteen years now, but I still couldn’t bring myself to sort through his belongings. Instead, I’d gradually slotted my own possessions in the limited spaces between his. Even though I spent my days looking death in the face, I still couldn’t seem to accept that his absence from my life was permanent.

Grief plays tricks on you that way—a familiar whiff of cologne or a potential sighting of your person in a crowd, and all the knots you’ve tied inside yourself to manage the pain of losing them suddenly unravel.

Warming my hands around a steaming cup of Earl Grey, I stood in front of my bookshelves, which were packed tightly with Grandpa’s biology textbooks, musty atlases, and sea-faring novels. Wedged in between them, three dilapidated notebooks stood out, not so much for their appearance, but for the single word inscribed on the spine of each. On the first, REGRETS; the second, ADVICE; the third, CONFESSIONS. Aside from my pets, these were the things I’d save in a fire.

Ever since I started working as a death doula, I’d had the same ritual, documenting each client’s final words before the breath had left their body. Over the years, I’d found that people often felt the need to say something as they were dying, something of significance—as if they realized it was their last chance to leave a mark on the world. Usually those last messages fit into one of three categories: things they’d wish they’d done differently, things they’d learned along the way, or secrets they’d kept that they were finally ready to reveal. Collecting these words felt like my sacred duty, especially when I was the only other person in the room. And even when I wasn’t, family members were usually too consumed with grief to think about writing down such things. My emotions, on the other hand, were always neatly tucked away.

Setting my tea aside, I stretched on tiptoes to retrieve the book titled CONFESSIONS. It’d been a while since I’d been able to make an entry in this one. Lately, it seemed like everyone had reached the end of their lives with regrets.

I nestled into the sofa and flipped through the leather-bound notebook to a clean page. In my compact scrawl, I inscribed Guillermo’s name, address, the day’s date, and his confession. I hadn’t expected it, to be honest—I’d sensed him slipping away and thought he was already unconscious. But then his eyes opened and he put his hand on my arm. Not dramatically, but lightly, as if he’d been on his way out the door and had forgotten to tell me something.

“I accidentally killed my little sister’s hamster when I was eleven,” he whispered. “I left the door of its cage open to annoy her and then it went missing. We found it three days later wedged between the sofa cushions.”

As soon as the words departed his lips, his body relaxed with serene weightlessness, like he was floating on his back in a swimming pool.

Then he was gone.

I couldn’t help thinking about that hamster as my own pets gathered around me on the sofa that evening. George, the chubby bulldog I’d found six years ago burrowing through the trash cans downstairs, rested his wet chin on my knee. Lola and Lionel, the tabby siblings I’d rescued as kittens from a box left outside the church on Carmine Street, took turns slinking figure eights around my ankles. The silkiness of their fur soothed me.

I tried not to imagine whether the hamster had suffered. They were pretty feeble creatures, so it probably hadn’t taken much. Poor Guillermo, carrying that guilt with him for fifty years.

I glanced at my phone, balanced on the faded sofa arm. The only time it ever rang—aside from robocalls about car insurance and fake IRS audits—was when someone wanted to hire me. Socializing was a skill I’d never really mastered. When you’re an only child raised by your introverted grandfather, you learn to appreciate your own company. It wasn’t that I was opposed to the idea of friendship; it’s just that if you don’t get close to anyone, you can’t lose them. And I’d already lost enough people.

Still, sometimes I wondered how I got to this point: thirty-six years old and my whole life revolved around waiting for strangers to die.

Savoring the bergamot vapor from my tea, I closed my eyes and let my body relax for the first time in weeks. Holding in your emotions all the time is kind of exhausting, but it’s what makes me good at what I do. It’s my responsibility to always remain placid and even-keeled for my clients, even when they’re frightened and panicking and don’t know how to let go.

As my feelings began to thaw, I leaned back into the sofa cushions, allowing the weight of sadness to settle across my chest and a yearning to squeeze my heart.

There’s a reason I know this city’s full of lonely people.

I’m one of them.
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Usually after a job ended, I spent the next day catching up on the mundane domestic duties I’d neglected while working. Household chores and bill paying felt inconsequential when someone was dying. Three weeks’ worth of dirty laundry bulged in the basket I was lugging to the basement. Grandpa hadn’t just bequeathed me the rare treasure of a rent-controlled apartment, but also one with a laundry room in the building. Saving me from the New York City burden of trekking to the laundromat was one of the small but infinite ways he’d made my life easier, even in his absence.

On my way back upstairs, I stopped by the mailbox to unleash the flow of envelopes and catalogs that always awaited my sporadic visits. I rarely got anything worth reading.

A gravelly voice called from midway up the staircase. “On vacation again, kid?”

The shuffling gait that accompanied it was as familiar as the voice itself. Leo Drake was a sprightly fifty-seven when I moved in with Grandpa at age six, and the intervening decades had barely made their mark, except that his hair was now a little more salt than pepper, and his swagger a little slower.

He was also still my only friend.

“I guess you could call it that,” I said, waiting as he made his way down the last few steps. “Though I’d prefer the beach to the laundry room.”

As a tall, slender man with high cheekbones, Leo’s age only advanced his elegance. It fascinated me how elderly people’s fashion preferences tended to stay frozen in a certain era, usually the years they’d been in their thirties or forties. Often it was due to thrift—why buy new clothes when you already had plenty—but for most it seemed to be a nostalgia for what they considered to be their glory days. The time when more of their life was ahead than behind them.

Leo’s style was still firmly planted in the sharp tailoring of the 1960s: crisp spread collars, notched lapels, linen pocket squares, and, when the occasion called for it, a well-loved trilby. I’d never once seen him look disheveled, even if he was just on his way to the corner bodega for milk. It’d probably been that way ever since his days working on Madison Avenue. Though he was relegated to the mailroom at first, that didn’t stop his astute eye from documenting every sartorial flourish of the advertising executives to whom, as a Black man, he was mostly invisible. And when he eventually did have the financial means, he emulated—and elevated—that style to make it his signature.

All Leo was doing today was checking the mail and he still wore a pressed button-up shirt and pleated slacks. It was a conspicuous contrast to my sweatpants and baggy fisherman sweater. If my theory was correct, my style legacy didn’t seem promising.

Leo smiled slyly as he slid his key into the mailbox. “And when is our rematch?”

Grandpa had taught me to play mahjong as soon as I’d come to live with him. It took me four years to finally beat him—he refused to let me win intentionally, insisting that it wouldn’t do me any favors. Over time, I memorized all the different mahjong hands and observed each of Grandpa’s moves closely, tracking the tiles he discarded. He had only one tell: lightly scratching his neck with his right pointer finger whenever he suspected he might be losing. Leo became his regular opponent after I went away to college, and then continued the tradition with me when I moved back after Grandpa died. We’d enjoyed a heated rivalry for the past decade or so.

“How about next Sunday?”

Sifting through my armful of mail, I found only a single letter worth opening—a check from the family of a man with leukemia I’d worked with a few months ago. Like Guillermo, he’d left the world with an unabated bitterness that stuck with me. When I first started working as a death doula, I’d naively tried to get people to focus on all the positive things about their life—all the things they should be grateful for. But when someone has spent their years angry at the world, death just feels like one final cruel blow. Eventually, I realized that it wasn’t my job to help them gloss over that reality if they didn’t want to; it was to sit with them, listen, and bear witness. Even if they were unhappy right up until their final exhale, at least they weren’t alone.

“It’s a date,” Leo said, tipping the brim of his imaginary hat. “Unless, of course, you end up with a better offer.”

Though he was well aware that I had no other social life, Leo couldn’t resist subtle nudges hinting otherwise. I knew he meant well, but it only managed to make me feel more inept. I didn’t expect to get to my mid-thirties and still have only one friend. That’s the thing about loneliness: no one ever chooses it.

“Thank you,” I said, giving him a smile. “But I don’t think there’s much danger of that happening.”

“Well, you never know, do you?” Leo nodded toward the second floor. “Speaking of, did you hear we’re getting a new neighbor? Moving in next week. Hopefully they’re chattier than the last lot.”

Damn. I’d been hoping the second-floor apartment—previously home to a reclusive Finnish couple—would stay empty a while longer. Unlike Leo, I’d appreciated that our neighborly relationship with the Finns was limited to polite head nods and cursory hellos.

Leo had a knack for sourcing neighborhood gossip before it hit the mainstream. On our way back upstairs, he filled me in on all the other tidbits he’d heard since we’d last spoken. The Airbnb drama in the building next door, the messy divorce down the street, the overpriced restaurant closed for health violations after a rat jumped out of the toilet while a customer was on it. A connoisseur of small talk, Leo spent much of his time out and about strolling the surrounding blocks, chatting with whomever was willing to engage. I’d always wondered why the two of us got along so well. A classic harmony of opposites, probably.

The door of the empty second-floor apartment was ajar as we walked back up the creaking staircase. Through the crack, I spotted a cluster of paint cans sitting on the floorboards and a roller nesting in its tray nearby, ready for use at any minute. As Leo gossiped, oblivious, a sense of unease settled into my stomach.

New neighbors were inevitable in New York and I’d endured plenty. But each time someone unfamiliar moved into my building, it still felt like a personal intrusion. On my space. On my routine. On my solitude. It meant a new personality to decode, new greeting rituals to establish, new quirks to accommodate. A new neighbor meant unpredictability.

And I hate surprises.
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The day I learned that my parents were dead was the same day I learned that pigs roll in mud to protect themselves from sunburn.

It was a Tuesday lunchtime in first grade. I was sitting against the lone oak tree in my elementary schoolyard, tucked between two gnarled roots that stretched across the ground like arthritic fingers. It was where I spent most of my lunch breaks when weather permitted, reading while my classmates played boisterously nearby. That day, I was engrossed in a book about animal facts. I’d almost finished the section on pandas when I noticed my principal, Ms. Lucas, beelining across the playground toward me. The movement of her voluminous bouffant matched the rhythm of her purposeful gait and she clutched her polyester blazer with the air of importance. The back of my neck tingled like an insect was scurrying over it, but when I brushed my hand against my skin, there was nothing there.

Trailing close behind Ms. Lucas in a V-formation were my first-grade teacher and the school’s guidance counselor. Since the trio looked like they were on a mission, I calmly placed the book on my lap and waited for them to arrive under the oak.

“Clover, my dear.” Ms. Lucas’s cloying singsong felt suspiciously like a buttering-up—the tone that adults used when they needed you to cooperate. She bent forward primly, her hands tucked neatly between her kneecaps in an inverted prayer position. “Would you come along with us to my office please?”

I looked back and forth between the women on either side of Ms. Lucas and noted their grim smiles. I wondered if anything I’d done that day warranted some kind of punishment. Had I broken a rule by accident? I tried my best to be good. Maybe I’d forgotten to return a book to the library? Feeling slightly outnumbered, I stayed wedged in the tree roots, grateful for their protective embrace.

“I’d like to stay here under the tree,” I said, quietly thrilled by my small act of defiance. “It’s still lunchtime.”

Ms. Lucas frowned. “Well, yes, I understand that you want to enjoy the outdoors before it gets too cold, but there’s something I—we—would like to discuss with you, and I think it’s better if we went inside.”

I considered my options. Ms. Lucas and her big-bloused bodyguards didn’t seem likely to leave me alone. Reluctantly, I stood, brushed the twigs from my jacket, and obediently began walking toward the school building.

“Good girl, Clover,” Ms. Lucas said.

In the principal’s office, I had to hoist myself into the wooden swivel chair. As I sat with my legs dangling far from the linoleum below, the aging springs beneath the leather cushion dug uncomfortably into my scrawny thighs.

The somber-faced threesome sat across from me, exchanging pained glances, as if silently drawing straws to see whom the unpleasant task would fall upon. Apparently, the guidance counselor had drawn the short one. She took a breath, about to speak, then paused as she reconsidered her words.

“Clover,” she finally said. “I know your parents have been away on vacation.”

“In China,” I added helpfully. “That’s where pandas are from.” I clutched my book to my chest like a precious treasure.

“Yes, I suppose it is—that’s very clever of you.”

“Pandas eat bamboo. And they weigh more than two hundred pounds and they’re really good swimmers,” I said, hoping to cement my cleverness with the adults while I had their captive attention. “Mommy and Daddy are coming home in two days—I’ve been counting.” I hoped they wouldn’t forget to bring me back a present like they did last time when they went to Paris.

The guidance counselor cleared her throat and fiddled with the fancy brooch on her blouse. “Ah, yes, about that. I know your parents were supposed to arrive home on Thursday, but there’s been … an accident.”

I frowned, tightening my embrace around the book. “Accident?”

My first-grade teacher bent forward and patted my knee, the cluster of cheap bangles jangling on her wrist. I liked their bright colors. “You’ve been staying with a friend of your mother’s, is that right, Clover?”

I nodded cautiously as my ears started to burn. A prickle of sweat began to ease its way between the chair leather and the backs of my thighs. The rowdy shrieks of my classmates floated through the open window, adding to my discomfort.

My teacher’s uncomfortable smile was unnerving. “You’re going to stay with your grandfather instead tonight. He’s coming up from New York City to pick you up this afternoon. Won’t that be fun?”

I really had no idea if it would be fun or not. Since I’d only spent a handful of afternoons with my maternal grandfather in my short lifetime, I felt relatively neutral toward the man. He’d seemed nice enough, even though he didn’t really ever say much, and he and my mom kind of acted like strangers with each other. But he did always send me a gift on my birthday—this year it’d been the animal book I now held on my lap. Maybe he’d bring me something new.

“Why can’t I stay with Miss McLennan?”

The old spinster who lived a block from my parents wasn’t a pleasant host, and her house always smelled like roast beef, no matter what was being served. But aside from making sure I was fed and taken to school, Miss McLennan left me to my own devices, usually reading alone in my room while she sat crocheting on her plastic-covered sofa. And since my parents often dropped me off to stay with her for weeks on end, she and I had learned to peacefully coexist—even though I’m pretty sure she did it for the wad of cash my dad always tucked into her palm before he left.

My teachers exchanged bleak glances and communicated in some kind of secret code using only their eyebrows, culminating in a heavy sigh from Ms. Lucas.

“Clover, I’m sorry to say this, but your parents are dead.” The other women sucked in sharp breaths, stunned by my principal’s callous delivery of such delicate news.

Equally shocked, I sat, eyes wide. The women hovered nervously around me like they were trying to anticipate the movement of a wild animal.

Finally, I managed a whisper. “Dead …? Like Mr. Hyland?”

I thought about the episode of Sesame Street the school showed my class after our teacher’s dramatic demise, where Big Bird grappled with the passing of his friend Mr. Hooper.

“I’m afraid so, Clover,” Ms. Lucas tutted, trying to make up for her abrupt revelation. “I’m very sorry.”

Sitting next to my grandfather as the Metro-North chugged from Connecticut toward Manhattan in the remnants of the afternoon, I realized I hadn’t said goodbye to any of my classmates. But since they barely ever spoke to me, it likely didn’t matter. Before our kindergarten teacher’s sudden death, the other kids hadn’t given me much thought, but my curious reaction—mostly the fact that I wasn’t freaked out by it—had alienated me. After one boy began to spread rumors that I “hung out” with the dead, I was officially cast as a weirdo. They probably wouldn’t even notice I was gone.

Grandpa had arrived at my school just as the bell echoed through the halls at the end of lunchtime, holding the small sky-blue suitcase I’d taken to Miss McLennan’s. After a brief conversation with my teachers, spoken in mumbled tones I struggled to decipher, Grandpa guided me solemnly to a cab waiting outside the school gate.

En route to the train station, he’d given me only a few details about my parents’ accident—it had involved an old boat, a tropical thunderstorm, and something called the Yangtze River. I’d just nodded in response, secretly wondering if my parents had spotted any pandas swimming in that river. But as I watched suburbia slide by on loop outside the dusty train window, reality began to percolate.

To die, I knew, meant you were never, ever coming back. From that moment on, you only existed in people’s memories. I remembered my mom impatiently herding me out the front door on the morning they left for China. And the distracted kiss she blew in my direction when she left me with Miss McLennan and told me to “be good” as she fussed with her reflection in the car window. My father might have waved to me from the front seat, but I couldn’t be certain. That morning, as usual, they seemed to have other things on their mind.

I also knew that it was important to cry when somebody died. After Mr. Hyland’s heart attack, I’d seen the librarian sobbing in the hallway. And when Grandpa and I sat down on the train, I noticed him slide his thumb beneath his eyes several times and wipe it on his sleeve. So I waited expectantly for the first tear to spill from my own lashes and I even pressed on my eyelids a few times just to check. But no tears had fallen yet.

Two hours later, we stepped out of Grand Central Station into the dark clutches of evening, the wind gnawing my cheeks and the chaos of traffic seizing my eardrums. This was my first time in the big city—I wasn’t sure if I liked it.

Trying to anchor myself amid the unfamiliarity, I gripped the bottom of Grandpa’s coat as he thrust his arm high in the air and whistled. It must have been some kind of magic trick, because a yellow cab materialized in front of us. Although I hardly knew my grandfather, somehow I was certain that I was safe. Besides my blue suitcase, he was the only familiar thing I could hold on to.

The scene speeding past the taxi window was worlds away from the repetitive suburbs of the train ride: soaring buildings, pulsing lights, throngs of people weaving among one another on the sidewalk. I wondered how Grandpa could possibly be ignoring it all. But he just stared blankly at the back of the seat in front of him and mumbled something about needing to pick up milk.

When we arrived in front of a narrow brownstone, Grandpa handed a neatly folded bundle of bills to the driver.

“Say ‘thank you,’ Clover,” he instructed me as he pushed open the cab door.

“Thank you, Mr. Driver.”

The garlic-scented grouch in the front seat grunted in response.

Inside the brownstone, I counted each step out loud as we climbed toward the third floor. Just as I announced number fourteen, a man in a brimmed hat came swaggering down the stairs.

“Hello, Patrick,” he said to my grandfather before noticing me peeking out from behind his thigh.

Grandpa put down my suitcase to shake the man’s hand.

“Leo,” he said. “Meet my granddaughter, Clover.”

Leo gave Grandpa a brief, sympathetic glance, then bent down and offered his hand to me, his broad smile punctuated by a single gold tooth.

“Pleased to meet you, kid,” he said, the overhead light reflecting in his eyes like sunbeams on an unopened Coca-Cola bottle. “Welcome to the building.”

I shook his hand as firmly as I could, admiring the amber warmth of his skin. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

Leo stepped aside, sweeping his arm up the stairs like a theater usher. “I’ll let you be on your way,” he said, tipping his hat. “But I look forward to seeing you both soon.”

On the third floor, I watched Grandpa sift through keys on a ring attached to his belt, then click open the procession of locks. As he hung our coats on the rack by the door, I looked around his living room with wonder. Floor-to-ceiling shelves lined the walls, overflowing with all sorts of objects—precious rocks, animal skulls, creatures in jars. It was like Grandpa lived in the museum I’d visited last month on a school field trip.

And now I lived there too.

After a dinner of baked beans and toast, and only a few words spoken between us, Grandpa led me to a small room at the end of the apartment. An enormous wooden desk sat in one corner, with stacks of papers and books lined up like chimneys on top of it. In the other corner was a single bed and a nightstand with a green banker’s lamp and a small vase holding a lone peony.

“This will be your room,” Grandpa said, then gestured to the piles of books. “We’ll take care of all that tomorrow.”

He pulled out the bentwood chair from the desk and set my suitcase on it. The sky-blue vinyl glowed against the room’s muted palette of mahogany, leather, and tweed.

“It’s been … a big day. If you need me, I’ll be in the living room.” He patted me stiffly on the head then quickly returned his hands to his pockets. “Goodnight, Clover.”

“Goodnight, Grandpa.”

I stood in the middle of the room, absorbing my new reality. Did I have to brush my teeth every night now that I lived in the city? Miss McLennan was a stickler for teeth cleaning. A lot of things might be different now. Who would take me to school? Would my new school let me borrow books from the library? Would it have an oak tree in its yard?

I decided, as a test, to “forget” about teeth brushing for the night. Sliding down between the bedsheets, I inhaled the scent of unfamiliar laundry detergent seasoned by mothballs. The bedding was tucked in so firmly around me that it was difficult to roll onto my side. I imagined that was what it felt like to be held in a tight hug, but since I hadn’t experienced many of those, I wasn’t completely sure.

I reached over to the nightstand, slowly pulling the edge of the discolored doily to grab hold of my animal almanac without toppling the vase. Lying back against the lumpy pillow, I rested the book on my chest and flipped through the pages to the section marked P.

Satisfied that I knew everything about pandas, I began to learn all I could about pigs.
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Except for running into Leo at the mailboxes the day after Guillermo died, I managed to go the next five days without interacting with a soul. But extended solitude was always a fickle thing. At first it soothed, swaddling me from the chaos and expectations of being human. Then, in an instant, it shifted from rejuvenation to numbing isolation.

Sitting on my sofa as the sixth day of seclusion ticked by, unable to remember when I last washed my hair, I felt the beginnings of that shift. It was like the telltale tickle of the throat before tonsillitis. The onset of symptoms began like it always did, with my viewing habits. Of course, there’s nothing wrong with losing yourself in a romantic movie or TV narrative—that’s the whole point of them. But even I knew there was a perilous line between watching something vicariously and watching it to replace real-life emotions. The sign I was toeing that line was whenever I began to compulsively rewatch the same romantic scenes over and over, trying to squeeze more out of the narrative than existed—as if, on the hundredth replay, a new scene might magically appear. Today I’d watched the most romantic parts of Practical Magic at least twenty times each. But instead of the pleasant spread of oxytocin I usually got from watching movies, I felt a yearning in my chest, as if Sandra Bullock’s emotional peaks and troughs were my own.

When you grow up as an only child, you learn to inhabit your imagination almost as frequently as you do reality. No one can let you down—or leave you—when you’re in control of the story. So when the constant rewatching of a love story no longer fed my ache, I’d often continue the narrative as a fantasy in my mind, envisioning the characters’ lives long after the final kiss and rolled credits.

That’s when I’d know I needed to get out of the house and reconnect with the real world.

As I reluctantly pulled on my coat, a light flickered on in the apartment across the street. Dusk still flirted with daylight, so the reflection of the remaining sunset against the window made it harder than usual to see inside. But I still recognized the two figures shrugging off their own coats and snuggling up together on the sofa. In the four years they’d lived opposite me, Julia and Reuben hadn’t drawn their shades once—I wasn’t sure they even had them. It seemed less a symptom of exhibitionism and more a sign that they were so content in their intimate bubble that they didn’t give a thought to who might be watching from afar. As I observed their blissful embrace, I wondered what it must be like to be so caught up in someone else that the world outside didn’t matter. Then the angle of the sun shifted, casting an almost-blinding reflection into my eyes and severing my view into their living room. Sighing, I pulled down my own window shades and forced myself out the door.

I never agreed with New York’s problematic reputation as a melting pot; my New York was more like a chunky vegetable soup, where people mostly floated in proximity without interaction. I often liked to slip into a weekday screening at the independent cinema on Sixth Avenue, alongside other solitary filmgoers—the closest thing I felt to a gathering of kin. Scattered at uneven intervals in the rows like beads on an abacus, we could be alone together. And as the projector clicked to a stop and the lights reignited, everyone shuffled out and continued on their lonesome way.

But that night, I knew the idea of watching a movie with the slightest trace of romance—even in the company of others—would only fuel my compulsive behavior. So to pry myself from my solitude, I got on the F train toward Midtown, headed to the only kind of social gathering I ever really frequented: a death café.

I first attended a death café while backpacking in Switzerland in my early twenties, where I spotted a ragged flier taped to a lamppost, inviting passersby to a “café mortel.” Who wouldn’t be tempted by that? The casual gatherings usually took place at restaurants and had been developed by a Swiss sociologist named Bernard Crettaz as a way of normalizing conversations around death. Complete strangers got together to ponder the intricacies of mortality over food and wine, and then went their separate ways. Genius. A British guy called Jon Underwood had since evolved the idea into an informal network of what he called “death cafés” across the world, and they’d begun springing up in New York City in recent years. I usually attended one every few weeks, comforted by the balance of human interaction without emotional investment.

Plus, death was the one topic I knew by heart.

The overstuffed F train was a tangle of arms gripping poles, faces dodging backpacks, and eyes avoiding one another. Most people loathed the forced surrender of personal space, the feeling of another body pressed against theirs. I found it quietly thrilling. Except for when I was tending to my clients—holding their hands, mopping their brows, rubbing their backs—I rarely got to exchange physical touch with another person. It had always been that way—I didn’t even know if I was ticklish. Aside from the occasional pat on the head or shoulder, Grandpa had shown his affection for me in more practical ways, like equipping me with essential life skills. As a result, I savored any chance to feel another body in contact with mine, even if it was fleeting.

The train groaned to a halt at Thirty-Fourth Street and the sea of commuters parted briefly. As I slid my hand along the overhead pole, a lean man in a navy suit and gray tweed coat slotted in beside me, a folded copy of The New York Times in his hand. The doors closed and the commuters compacted, as if someone had pulled an invisible rope around them like twine on a bundle of sticks. The momentum pushed the man closer toward me, my face now inches from the meticulous knot of his striped silk tie. Feeling the warmth from his broad chest, I closed my eyes and inhaled the beguiling blend of sandalwood, expensive soap, and maybe a hint of whiskey. I imagined him wrapping his arms around me, bringing his hand to my hair as I pressed my cheek to his lapel. My heart swelled at the thought.

“THIS. IS. FORTY-SECOND STREET. BRYANT PARK,” the automated voice scolded abruptly over the loudspeaker. Pulled from my fantasy, I reluctantly shuffled toward the opening doors. The man in the navy suit didn’t look up from his newspaper. But as I trudged up the chewing-gum-scarred steps, I thought I smelled the faint scent of sandalwood on my coat.
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That evening’s death café was held in the bowels of the New York Public Library. I usually avoided going to the same death café too frequently. Though each session attracted newcomers, there were inevitably regulars who would latch on to any familiar face. Luckily, there were enough death cafés held across the city these days that it was easy to remain relatively anonymous.

The room was empty when I arrived, except for a circle of black plastic chairs awaiting their occupants. I never liked the pressure of being the first one in the room. It meant you had to acknowledge each person as they entered and then withstand the threat of small talk until the meeting started. So I hovered next to the nearby bookshelves, pretending to peruse the neatly arranged volumes on aeronautical engineering.

When I finally took up my position in the circle, all the other chairs were filled except for one. It was easy to spot the first-timers; they had the darting glances and fidgeting hands of someone well beyond their comfort zone. As the wall clock nudged past the hour, restlessness plagued the room. The moderator, a cheerful Italian woman, bounced the stack of papers on her knee to signal it was time to begin. I hadn’t seen her before—I would have remembered that Roman nose.

“Welcome, everybody,” she said buoyantly. “My name is Allegra.” She paused, noticing a thirtysomething white man peering tentatively into the room while holding a cellphone to his ear.

“Hello, sir! Are you here for the death café?” It was normal for at least one person to have to be coaxed into the room at these meetings.

He cupped his palm over the cellphone and laughed nervously. “Yes, I think so. I mean, I am,” he said. “Sorry I’m a bit late.” He nodded contritely at everyone.

“Well, then it’s lucky we’re saving you a seat,” Allegra chirped. I envied her ease—the air of confidence that came from knowing you were well loved. “Come on in! We’re just getting started.”

The man hurried over to the vacant chair but paused mid-circle, as if just remembering there was someone still on the other end of the phone. “I’ve got to go, I’m in the middle of something,” he whispered into it. “Just make sure it stays confidential.” He shoved the phone into his pocket and abruptly sat down without removing his coat, even though the windowless space was stifling. “Sorry,” he said, addressing the room again. “Work stuff.” His obvious nerves seemed to amplify everyone else’s fidgeting, like a meeting of electrical currents.

“Now that we’re all settled, let me say I’m so happy to be here with you all for this death café,” Allegra said, and I wondered how her honeyed, shoulder-length hair achieved that elusive equilibrium between neat and disheveled. “I understand that this might be the first time for many of you and so I wanted to explain a little about what we do here.” She paused to scan the circle serenely, undeterred by the panicked expressions of people—the latecomer included—who looked like they might flee at any moment. “This is a space for open discussion and we follow no set agenda, so we encourage you to bring up any topics or questions related to death that might be on your mind. There are many death cafés across the city, and some of you may have attended those already. The only difference here, since we are in a library, is that we cannot serve food and drink.”

One of several reasons why this death café wasn’t my favorite—I’d have to scrounge up dinner when I got home instead of filling up on appetizers. Fingers crossed there was something in my freezer I could heat up.

“Now,” Allegra said, clapping her hands together. “Let’s go around and introduce ourselves.”

The attendees were varied, as always.

A twentysomething man in an emerald turtleneck who’d always been fascinated by death but found that no one ever really wanted to discuss it.

An elderly woman in thick red glasses who’d been diagnosed with early-stage Alzheimer’s and was grappling with the reality of watching her mind slip away.

A theater major who’d been raised an atheist and felt her lack of spirituality left her ill-equipped to deal with the finality of death.

A Dutch tourist who’d come across the death café flier in the library and thought it would be a good way to “experience New York City” while also practicing his English. (Remembering my first death café in Switzerland, I felt a spark of camaraderie with him.)

The latecomer was up next, his right leg jackhammering. I wasn’t sure if my left leg mirrored his out of empathy or my own nerves.

“Uh, hi, I’m Sebastian.” He offered an awkward wave then adjusted the edges of his gold-rimmed spectacles. “I guess I’m here because my family never really talked about death and so, well, it’s pretty foreign to me. I kind of have an intense fear of it, actually. I thought by coming here and learning more about it, I could maybe overcome that.”

A few others in the room nodded sympathetically. Sebastian looked at the woman next to him, hoping to shift the spotlight away from himself as soon as possible.

As she introduced herself, explaining that she was there because she suspected her apartment was haunted, I braced myself and silently rehearsed in my head. Memorizing what I was going to say always reduced the chance of oratory mishaps. I never revealed my actual profession at a death café—that would only lead to brimming curiosity and well-meaning but invasive questions. Most people had never even heard of a death doula, let alone met one. Instead, I assumed a much more relatable identity. When all eyes finally trained on me, I took a deep breath and mustered a smile.

“I’m Clover,” I said, willing my face not to ignite to crimson. “And my grandmother passed away recently.”

The circle rippled with mutterings of condolence and I squirmed at my fib. But as always, it was a sufficient explanation for my presence, and the group’s attention shifted to the woman on my left.

Allegra began the conversation with an article she’d found about a mushroom burial suit that would eventually turn your body into compost. A passionate debate about burial versus cremation followed, also weighing the merits of being buried at sea or donating your body to science.

“I love the idea of becoming one with the earth as compost,” the atheist theater major said. “It’s like the earth nourishes us while we’re living and then we nourish it when we die.”

The Dutch tourist nodded emphatically. “Yes, and much more eco-friendly than cremation—all those emissions.”

“So, if I want a sea burial, can my family just take me out on their fishing boat and dump me in the Atlantic?” The woman next to me had a strong pragmatic streak.

“Nah,” turtleneck-sweater guy responded. “I looked into it for my great uncle who wanted to be buried at sea. You need all kinds of permits and stuff. But there’s a company up in New England that does it—takes you out on a chartered yacht for a full-day cruise with a picnic lunch before they slide the body into the sea.”

This back-and-forth was always entertaining—most New Yorkers weren’t shy about sharing their opinions. I preferred to respond in my head so that I didn’t have to endure the room’s collective scrutiny. Plus, I was mostly intrigued by other people’s thoughts on death as an abstract concept.

My clients were already in the process of dying and often had a certain clarity about things. Knowing that death was impending seemed to allow them to deal in absolutes—as if they had one last piece to fit into the puzzle of their life and they knew exactly where it went. There was a freedom in having no future to speculate about. But for most people, death was an unknown—an inevitable but nebulous event that could be minutes or decades away. And from my experience, the ones who preferred not to think about it while living tended to have the most regrets while dying.

I liked to play a game with myself at these death cafés: guess the way each person in the room would process their dying moment. Some, like Allegra, would welcome it with grace. For others, like the latecomer Sebastian, it would likely bring panic and regret.

I just hoped they’d have someone like me to help them through it peacefully.
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A misty rain floated around me as I descended the grand steps outside the library. After the staleness of the meeting room, the damp evening air slid through my lungs like a palate cleanser, my exhale forming a cloud in front of my face.

“Clover!” An enthusiastic voice called from behind me.

This caught me by surprise for two reasons. First, I’d never met anyone who shared my name, so the chances of them (a) existing and (b) being in my direct vicinity were pretty slim. Second, since most of the people I’d spent the past decade with were no longer alive, the fact that someone was calling to me specifically was also unusual.

But as I turned to identify my pursuer, I realized I’d announced my name to a roomful of people an hour earlier—and Sebastian was veering toward me with a slight jog in his step. I reflexively patted my coat pockets to check if I’d accidentally left something behind in the library. Nope, everything was there.

“Clover, hi!” Sebastian’s grin signaled he was oblivious to the shocked expression on my face. I began considering my nearest escape. The thing about New York City was that you had to be clever about extricating yourself from unwanted interactions. Never reveal your hand—aka the direction you were headed or the subway line you were taking—until the other person had shown theirs. Then you could choose the exact opposite to avoid any more than a short, polite conversation without seeming rude.

I could have just run without acknowledging Sebastian, but my good manners prevailed.

I smiled weakly. “Oh, hey, how’s it going.” I pretended not to remember his name—that would just make him think I wanted to talk to him.

“Sebastian.” He extended his hand so I had no choice but to shake it.

“Sebastian, right.” I said nothing else, praying it would speed things up and force him to get right to the point of whatever he wanted to say. We both cringed at the silence that followed.

He shifted his feet awkwardly and wrung the charcoal scarf he was holding—it looked like cashmere. “Hey, I’m sorry about your grandmother. My grandma isn’t doing so well either.”

Not the greatest attempt at condolence. But despite what I’d said in the death café, both my grandmothers actually died before I was born, so I wasn’t really in a position to criticize.

“Oh, thanks, yeah, she was a wonderful woman,” I lied. Grandpa had never said much about his wife, which I’d always assumed was his way of grieving (though he had once mentioned she was allergic to strawberries). Was it sacrilegious for me to lie about someone I’d never met, even if it painted them in a good light?

Sebastian pressed on. “So, I noticed you didn’t say anything in there either. It’s weird talking about death, right? Honestly, it really freaks me out.”

I felt obligated to counter his statement. Silence hovered while I considered whether to blow my cover.

“Actually,” I said, meeting his gaze for the first time and noticing the way the youthfulness of his round face countered the flecks of gray in his hair. Combined with his gold spectacles and scarf, it gave him the charming air of an eccentric professor. “I don’t think it’s weird at all. Death is a natural part of life. In fact, it’s the only thing in life that we can really count on.”

Sebastian looked a little stunned. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” His laugh was jittery. “That’s kind of why I came to this thing. I figure I’m going to come face-to-face with death sooner or later, so I may as well try to conquer my fear now so it’s not so bad when the time comes.”

I nodded, desperately trying to plot my exit without seeming rude. But he seemed eager to continue the conversation.

“So, Clover, what’s your story?”

“My story?” This was getting painful. And it made me uncomfortable how he kept using my name, like we were good friends. “Oh, nothing really interesting—just a girl who grew up here in the city.”

I turned toward the street, hoping it would be a clear sign I needed to leave.

“You grew up here? That’s cool. You don’t really meet many real New Yorkers these days. Everyone
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