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AND THEN IT WAS OVER, the final visit to Claire’s oncologist. Eliot rose and shook the doctor’s hand. Claire inched forward on her chair, grimacing a little as she mustered the strength to stand. Always petite, she had become tiny, her weight down to a distressing ninety pounds. Her hair was about an inch long and clung to her scalp in tight curls.

Dr. Steiner waited until she was steady, then took her hands in his. He said, “It’s been a privilege treating you, Claire.”

Eliot watched as Claire pursed her lips: preamble to a small witticism. She said, “It’s been a privilege being treated by you, Dr. Mark Steiner.”

Steiner squeezed Claire’s hands and then took a step backward and held out his arm. He wanted them to leave ahead of him, a first.

The corridor was busy and Claire stayed near the wall, pausing every now and then to catch her breath. She needed the bathroom, and Eliot stationed himself opposite a photograph of a mountaintop at dawn that he’d walked past a thousand times and somehow never noticed.

In the car she gave him a long look. “Are you OK?”

Eliot wasn’t really a milestones person, but she was—the anniversary of their first kiss, the packing of the final school lunch, the first Christmas without her mother—and sometimes she yearned to have him make a big deal over things. Today of all days he wanted to get it right. But making the cessation of treatment official with Steiner was far less emotional to Eliot than any number of other moments during the long and agonizing journey to this bleak juncture. There was a night in January when she was a few days out from her next treatment, deep in an Ambien-induced sleep because even after so many years she still got anxious before chemo, and Eliot sat in front of a basketball game and leaked tears, his whole face flowing though he didn’t cry, didn’t sob. They had still been under such pressure then.

“I am,” he said. “What about you?”

She gave him a thoughtful look. “You know what I was just thinking? If he finally buys that cabin I won’t get to hear about it.”

She meant Steiner. He’d been renting in Maine for years, two weeks every August, and had told Eliot and Claire many times that he was thinking of making an offer on the place. His rental was twenty miles from the house where Eliot and Claire always stayed, close to the lobster rolls they liked best, the small, pebbled beach. Spending time in Maine was Eliot and Claire’s favorite summer pastime and had been since shortly after they were married, when they joined friends for a long weekend south of Portland. After that they rented their own place each summer, at first for just a week but increasing to two once they had kids and three once their work schedules allowed for longer vacations. Packing up to leave at the end of the previous summer, they both knew it might be Claire’s last visit to Maine, but the chemo was still working and they didn’t talk about the possibility that she might not return. She was a milestones person, yes, but also someone with a remarkable capacity not to get ahead of herself.

“I guess not,” Eliot said.

Claire shrugged lightly. “Among so many other things.”

He gave her an understanding smile, a smile he hoped conveyed an opening to say more if she wanted. She tapped the dashboard, ready to go.

At home he helped her into bed and took her empty water bottle to the kitchen so he could refill it with filtered water. When he got back she was burrowed under the covers, her frame as small as a child’s. “I really am wiped out today,” she murmured, her voice in a register of mild unhappiness.

He kissed the side of her head. “I can tell. I’m sorry. Get some sleep, OK?”

He closed the door on his way out. There was laundry for him to start, the dishwasher to unload. He longed to be truly busy but couldn’t bear to begin any of the more involved tasks that might occupy a few hours. In three to six months he’d have all the time in the world to organize the garage or take up woodworking or go to Vietnam by himself.

Late in the afternoon there was a soft knock at the front door. It was Holly, with an armload of Tupperwares.

“She’s asleep,” Eliot whispered.

“I’ll be quiet.”

In the kitchen Holly put the food in the fridge, explaining what was in each container as she went. “How was it?”

Eliot shrugged.

“Anticlimactic?”

“He was sweet. In the waiting room beforehand we saw that girl.”

“Shit. Did she talk to her?”

The girl had appeared in the infusion suite some months earlier, occupying the chair next to Claire’s. Ewing sarcoma, twelve years old. Claire had fallen in love with her a little, the two of them chatting about the girl’s preference for small dogs over big ones and her attempts the previous summer to learn how to do flips off the diving board. It was one of Claire’s talents, forming swift, sweet friendships. A couple weeks later she invited the girl to the house and taught her how to make meringues.

“Just waved,” Eliot said.

“How was she?”

Eliot knew Holly meant Claire, but he had answered this question too many times over the past eight-plus years. His heart had withdrawn, and he felt wooden when he was forced to answer anyway. He pretended to think Holly was asking about the girl. “She was pretty far away, beyond the aquarium. Hard to tell.”

Holly gave him a searching look. Now she’d ask how he was.

“How are you, Eliot?”

“It was just a formality, going in.”

“I know.”

She reached into her purse and pulled out lip balm, apparently in no hurry to leave. The understanding was that the two of them were a team, president and vice president of Claire’s support system. They traded information, observations. But Eliot wanted to be alone. He wanted to do his back exercises, maybe have a beer.

In the distance the bedroom door opened. Eliot heard Claire’s walker bump the door frame, the familiar sound of her cough. When she saw Holly, she broke into a smile. “You’re here.”

They fell into each other’s arms. Tall, robust Holly with her thick auburn hair, her muscular body. Claire was engulfed. Holly’s shoulders shook, and Claire made soft shushing sounds, then wept a little herself. She tilted her head in the direction of the bedroom, and they headed off together, likely to be out of sight for hours.

To Eliot’s surprise, Holly reappeared just ten or fifteen minutes later.

“Leaving?”

“She wants ramen. Is that OK, if I pick some up for her?”

Eliot doubted Claire would eat it once it arrived, but it was certainly OK. “Of course.”

“Do you want some? She specifically said we should ‘all have ramen’—it was like a vision. Remember in the old days when we had those Friday night dinners and the littlest kids wouldn’t eat the pizza?”

Eliot remembered children kneeling on the ladder-backed dining chairs he and Claire had inherited from his grandmother. The chairs had high centers of gravity and sometimes tipped over if their occupants were too rambunctious. Eliot pictured the noisy, crowded dining room, three, sometimes four families squeezed together. Claire in her prime, seeing everything, knowing everything. Late on those evenings, as Eliot loaded the dishwasher, Claire told him everyone’s business, information gleaned as much through observation as report. Dave Moulton had some kind of secret—gambling maybe, or drugs; or who knew, maybe an affair. The Baxter boy was having trouble in school, and the Baxter marriage was in trouble again. Eliot loved hearing Claire talk about people, her combination of warmth and dispassion. Holly called her “Oh Wise One” for how evenly she viewed the small, ordinary problems of family life. In those years especially, Holly could be quite judgmental.

“Right,” Eliot said to Holly now. “They ate ramen instead. I might have a few packages here.”

“No, she wants it fresh, from the place. I’ll get you one, you can decide later.”

Once she was gone he went into the bedroom. Claire was propped up against the headboard and talking on the phone. In the six months since he moved to the guest room, afraid of disturbing her sleep, what had felt equally owned had become entirely hers. Clothing, books, magazines, her water bottles, pills, photographs recently pulled from albums to keep at hand. Moisturizer, a heating pad, a small notebook and pen. It was her den. Eventually he moved his bathroom stuff to the guest bath, ceding the entire space.

“Michelle,” she mouthed, pointing at the phone, and he retreated.

Abby visited on the weekend, leaving the grandchildren home with Isaac. The kids couldn’t do the round-trip from Virginia in two days, it would be hell for everyone. Nor could Abby wait; she too was very much a milestones person and needed to see Claire right away. At one point Eliot entered the TV room and found Abby with her head on Claire’s lap, Claire stroking her hair. It could have been twenty years earlier, Abby a heartbroken middle schooler. It was almost too much for him, thinking about the passage of time. He couldn’t go into it, the past, all those feelings; he couldn’t or he might never come back.

“Dad,” Abby said that evening, once Claire was asleep. “You need to reach out. You need support too.”

“I’ve been taking care of your mother for a long time. I’ll be OK.”

“Emotional support.”

“I knew what you meant.”

Abby was on the window seat and got up, antsy, crossing the room to lean against a wall and moments later crossing it again to pick up an abandoned mug. Her hair was short these days, severe to Eliot’s eye, though it made sense given her busy life. She said, “I should’ve tried harder to get you guys to move.” Her voice had the tight, desperate quality that frustration had triggered in her during childhood. Frustration born of ambition, Claire always used to say, reminding Eliot that Abby was a lot like him. If you substituted a group of headstrong little girls for a group of business executives, Abby was no less determined than Eliot to impose her will.

“You honestly think that would’ve helped?” Eliot said. “Trying harder?”

Claire’s first metastases, found in her lungs three years earlier, had caused a great reckoning in the family. Within a year Eliot retired, and Abby launched a campaign to relocate her parents. Eliot was agnostic on the subject, saw pros and cons, but there was no missing how much Claire wanted to make the move, to be close to Abby and the grandchildren. Nor was there any missing how adamant she was that they couldn’t, wouldn’t do it. Abby was a pediatrician, spending hours every day taking care of other people’s children before spending hours taking care of her own. Claire was terrified of being a burden.

“Dad, come on,” Abby said now. “All I’m saying is I wish you were closer.”

“And all I’m saying is don’t blame yourself that we’re not.”

“You’re suggesting I’m not all-powerful?” she said, fighting a smile. “I have children, I think I know that by now.”

“Fair enough,” Eliot said. Then: “I’m glad you’re here, sweetheart.”

In the morning they Zoomed with Josh. It was still the dead of winter in Chicago, and he wore a beanie and two sweaters, his house old and very drafty. He said, “Mom, do you feel like getting a massage? Can I gift you a massage?”

Claire glanced at Eliot; Josh barely made ends meet. She said, “You’re sweet. You having that thought is all the gift I need.”

An hour later it was time for Abby to go. She clung tightly to Claire and said, “I can come back anytime. Literally anytime, this is exactly why I’m in such a big practice. Wait, do you have a fever?” She reached into her bag and pulled out a forehead thermometer.

“Always prepared,” Claire said—amiably enough, but it made Eliot remember earlier moments when Abby’s professional identity bumped up against her identity as a daughter. Soon after Claire’s diagnosis, medical-student Abby insisted that Claire meet with her mentor, an academic oncologist she’d gotten to know during a summer research project. Claire and Eliot made a special trip to Boston … only to have this doctor give them the exact same recommendation they’d received at home. Since then, Abby had kept any doubts to herself.

“Ninety-eight point three,” she said, reading the thermometer. “So more like ninety-nine point three, but that’s still fine. OK, I feel better leaving.”

Once she was gone the evening lay ahead of them. Eliot delivered pills, prepared small snacks because Claire felt nauseated and though hungry could eat only a little at a time. Awake very late, she sat with him in front of the TV while an oldish comedy played. She liked to guess the year a movie had been made using only what clues were provided by hairstyles and clothing. “Those shoulder pads!” she said. “Where’s my phone, I have to see if Holly remembers this movie. I had a blue linen dress kind of like that, with shoulder pads like wings. Will you get me my phone so I can call her?”

“It’s almost midnight.”

“She’ll be up. Or she’ll call me back in the morning.”

Eliot found the phone and handed it to her. “What if she has your number set to wake her?”

“She’ll go right back to sleep. She wants me to call. She keeps saying so.”

“Of course.”

Holly was Claire’s oldest friend, her dearest, going back to second grade. At the beginning, when Eliot and Claire had been dating for a month or so and it was time to be introduced to family and friends, Eliot slightly dreaded meeting Holly. Claire had reported various cutting things Holly had said about other guys, and Eliot knew she wouldn’t soft-pedal any doubts. After the first encounter, Claire reported that Holly found Eliot “quietly witty,” such an unrousing endorsement that Eliot for the next week or so made a point of being as noisily witty as he could. At last Claire asked what was up with him, and he confessed that Holly’s comment had caused him to try to be more dynamic. “Well, don’t,” Claire said. “You’re being weird.” She reported the whole thing to Holly and came back saying she’d had it wrong, Holly hadn’t found him “quietly witty,” she’d found him “quiet and witty,” which was so much worse. But the entire back and forth delighted Claire and served as a small stepping stone on her path to feeling Eliot was the man for her. He was smart and competent, he knew how to move through the world. Those were the qualities she prized.

“When we were young,” Claire said now, setting the phone down absently, “I was in such awe. I always felt so dumb and ordinary in comparison.”

“To me?” Eliot said, puzzled.

She laughed lightly. “To Holly, honey. She was such a sparkler, she had so much verve. I mean, in retrospect it was probably agita over all the stuff at home expressing itself, but to me she was magically funny and energetic. I was really a little dullard.”

“No, you weren’t,” Eliot said, but he was lagging behind, wounded by her amusement at his mistaken assumption.

“If I said I was,” Claire said, “that means I felt I was.”

Now Eliot was flustered. “OK. Sorry.”

“You’re so literal.”

“And yet so unliterary. It’s amazing we lasted.” He looked at her and waited, wanting just an agreement, an acknowledgment of his value, something. In the old days she sometimes called him “my businessman,” a label that an observer might assume she employed to emphasize how different she and Eliot were, when the point was that she loved his practical, efficient side.

She motioned at the TV. “I think I’m done with this.”
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EVENTUALLY SHE WOULD NEED a hospital bed, but for now she didn’t want one so much as waiting in the garage. The hospice woman told Eliot this was not unusual. During the initial visit the hospice woman used the phrase “not unusual” several times, giving Eliot the impression that speaking in this manner was a careful choice, a way to avoid words like “typical,” “average,” “normal.” Claire had chosen this particular organization because it was the one used a couple years earlier by her friend Susan Simmons, a woman she’d met in a breast cancer support group, back at the beginning. Their illnesses had mirrored each other to a sometimes comforting and sometimes sickening degree—comforting when Susan arrived at a milestone Claire had reached first because Claire could give her the lay of the land, be helpful; and sickening when the opposite was true and Susan’s bad news heralded a development Claire had yet to experience but would now dread.

Then Susan’s cancer spread to her liver, and her end came swiftly. Claire spent hours at Susan’s bedside, coming home sad but also somehow giddy, the visits creating a mood Eliot didn’t recognize.

“Susan got her hospital bed two weeks before she died,” Claire said once the woman was gone. “If you have enough people taking care of you, they can do the things the bed does.”

“Go up and down?”

“They can help you do the things the bed’s different motorized whatevers help you do. Like sit upright to eat.”

“You mean stack pillows behind you.”

“Or just hold you.”

Eliot imagined that, holding her up to take a bite of something. Or more likely a sip. They had weathered the years of her illness with great ebbs and flows in their intimacy. Her original diagnosis leveled him, he could say that now—leveled him and exposed how essentially ill-equipped he was. One night, sick beyond bearing with poison, she fell apart, cried that he didn’t love her. She was on the bedroom floor, thinning hair preemptively shaved, dizzy and having what he would later learn were rare but not unheard of hallucinations. “Wires of light,” she’d said earlier in the evening, trying to explain. “Needles of blue.” From the floor she said, “How can you love me and stand by while I’m going through hell?” And he said (stupidly, so stupidly): “What choice do I have? Would you rather I not stand by?”

Later there had been periods of great closeness. Physical closeness, reaching for the other in bed, at the kitchen table, in the car. But emotional too. Probably the closest communion of their marriage.

“We’ll get it when you want it,” he said now, of the hospital bed. “Maybe that day won’t come.”

“And I’ll die in my bed,” she said. “Our bed.” She smiled. “Should you move back in with me?”

He shook his head. “I’d hate to cost you any precious sleep.”

Her gait was getting worse, and a wheelchair was delivered. Eliot brought it to the living room and had her hold on to the arm of the couch while he maneuvered the chair behind her. Her hips were so narrow that the seat behaved more like a sling, dropping her several inches below the frame.

She said, “Let’s just go around the house.”

He pushed. The trick going up on a rug was to move quickly. A slight bounce as you came back down.

“This is the kitchen,” he said. “The dining room. Down this hall is the TV room.”

“You’re showing me around?”

“It’s a very good value,” he said. “Good schools.”

“We’re thinking of homeschooling.”

Eliot stifled a laugh. “Interesting. How old are little Dick and Jane?”

“They’re ageless, like all good suburban children. We get to see Dick run forever, always wearing the same little khaki shorts.”

“Does Jane run too?”

“Jane wears a pinafore and plays with dolls.”

“I’m so sorry, ma’am,” Eliot said. “That must be very hard for you.”

Claire laughed with pleasure. She raised her hand above her head, and he grasped it and kissed it. He loved kissing her hand, had always loved the cords of her tendons, how pretty her nail beds were, the pinky scar caused by a jagged piece of metal on her first bicycle. When they were first together he found the daintiness of her fingers exquisitely sexy.

“Eliot,” she said.

“What is it, love?”

She twisted around so she could look up at him. “I’m so lucky. I mean, I’m so unlucky—but I’m also so lucky that I have you. I’m so lucky it was you on that Metro North train. And that I wasn’t the type who got offended when men offered to help.”

They had met on the New Haven line: she heading home from a morning in the city, he to meet a client in Bridgeport. Seated side by side, they chatted a little at the beginning, friendly, then settled into their separate reading. That should have been it. But midtrip she rose to fetch a bag she’d stowed on the overhead rack, and without thinking he stood and retrieved it for her. He still remembered how her shirt had pulled out of her pants as she reached up, how it was the sight of her belly button, glimpsed without her awareness, that got him to his feet. She joked later that he was too gallant to enjoy such a sighting without offering something in return, but in the moment he just felt embarrassed.

He circled the wheelchair and crouched in front of her. “You know what I’m going to say.”

“You’re the lucky one.”

His eyes stung as he nodded.

“I’m so sorry about this.”

“Baby, don’t.”

“I am. I’m abandoning you.” She gave him a plaintive look. “How are we going to do this?”

She meant get from this moment to her last one, whatever it turned out to be. Get there practically, get there emotionally. She was asking how they were going to bear it.

“We’re going to make sure you’re as comfortable as possible,” Eliot said, aware he was answering only the narrowest version of the question. “I mean I am—you’re just going to take it easy.”

“I know,” she said, “I know. You’ve taken such good care of me, El. But—”

“No ‘but,’” he said. “Nothing is more important.”

She sighed and leaned back. The reassurances they’d traded back and forth over the years of her illness, in moments between hard times, moments that could last minutes or months: there were just so many of them, and so few ways to differentiate one from another. They’d had conversations about how repeating these proclamations—how grateful she was, how sorry; how devoted he was, how grateful—robbed them of meaning.

“Shall we go outside?” she said. “What’ll we do to get me from the front hall down to the porch and then down the front steps?”

Eliot didn’t know. Someone had mentioned building a ramp, but that seemed—what? Unnecessary? Its purpose too shortlived?

“Never mind,” she said. “Don’t worry about it now. Michelle is calling soon and I think I’ll take it in the bedroom.”

Once she was occupied, Eliot stepped outside. The house was in a newer part of town, a tract built in the 1950s. Yale people and other professionals. Quite Yale-heavy, in fact: a law professor around the corner, an economist two blocks over. A couple of English Department people lived directly across the street: a literal couple, an Americanist married to a Chaucerian. “What an unlikely marriage” went the joke, when of course Claire had almost been an Americanist married to a management consultant. Halfway through her dissertation, when Abby was just seven months old, she got unintentionally pregnant with Josh and said she was quitting, she wanted to focus on the kids. Everyone thought she’d go back once Josh started kindergarten, but instead she took a nonacademic job, working in the Yale development office. So long, “Pale Horse, Pale Writer: Katherine Anne Porter and the Literature of Illness.” Ironic now to have become so ill herself.

A ramp on the front of the house seemed impossible, but Eliot went around back, stood at the edge of the woods, and looked at the deck. Maybe along one of the short sides, making a 180 halfway down the slope and extending forward to the concrete pad leading to the driveway. He texted Josh, who said definitely, do it, surprise her. But did Eliot want to surprise her rather than discuss it with her, plan it with her? They’d always worked on projects like this together.

In the kitchen he loosened the skin of a chicken and slipped garlic and tarragon into the pockets. This was a method he’d first tried for dinner club, a monthly meeting of six men who gathered to share food and discuss recipes and techniques. The club had grown out of a men’s cooking class Claire had urged Eliot to take after her initial treatments were finished. She was back on her feet and in the kitchen (following so much lasagne from caring friends that Eliot still couldn’t bear the stuff), so in some ways it was the exact moment when Eliot didn’t need to learn to cook. Her point was that he should do it for fun, this class she’d heard about from a colleague. She said it would be something just for Eliot, that he deserved it after all the hours he’d spent helping her through the effects of chemo, radiation, and surgery. Eliot had always felt awkward in the kitchen, his contributions few and far between and either fussed over like a child’s fingerpainting or consumed without comment. The class focused on the foundations of cooking, on how and why various methods worked, and to his great surprise he loved it. By the end he was rethinking all those dinners Claire had made for him and the kids and recognizing that cooking could be incredibly satisfying. That he’d missed out.

He’d put the chicken in the oven and moved on to slicing radishes for a salad when he heard Claire approaching. She appeared in the doorway looking red-eyed but upbeat, reminding him of how she was after those visits to Susan Simmons’s deathbed, full of a deeply satisfied contentment that Eliot could never square with the impending loss of her friend.

She said, “Michelle wants to come up.”

“For a weekend?”

“Maybe longer. She took a buyout, you know. She’s done. I told her to talk to you before she settled, but—”

“I’m sure she did just fine on her own.”

Michelle was Claire’s college roommate. Smart and lively, but not someone Eliot had ever really clicked with. She’d never married, never lived with anyone. Her Chinese-born parents viewed her as a disappointment, hilarious given her stellar career in hospital admin. Her most recent position was chief strategy officer of a healthcare network with locations across seven states. Eliot imagined she’d walked away with a nice package—without any help from him.

“What do you think?” Claire said. “About her coming? It would be soon. Maybe even next weekend.”

“She’d stay with Holly, I assume.”

Claire nodded. Her expression changed to the dreamy look that sometimes accompanied reminiscence. “Susan Simmons said the funniest thing about her once. You know how Michelle is really into hiking? And she does those trips?”

Now Eliot was confused: Susan, the local cancer friend; Michelle, the Atlanta-based college roommate. “Susan knew Michelle?”

“Well, she never met her, but I talked about her a lot. Or did she meet her? Was Michelle at my sixtieth? Susan was because I remember she had this abscess and was in such pain but came anyway.” Claire nodded as she reconsidered bits of information in her memory bank. “Right, and I sat her next to Abby because I knew Abby would be fine talking and drawing her out or not talking, whichever. But I can’t picture Michelle there. Why wouldn’t she have … no, wait, she had a work thing come up last minute. That’s right. So no, they never met.”

Eliot waited a moment, but Claire didn’t go on. He said, “Susan said the funniest thing?”

“Oh, right. She said Michelle with her hiking was using one kind of ascent to … damn, no, it was that she was ascending … oh, shit!” Claire stopped, hugely frustrated.

“She was ascending?”

“I can’t remember! Oh, my God, I knew it a minute ago, I remembered the whole thing.”

“It’s OK.”

“It’s not! It was right there. I hate this.” Tears flooded her eyes.

She was at the kitchen table, and Eliot took the chair next to hers and pulled her close. “Don’t worry. Happens to me all the time.”

She stiffened. “You don’t have lesions in your brain. God, I don’t want to do this.”

He looked into her eyes. “Do which?”

“Any of it! Eliot, my God!”

His face burned and he bowed his head, aware that the gesture was a manipulation and thus doubly ashamed.

“Eliot!” she gasped. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” She put her hand on his shoulder, pushing a little to get him to straighten up. He waited a stingy beat and raised his head.

Her eyes were red, her mouth carved in a tight frown. She said, “I’m so sorry. That was awful.”

“Don’t worry, I get it.” He needed to bring this back from the edge. “I’m sorry.”

“No.” She began to cry, face in her hands, shoulders heaving. “No,” she wailed. “No, I don’t want to.”

He put his arms around her again, uselessly. She’d crossed into a state from which no amount of comfort could retrieve her. She struggled to her feet. Turned away from him and wept into her hands.
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THE SOUND WAS QUIET, pale and nearly still in the late afternoon. Eliot wore old shoes and walked at the water’s edge. It was April, allergy weather. He’d come to the beach where he and Claire had brought the kids on summer days. Small, nice soft sand, almost no surf so it felt safe. He hadn’t been this far from the house without her in months, maybe a year.

“Take some time,” Holly had said at the front door. “Seriously. Take a few hours.”

He could’ve done errands, but he’d decided on this expedition instead, trying to go with the spirit of the afternoon. Claire and Holly and Michelle having some special time together, like in the old days.

A wave came in and licked the side of his shoe. He continued past the pier, finally reaching the rocks that marked the end of the beach. If he continued over the rocks he’d reach another, smaller beach, full of grass at the water’s edge, home to gulls. He couldn’t locate in himself a desire to keep going or a desire to turn back. He, who’d been called Mister Decisive by Claire when they were younger.

His phone pulsed, and he jammed his hand into his pocket and pulled it out. A big nothing: prescription ready for pickup. He’d hoped for something significant, a text he’d need to answer, a reminder of a task he’d been meaning to complete.

At the house Claire and her friends were in the bedroom. The door was closed but he could hear music faintly. Bowie? He called out that he was home and headed for the kitchen. Their lunch plates had been scraped and left in the sink, which irritated him a little: Holly or Michelle could have unloaded the clean dishwasher and loaded their used dishes. But if they had, he’d probably be annoyed by their having put things away wrong.

It had been only an hour and a half. The evening prior, the four of them sitting over Eliot’s ravioli with sage butter while the three women planned this afternoon, Holly said it should be long and luxurious, completely unrushed, because how often would Michelle be in town during Claire’s last months? How often would the three of them get to be together again? Eliot had been tempted to hush her—why bring that up?—but Claire nodded along, happily in sync. “You know what?” she exclaimed as they finished their pasta. “We should go to the new place for dessert!” She turned to Michelle. “It’s where that weird healthy coffee place was, remember? Where the coffee was made with coconut water? There’s a new café there, they have this fantastic lemon cake.” She pushed back from the table. “Come on, let’s go!”

It was past eight o’clock, the end of a long day that had included a trip to the airport to pick
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