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Florida

2067

The residents of Palm Meridian Retirement Resort were retired only in name.

Though they were formally unemployed, nothing – no force of nature, no act of God – could stop these elderly women from attacking their days with a kind of energy that would make a working person quake.

Already, at 8 a.m., the resort was a microcosm of life in all its brightness and its rowdiness, its hurry and its pain.

Some residents were roiling with orgasm, while others were fifteen minutes beyond, licking the orange, sated dust of post-coital Cheetos from their fingertips.

Some residents were waxing, others ruminating, some stricken by grief and others by IBS. One woman drank her coffee at the window, a bit of loose boob hanging from her robe. Diarrhoea threatened at the fringe, adding an element of danger.

On the main lawn, a troupe of hula hoopers shimmied and stepped, their hips and hearts hot with the motion of swirling. Nearby, the podcasters sat in the grass, headphones puffy with sound-proof feeling, sharpening their anecdotes and loosening their rapport.

Some were still awake from the night before, nursing hangovers by the edge of the pool, the chlorinated water lapping at their legs. Enjoying a cigarette, they tipped their heads back and returned to memories of the previous night: a tryst in the badminton clubhouse, the birdies bristling against bare shoulder blades.

One resident was in the bathtub, redrafting her will. She’d leave everything she owned to Esmerelda, her new dentist, who she’d met yesterday. A woman fifty years her junior. Through the suck and squelch of gums and fluoride, how could she ignore the tender care and intoxicating scent of this woman – who, it must be said, was smoking hot? She’d only gone in for a filling but had come home with a mouth full of porcelain and a heart sunk deeply in love.

Some at the resort were in decades-long marriages, their love as soft and dependable as their complementary pyjamas. They sometimes argued at the breakfast buffet about flavours of toothpaste, or their adult children, their words as hot as the soybean bacon. But at night they pressed their silent affection, with their noses, into the sleeping backs of their loves.

Others were widowed, some of them recently. Their partner’s scent was preserved on a pillowcase, kept safe in a Ziploc bag. At night, their strength wavered like the palm trees in the darkness.

Some were actively single, magnetic and boastful. At the pool, they spread their bodies across the loungers, laying their charm on as thick as their SPF. They sauntered and suggested, did their best to land a breakfast date – a stack of pancakes at the diner down the interstate, the maple syrup dripping erotically.

There were tap-dance recitals and dildo debriefs, tuba lesbians, tennis lesbians and elite croquet teams. There were scheduling conflicts, too, like the en plein air painters who, due to allergies, were forced inside. They displaced the women of Remedial Bingo, who now dabbed with hesitance at their B4s and G39s on the lawn, in the bright of the sun.

There were unexpected changes in self-conception. One woman stepped out of the shower and considered her naked, wrinkled body in the mirror. She decided she looked like a hash brown that had been through a washing machine. Then she amended this quickly: she was a glamorous hash brown with a daring sense of fun.

There were the marinating scents of sunscreen and humidity, the peppermint stink of pain ointment. Old age had turned their knuckles to lumps of hardened lava, aching and volcanic. They used their arthritic hands to care for their dying friends and, at other times, to drink poolside tequila from jazzy plastic cups.

It was the second half of the twenty-first century and everything was flavoured with apocalypse. And yet – this gelato-coloured place, its rolling lawns riddled joyfully with lesbians, flush with bisexual women, blessed by a bevy of trans and non-binary people – how could you leave a home like this?

This was what Hannah was thinking as she sped along the path in a twice-refurbished golf cart, her windbreaker rippling. The engine groaned and she pressed her sneaker on the pedal, felt the air lift her ponytail, silver and shining. She tugged her baseball cap tight to her head.

Hannah took a hard left at the food hall. How familiar was all of this? The looping paths, the leaning palms, lizards dashing across pebbled landscaping. At night, the gurgle of the swamps, hot and eternal. The gators snapping their worried teeth. The distant thundering of trucks down the interstate.

As Hannah hurried her cart towards the main lawn, the wind picking tears from her eyes, she thought how unlikely it was to be alive.

It was a feeling dramatically sharpened by the knowledge that, by this time tomorrow, she wouldn’t be.
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Florida

8 a.m.

Hannah took the hill at shuddering speed, the tyres spitting gravel. Were the cart to topple backwards now it would probably kill her, and what a colourful way to go: the overstuffed cargo hold would crack open, and Hannah would lie amid a happy wreckage of hot dogs and ice cream and smashed crates of beer, dips slicing across the grass like paint strokes, the taramasalata and tzatziki lurching for opposite horizons.

But to die right now, and not tomorrow, would be inconsiderate, given the amount of party prep that had already taken place.

So Hannah squeezed the wheel and steeled her nerves, chugging the cart up the crest of the hill and coming to a stop beneath a beleaguered palm.

Stepping out, Hannah caught her reflection in the windows of the bar – she was like a small teenage boy mixed with an older woman. Her frame was slight, her delicate features now washed with deep wrinkles, and she was rough and loose in the way she carried herself. There’d always been a restlessness in her hands that drove her to flip things neatly in her palm when she held them, like a baton: hairbrushes, bottles of ketchup, TV remotes.

Hannah was dressed the same as she had been for the last ten years: a T-shirt, a faded green windbreaker and a pair of black shorts that stopped above her knee. Her grey ponytail was strung through her baseball cap and a pair of sunglasses caught the light.

‘Morning, boys.’

The egrets had once been wild but had sought refuge at Palm Meridian years ago. Their habitats had been wrecked by worsening storms, so why not move in with the nice lesbians, whose ponds were rife with frogs and grasshoppers?

About a hundred egrets lived at the resort now: white-feathered, long-necked birds, dubious noodles the height of your knee. They were in a kind of constant, wiggling peril, stepping tentative toes across bushes and baking lawns, tiny and tipsy, like kind-spirited loops of string.

A group of them stood by the door of the bar. They scattered in slow motion as Hannah approached with her stolen key. She carried the first bags of supplies in both hands, their weight making red marks on her skin.

The small building was an oval with glass on all sides, a lozenge gleaming in the morning light. By the door, in clean, Art Deco lettering: frankie’s.

Inside, the sun spilled through the windows and across the bar top, which was lined with stools and stocked with napkins and wedges of lime. In the corner there were stacks of flyers for one-woman shows, Welding Wednesdays, charity fundraisers centred on birdhouse building competitions, birdhouse décor competitions, and the wellbeing of Florida panthers. Glass fridges behind the bar were stocked with a range of juices and wines, plus the medicated eye drops of patrons who tended to neglect their glaucoma after a martini or two.

Hannah put her bags down and stepped behind the bar. Coffee was forbidden thanks to her half-dozen medications, so she resolved to drink four today. She started up the machine, and soon the nutty smell of coffee beans pierced the air. She turned around, surveying the dancefloor.

Memories moved across the empty space. What hadn’t it witnessed? Not even on weeknights did an uneventful moment go by. This floor had seen marriage proposals, projectile vomit, bare feet mangled by mobility scooters, and medical insurance made void by Herculean dance moves.

Even on the quietest of evenings, Frankie’s was charged with something: an undertone of flirtation, rippling hot and strong as the Florida winds.

On the far wall were tacked-up photographs taken over the last twenty years. They showed tangles of friends raising glasses, kissing cheeks, winning raffles. There were images from every occasion: Halloween, Valentine’s Day. Big blow-out events where witches fornicated, and Cupid fell in the pool.

One photo was from Hannah’s seventy-seventh birthday, the year before – the faces so close to the camera you could see their pores, the hysterical whites of their eyes, their hair dusted with piñata pieces.

In the centre of the wall, beside the photos, was an oil painting – made in jest but loved in earnest – of the bar’s unofficial founder, Frankie. In the painting, she was smoking a pretzel stick like a cigarette, a wink caught in her eye.

The coffee machine hissed and drained, and Hannah took her two cups and headed back outside into the already baking heat.

The terrace was dotted with tables where, in the dim light of every evening, residents traded gossip and grandiose plans, a chorus of crickets rising up from the darkness below.

Now, though, the world was bright, the sun burning the dew off the lawns that sprawled to the horizon.

From here, Hannah could see everything: the long, low residential buildings that sat along the edges of the resort, with their outdoor corridors and tropical-pastel paint jobs. The buildings were designed in mid-century style – a label that had stuck, though they’d passed the mid-point of the next century.

Hannah could see the food hall and the welcome building, the kiosks and clubhouses. In between it all, the paths spooled out, accommodating putting greens, a pair of swimming pools, the spaces bordered by shaggy palms and yawning hibiscus flowers.

Hannah sipped her first coffee, enjoying the sharp flavour on her tongue and the quickening of her heart. Her leg jittered underneath the table. She licked the sweat from her upper lip and took off her baseball cap, letting the sun reach her scalp, feeling it sear her skin. For the first day in ten years, Hannah wasn’t wearing sunscreen. Given the cremation, she figured she could afford a bit of crisp.

It hadn’t always been this hot, but it had always been coming.

The resort was an imperfect refuge, a mostly okay oasis that was maintained amid a crisis of a place. For thirty years, the south of the state had been slowly lapped up by the ocean, until there was little Florida left in those places – just eddies and islands, sopping with inevitability.

If you drove two hours south of the resort, the drug stores and nail salons and Burger Kings had been reclaimed by nature. Where there were once baseball diamonds and vape shops, there were now herons making happy homes, gators glad for the peace. The wood-panelled walls of flooded family basements were bloated and barnacled. The wind rippled disused swimming pools, thick with silt and emerald green algae.

The nearest city, Orlando, was left with the wreckage of a sprawling Disney empire, the company long gone bust. The abandoned theme parks poked their noses above the palms when you passed on the highway. Panthers stalked the grounds of Magic Kingdom. In Epcot: a ghostly, broken crystal ball.

The more northern parts of Florida had managed to hold on to civilisation – there, lush greens and sun-baked citrus trees revealed little wrong. Still, dotted among it all were burst pipes and rotted foundations, car dealerships gouged by storms and abandoned to time.

At the southernmost tip of the state – which moved northward every day – you could buy a square of property for forty dollars. What you were buying, though, was little more than kelp, and principle. What was once luxury was now liability.

Few tourists came through those parts these days, and the ones who did were more like prospectors, driving down in trailers with schemes and dehumidifiers, their life’s savings blinking desperately behind their eyes.

The storms had become more frequent, too, and weather was unpredictable. The wind could pick up without warning, ripping through the palms, stalling golf carts on the freeway, lifting garden hoses and sending them twisting through the pink sky, rapturous spaghetti.

Then ten minutes later it would be gone. The air would go thick and hot again, smelling of swamp grass and chicken wings and the worry-burn of a hundred thousand electric generators.

By now, a third of the United States was without a reliable power grid. California was on fire more often than it wasn’t. There was a generally held belief in Florida that the whole of Orlando could explode in a giant fireball, and Washington wouldn’t know or care for at least a week.

Inside the grounds of Palm Meridian, the world was gentler, but not immune entirely from the hazards of the century. Phone and internet connection was shoddy at best – technology had gone backwards that way. Sometimes the power went out completely, the lights on the paths disappearing and leaving them in humid darkness, a kind of primordial force that swallowed the cheerful place they called home.

On paper, the resort promised safety, fun and community for the over sixty-fives – precious things on an increasingly tumultuous planet. These days, it delivered firmly on the latter two promises, but faltered on the first – after all, any resident could enrol in hat-making class, but none could outrun a tropical storm.

Like the temperature, retirement ages had crept upwards in recent years, and so too had the median age at the resort. Now, the bulk of residents were sept- and oct- and nonagenarians, plus a handful of centenarians whose rogue, robust health made everyone else look bad. They curled their wrinkled biceps and shared secrets for longevity: frequent lucid dreaming, or one corn dog per day.

Thinking of tonight’s party now, Hannah started on her second coffee. She checked the signal on her phone but, just like last night, there was nothing. For weeks at a time, they’d be lopped off the map like this, isolated from the rest of the world. It was peaceful, but precarious.

The stillness of the morning was broken by a pecking sound. Hannah spotted a team of egrets stepping across the seat of the golf cart she’d arrived in. Their worried beaks were investigating the rest of the supplies. She left her coffee and approached them gently.

‘Sir – sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.’

In four trips, Hannah brought everything from the golf cart into the bar. She’d slipped Nate’s bar key from his dresser the night before, knowing that if she didn’t show up early and start preparing, her friends would do it all – those loving bastards – and they’d done so much for her already.

Though they’d hired people to feed them that night – caterers who would arrive with trays of hot, delicious food, and crates of champagne – Hannah had felt compelled to contribute more, to feed her party guests personally, in some supplementary way. And so, she’d gone to the superstore down the interstate at dawn, stocking up on extra snacks, drinks and supplies.

The last things Hannah brought in were her parents. For ten years they’d sat sweetly in their urns, atop Hannah’s TV stand. Tonight, she’d give them pride of place in a safe spot above the bar.

Hannah often imagined them in some yellow street-lit limbo, Montreal snow blowing through their hair. She saw her father driving his Zamboni in icy, immortal loops. She saw her mother, laughing, cracking the cardboard recycling over her knee.

Would she see them again, tomorrow? In the place where she was going? A hope rose up inside her, but Hannah pushed it aside. The end was coming, and when it did, she would know. She couldn’t control it either way.

After securing the urns, Hannah checked through the various lists on a clipboard at the bar – the supplies they’d picked up, the schedule for the evening.

On the paper, circled in red:

5 p.m. – Guests arrive

A warm wind came in through the open door, and it rippled the packs of paper streamers, the bags of potato chips crowded on the floor. Hannah’s gut swirled with the breeze.

At this time of the morning, the bar would normally be dotted with residents sipping espressos, but today they’d kept it closed to prepare for the party. There were still thirty minutes before Hannah’s friends – all residents of the resort themselves – would arrive to help set up.

Feeling restless, Hannah went out the back of the bar where a second, smaller terrace looked over a slope and another sprawling lawn. At the bottom of that slope were two white plastic patio chairs, empty and turned towards one another. Pairs of chairs like this were dotted all around the resort, and at night they’d seat pairs of people who couldn’t sleep, who’d trade stories of the things they’d seen. Passing a bottle of bug spray back and forth, they would return to their beds at the citrus crush of dawn, their skin oily with emotion.

Now Hannah padded down to the chairs and sat, the birds chattering through the trees. She surveyed the lawn that would be gone to her tomorrow.

It was only three months ago that Hannah had received the diagnosis. Maria’s office was beautifully designed and kept very cold, goosebumps rising on Hannah’s skin. Hannah had sat on one side of her wide, mahogany desk, cracking jokes about bladder leaks and a swallowed hearing aid while she eyed Maria’s medical degrees on the wall.

Maria was fetching papers. Fetching test results. Fetching a glass of water for Hannah that she hadn’t asked for. When she finally closed the door of the office and sat down at her desk, Maria suddenly felt so far away from Hannah. How big was this desk?

The outlook was a mixed blessing. The onset would be gradual, so there was time. Things would take hold slowly, the cells responding, the body noting a change. But deterioration would be quick, once it found its rhythm. The suffering would be great, the pain likely unbearable. Life would not be life.

You do have choices these days.

Hannah had thanked Maria, noticing for the first time the youthful glow of her skin, the shine in her hair. This woman was flush with natural collagen. She was probably thirty-three.

Hannah had left the office and walked out of the automatic doors of the hospital, which let her pass with a weighty swoosh of air. She’d taken a golf cart there, but walked past it, out of the parking lot and down the sidewalk, lined with scrub brush and palms. By the time she’d made it home, the resort was dark. The lights in the pool sent up quivering patterns that played across the trees nearby.

Medicine had advanced in the decades past, and if the unbearable could not be borne, there were a greater number of options than before, and a greater number of people choosing these ends when they needed them.

Countless nights at the diner down the interstate had helped Hannah come to a decision over those last three months. If life would not be life, then she wouldn’t live it. She’d go out with a bang.

Since she’d made her decision, Hannah hadn’t felt herself. Or rather, she hadn’t felt like her current self. How could she explain it? Ripples of age nineteen and twenty-six and thirty-four seared through her at odd hours, skittering through her blood. Standing in the shower, or crossing the paths, everything would come up again, building under her skin like a rushing tide, rising hot to her face. An earlier part of her life would peel itself up from the past, thin as doughnut glaze, and go billowing through the sky. It would fold itself over and, with a muffled sound like a blanket falling, lay itself onto the present.

Last night, for example, standing on the carpet in her room, she’d felt anguish in her armpits, ecstasy in her elbows, felt her twenties and thirties hot and alive in the folds of her ears. Some previous motion tumbled through time and caught itself in her chest – lurching, misplaced, beautifully bewildering.

She’d closed her eyes and clenched her teeth. She’d felt paper cuts from sixty years ago rise on the pads of her fingers. Her throat flared with long-gone laryngitis and her mouth softened for kisses traded with wild-moving, long-lashed people, now dead.

When Hannah had opened her eyes, the room had been filled to bursting with sounds and shadows. The feeling sped up – it mowed through time – until Sophie was there in front of her. Sophie with her broad smile, bright eyes, dark, snow-flecked hair shimmying down her back in waves. Hannah’s heart had been puffed up, hot to the touch with feeling.

The faraway crack of a golf ball across the lawns brought Hannah back to the present, sitting on a plastic chair on the grass beneath the bar, the hot breeze against her face.

She unzipped the pocket of her windbreaker and pulled out a folded piece of paper. The details of her appointment tomorrow: Florida Grove Hospital, Palliative Care Ward, 9 a.m.

‘Hannah!’

The voice rose up from the front of the bar, startling Hannah. She stood and scrabbled up the hill, her parents’ urns glinting in the window as she passed.
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Montreal

1990

The conception was not immaculate, and it featured shrimp heavily. But god, you couldn’t say it wasn’t beautiful.

Hannah’s parents wound through the crush of the party, gleaming with youth and melted snow. One finger was hooked on one finger, their hearts tall and their knuckles hot, groins buzzing with something they didn’t yet know was the future.

In the dim place, in the cigarette haze, their love made them globs of light. They were gulps of air. They were hydroplanes. They were a sweating bottle of champagne wearing a baby tuxedo.

Outside, the snow fell in soft, vicious pelts – the worst winter storm in sixteen years. The wind slammed at the windows, went somewhere else, blew up again. The cars gave up on the roads, and the street lights changed for themselves, snowbanks reflecting their red and green and yellow.

The winters in Montreal were sometimes so cold they could kill you, but everyone pretended it was fine, and so it was fine.

‘Clam? Spliff? Pinot?’

The apartment was thick with their friends, warm, tipsy bodies spread across second-hand couches, others with their eyes lit up like fire.

In the centre, a point of pride, a vision of graduate student luxury: a table spread with seafood from the frozen grocery aisle, a feast poured from bulk bags the size of pillow cases. A hot mountain, stinking, delicious and bright.

‘Ten minutes!’ someone cried over the music, over the drunk, fishy voices and the roar of the wind.

Somewhere in the dark of this storm, the year would turn over.

With so little time remaining, every need was sharp: Must eat the shrimp. Must rescue this man whose head is wedged in a bucket – oh, it’s Gary, with the two PhDs. Must lick this entire beer right into me. Don’t smoke, but must smoke. Must dance like I’m the worst winter storm in sixteen years.

Must love you, must adore you – that one’s easy.

Must kiss. Must fuck.

‘In here—’

Two lamps were on in the bedroom they’d found, spilling a syrupy glow across everything, which was almost nothing – just some books, and some plants, a mattress, mussed sheets with the scent of coffee and weed.

The window was open and the snow blew in under the shine of the street lights and the yawn of the moon. Hannah’s dad tried to slug it shut, but the thing was stuck, and the end was near – it was too important, now.

Their skin rose up with goosebumps. They couldn’t feel the cold, though, their bodies hot and needing, the sounds of the party rolling through the door – a squelch of oysters, the crush of a beer can, the sucking Pop! of Gary’s head released from another bucket.

‘One minute!’

The city couldn’t take this. The thickening snow was a burden on the roofs and the roads, but most of all on the electrical wires. Beneath the weight, a team of them finally snapped, the black rubberised cords sending up sparks into the sky, worming with terror to the ground. The surrounding houses dropped into blackness.

Hannah’s parents pressed closer, the cold air showing their breath as the apartment surged with sound and then went dark. The voices went up, then the countdown carried on. The green numbers on the microwave blinked out, and the beers on the counter smashed, and the end was here. And on someone’s borrowed bedroom floor, the gears of Hannah’s life began to churn.


The nurse was giving horoscopes the night that Hannah arrived.

You have a knack for lunch meats, Libra. Stay focused and you’ll pick the right bologna.

Scorpio: care for your capers.

An autumn downpour rose up outside the hospital in the middle of the night, the rain falling in sheets on the downtown, thundering onto the cars and sidewalks, the crumpled traffic cones and their dirty bureaucracy. The slicked streets reflected the city: the fluorescence of a bank lobby, a poutinerie’s halo of neon and grease.

Hannah blew into the room faster than anyone had expected – reaching, howling, gnawing. Soft and unable to wait.

Hannah’s parents held their daughter’s tiny hands, each fingernail the size of a flake of snow.

‘Virgo,’ her mother whispered to Hannah. ‘You’re on the loose.’

Hannah’s parents were computer science graduate students, unmarried, wracked with debt. But they were also debilitated by a love for one another that hit them again – like a sweet, tender bus – when they woke up every day.

The pregnancy had been unplanned, a by-product of a lusty, fishy mania. But they had made the unwavering decision to keep it. What was a baby? Where did babies go? They would learn. They wanted to.

Hannah lived with her parents in a second-storey apartment in Montreal’s Mile End, the curling stairs painted lemon-yellow, the tiny balcony populated with hockey sticks, and plant pots that filled with snow so they looked like cupcakes through the winter.

The entryway was cluttered with their boots, the cracked wooden floor stained by road salt. Their little home smelled of books and soup, wool drying on the radiator, the worn softness of second-hand furniture. It smelled of the bagels that wafted down the street from the ovens of St-Viateur, sesame-silly.

Those first winters, Hannah stayed home with her dad, while her mother finished her degree and got a job as an entry-level software developer, working downtown in a towering palace of staplers and Xerox machines.

When Hannah was older, she’d visit her mom at work, fascinated by the greyness of the office, its carpets stretching like plains, its pointed top. The city’s central train station sat in the base of the building, with its cappuccinos and echoing marble hall, where trains pulled out to Toronto and New York. Sometimes Hannah and her mom would hurry to lunch there, sit contentedly eating smoked meat sandwiches, like peers, in the warren of delis and newsagents that led to the great hall.

At the beginning, though, Hannah was a baby, and she sat at the front window of their small home with her dad, in their pyjamas, the two of them eating kiwis and baby formula, respectively. Hannah told him roving baby stories, meaning nothing and everything, while he nodded and listened, sipped his coffee, scratched his beard and sketched their matching feet.

Together they watched the world go by, saw the artist with his paints dripping in the snow, the students on their bicycles, zonked on no-sleep, slush licking at their ankles. Their twenty-year-old eyes weary with cereal and possibility.

They watched the crowds that spilled from the synagogue and the church down the block, the worshippers mixing on the sidewalk, dreaming of salvation and after-prayer pastries.

At night, there were other things to see: snow ploughs passed down the quiet street with their lights like spaceships, pushing the snow into piles as high as the cars. The world was icy, lumped and blue, and Jewish prayers floated up from the downstairs neighbours.

While Hannah’s dad finished his thesis, he worked as a line cook at a French restaurant in Outremont, managing salt and fat and fire. The restaurant didn’t pay much, so he also took shifts at the outdoor rink in Parc Jeanne-Mance to make up the difference. Early mornings and late nights, he drove the Zamboni in the shadow of Mount Royal. The players pulled on their skates at the side, on a bench half stuck in a snowbank. There were young kids with hand-me-down helmets, students sluggish with last night’s drinks, and dads whose softening bodies came alive on the ice. They waited while Hannah’s dad made his prayerful loops, the hulking machine leaving shining paths behind it.

Her dad enjoyed his Zamboni work more. He smiled shyly while he did it, his nose hairs frozen and his hands turning to husks despite his gloves. But the two jobs conspired to exhaust him. He’d come home with the smell of winter in his hair, dressed in a costume of divergent parts: his long johns under his chef whites, the fabric touched with fire and ice.

Every night, Hannah’s depleted parents made for a captive audience. By the age of four, all the lives that had walked by their apartment had become a part of Hannah. In the deep of winter, her parents would sit on the couch eating crackers and sipping depanneur wine, watching Hannah perform by yellow candlelight, the wind and snow raging against the windows.

Hannah, with her tiny legs and arms, was a chain-smoking cook at a diner, a mechanic making routine checks. Hannah was a property valuator, squinting at the fixtures around the house, carrying a clipboard as big as her torso. Standing on a stool, she slapped the kitchen table, said: ‘This place’ll fetch ya six bucks,’ in which six bucks was a serious amount of money, and her voice warbled with respect.

Hannah was a broom sometimes, standing in the corner of the kitchen and then, when invisibly called upon, wriggling across the floor. Other times, Hannah was an electrical storm. A hula hoop. An elk, or a slug.

Every winter the storms got worse, the temperatures plunging to thirty-five below. And every winter, though Hannah’s parents did their best to hide the stress of it from her, their apartment fell further into disrepair. Their ancient radiators – the only things keeping them from the lethal cold outside – failed one by one, until the air inside their apartment left films of ice on their glasses of milk every morning.

During these months, Hannah’s mom would dress her in her snowsuit to watch television. Hannah would overhear her usually calm, quiet father on the phone to Georgio, their landlord, a huge man of indeterminate age who smoked cigars and avoided responsibility. Hannah was too young to understand that they had no other option, that their debt and meagre incomes meant they couldn’t afford to rent anywhere else, couldn’t pass up a place as cheap but faulty as this.

Hannah’s parents were beholden to Georgio, this man with known links to organised crime who held their lives in his hands. He didn’t care about their little girl, about her blue lips and frozen apple juice.

Hannah sat on the couch in her winter things, her breath in clouds, and heard the anger rise into her father’s throat. Georgio laughed down the end of the phone and reminded him of the next rent payment.

And so Hannah’s early life was characterised by frequent and sudden sleepovers – a last-minute stay at the apartment of one of her parents’ friends, their three bodies snug on a pull-out couch, these cramped spaces always luxuriously warm.

Realising finally that Georgio had as little care for human life as he did charisma, Hannah’s parents learned to fix the radiators themselves, and Hannah helped, her tiny hands holding wrenches with reverence. But the systems were too old, and when they still failed and the cold was too much, they would trek to Hannah’s mom’s office building in the middle of the night where they slept on blankets on the grey carpets, warm amid the staplers, overlooking the city which blinked with prophecies below.
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Florida

9 a.m.

‘Nate, there’s been a break-in.’

By the time Hannah came back into the bar with her empty coffee cups, the mountains of bags she’d placed on the floor had been unpacked and cleared away, the glasses, napkins and crates of drinks neatly ordered. It had happened in an amount of time that didn’t feel possible. But Nate was like that: he walked into any space and quietly made it better. He was the sort of calm, capable person you trusted with your life.

In their years of friendship at the resort, Hannah had never before felt what she did right then: that she couldn’t look at him. A gnarl of grief rose up in her throat. If she looked at Nate straight on, and saw this emotion reflected back, she knew it would overwhelm her. So she avoided Nate’s eye and kept talking.

‘I saw her, though, don’t worry. About my height. Very sexy. Sex pot – I think you’d use the term “sex pot”.’

Hannah put the stolen key on the bar and, once she couldn’t avoid it any more, looked at Nate with great effort. There he was: her friend, flesh and bones before her. Time had almost, but not yet, run out. Hannah found herself smiling as Nate smiled back at her, wiping down glasses from the dishwasher, which steamed behind him.

‘Nate, you’re gorgeous.’

He laughed, pulled a caddy of cutlery from the dishwasher tray.

‘That’s the coffee talking,’ he said, taking the key from the bar.

It was true, though: Nate was gorgeous. He’d received compliments on his appearance before he’d transitioned, too, but it was nothing like this. Growing into himself the last few years, he’d relaxed, he looked lighter. His salt and pepper hair was going strong at seventy-five. He dressed neatly, but casually; ironed a short-sleeved shirt every morning, wore a nice watch, smiled without thinking – every day – for the first time in his life. Everyone at the resort who was at all inclined towards men had admitted a feeling, or a flutter or two, and you couldn’t blame them.

Nate was the manager of Frankie’s, which he ran like second nature. He listened wholeheartedly, dispensed heavy drinks, helped his bar staff and shied away from praise.

For decades, Nate had run a beach-side café in Maine, rising before dawn to fire up the grill and the coffee pot. He’d kept the surfers warm on rainy days and the tourists happy in sunshine, his customers devouring lobster rolls in the sea spray. His life had been small and full and tasted of salt, the slamming waves lulling him to sleep every night in his sandy bungalow. His nieces and nephews had sometimes stayed, gulping juice and drawing adoring pictures of Nate, adorned with seagulls.

For ten of those years, Nate had been married to Evelyn, an academic, who Nate had understood innately. Though they separated in their forties, they remained close friends.

Nate had come to the resort after a heart attack had forced him to retire – clutching his chest at the café as the bacon burnt in the pan. In the hospital, he’d woke to Evelyn, fresh from California and laughing with relief.

Months later, packing up the home they’d once shared, Nate had stopped Evelyn in the doorway.

‘This isn’t me,’ he’d said, gesturing all around his body, gesturing as best he could at the entire essence of him.

‘I know,’ she’d said.

Nate had sold the café and drove down the crumbling coast, the lightest he’d ever been.

About a year after Nate had arrived at the resort, the previous manager of Frankie’s stepped down. Nate asked to take it on, the quiet joy of his café returning to him.

When not working, Nate made sure everyone at the bar was taken care of, then played cards on the lawn or phoned his family. His shyness fell away in private and revealed a gregariousness beneath.

Now, Hannah sat at the bar and steadied herself. The caffeine was still drilling through her heart. Nate nodded at the supplies, piled neatly around.

‘You didn’t have to deal with all that,’ he said.

‘You didn’t have to deal with it, either! Here, I’ve got a dish towel—’

But Nate was looking over Hannah’s shoulder. Hannah turned to see Christine, who’d emerged over the slope outside like a cool vision, walking from her room across the resort. Her hair was icy grey in its ponytail, her sunglasses flashing. She stepped through the door, dressed in all black as always, her sleeveless top showing off toned arms, long legs striding in high-waisted slacks. She carried an enormous storage bag in one hand. If it was heavy, she didn’t flinch.

‘Chris.’

Hannah had resigned herself to this feeling today: a wrenching mix of tenderness and pain. She gritted her teeth, and Christine pushed her sunglasses off her face and came to her, hugging her tight.

When she pulled away, there was a warmth in Christine’s face. She spoke, and her voice was quiet, sure. ‘You okay?’

She asked it discreetly, with an air of shared strength, knowing Hannah might not need the question. Hannah nodded her head, thought about it. ‘Yeah.’

Nate busied himself with the glasses to give them space, then reappeared.

‘Nate, did you just go for a run or something? You’re glowing.’ Christine sat at a stool and leaned back to look at him. He smiled, ignored the question.

‘Coffee?’ Nate asked.

She shook her head. ‘Thanks babe, but I can’t. I’m meant to be tightening my stool. Last month I was meant to be softening it. It’s all in and out, up and down. The osteoporosis is the only thing that stays the same.’

At eighty-one, Christine was in the best shape of any of them
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