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      Diary [ˈdī(ə)rē ] –– noun: a book in which one keeps a daily record of events and experiences, and occasionally a secret
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      A book lying by itself on a desk in the living room, at first sight, might look like nothing special. That, however, isn’t the case with the red notebook, velvety and thick, now resting on the otherwise empty antique desk.

      

      A breeze enters the peaceful room, moving the thin, eggshell white curtains a few inches to the left, enough so that if you sat in the desk chair in front of the notebook, you would catch a glimpse of the blooming garden.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 1

          

          NOVEMBER 27 | NEW YORK CITY

        

      

    

    
      This can’t happen to me. Not to me. No. Not me, I thought as the revolving glass door of yet another newly built skyscraper swirled around again and again before spitting me out into the blinding sunlight.

      The world around me suddenly felt distant. People passed me as if they were characters in a movie, and I was the audience. My breathing became shallow, and I had to steady myself as a tall man in an expensive-looking suit brushed against my arm, mouthing, “Sorry,” before rushing along with the crowd and leaving me wondering if I ever could have been his lover.

      What a silly thought, especially at a moment like this, when my world was caving in. Then again, that random thought made me realize two things: One, it was time to move. And two, I was not done. Not yet.

      That’s when I took the first step of the last one hundred and forty days of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 2

          

          NOVEMBER 28 | NEW YORK CITY

        

      

    

    
      Since yesterday afternoon, after a few moments of lucidity, my life turned into nothing more than a blur. I can’t remember how I made it home or what happened after that. Hazy images of me meandering along Fifth Avenue, past St. Patrick’s Cathedral, Saks and the Empire State building still muddle my mind. There were stores, restaurants and cheerful people everywhere. Many people. But as hard as I try, I can’t recall a single detail.

      For most of my life, details were so important to me. Keeping things in a particular order and being overly efficient kept me on track––especially when I suffered from anxiety and the ground would slip away underneath my otherwise down-to-earth self. My thoughts would race and go to unrealistic places as I lived through months, and ultimately years, of sporadic panic attacks.

      Today I feel unusually calm. Dr. Sternenberg’s face––piercing blue eyes behind a pair of round glasses and a prominent, symmetrical nose––keeps reappearing in my mind. I imagine his face will most likely haunt me forever. A polished guy, stern in a professional way, in his mid-fifties and head of the oncology department at Mount Sinai.

      Less than twenty-four hours ago, he informed me that I have twenty weeks to live, maybe less. One hundred and forty days. Of course, he wasn't too sure about the number and didn't want to commit to an exact timeframe.

      There have been moments in my life when six months would have sounded like an eternity. But while sitting in one of those deep brown leather chairs––the ones that make everyone look insignificant––six months suddenly seemed like no time at all. It’s final. I have twenty weeks left to live. Maybe.

      He compacted my rare form of fast-spreading acute leukemia into a cascade of complicated words while, for my taste, pronouncing my first name far too slowly and––considering he's a stranger––in a far too familiar way.

      “Liz, I’m sorry. There’s not a lot we can do to change the outcome.” How often had he said those words before?

      Anyway, I knew the devastating news before he said anything. I could see every fact displayed on his face. I could see it in his eyes.

      That was yesterday.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 3

          

          NOVEMBER 29 | NEW YORK CITY

        

      

    

    
      This morning, I made a point of not getting up at my usual time. I was sick of all the meaningless, self-imposed rules governing my life. Instead, I laid there until the sun’s rays caressed my face, and then I did something I hadn't done in years: I spent the day in bed.

      I cuddled up with this old notebook I’ve occasionally been using as a diary. Not that I’ve ever been good at journaling––my diary more so resembles a work of fiction than a journal. It doesn’t help that for the last twenty years I’ve wanted to write a novel but didn’t have the courage to do it. I’ve been waiting for my life to change; I’ve been waiting for my life to become perfect.

      Foolishly, I always thought that someday there would be a better moment. But as it turned out, November 27th was the day my life changed in a way I could have never imagined. That day for me, time became a different dimension.

      Lying in bed, thoughts about my past and my minimal future––about my kids and the people and things I love––raced through my mind. Once in a while I reached out to the other half of my bed, letting my fingers slide across the crisp, cold linen. There was nothing but emptiness. The way I felt for the last fifteen years.

      There’s a lot of news on how sadness and loneliness can become a deadly combination. Am I looking for some half-witted reason to explain what was happening to me, the reason for my cancer?

      CANCER! The word alone makes me shiver. Cancer will be my biggest challenge, while Pete will always be my biggest disappointment. He’s supposed to come home from a business trip tonight. Business trip? He must think I’m a fool. And home––what home?

      
        
        Home [ hōm ] –– noun: the place where one lives permanently, especially as a member of a family

      

      

      Home. A word I once was so fond of now sounds so foreign. Years ago, this house––with its warm brick walls, fireplace and oversized windows––was filled with laughter and joy, playdates, dinner parties, Christmas trees, and Easter egg hunts. It’s difficult to remember those long-gone days, the many moments that then felt indestructible, now crumbled, and lost forever.

      After staring at the ceiling for a long time, I picked up my pen again and doodled. Lots of circles and clouds. I tried to make sense of my thoughts and feelings until I dissolved into self-pity. The ‘why me’ pity kind of thing. Or was it more the realization of how many moments of my life I’ve wasted? I can’t tell.

      Why me? Why do I have to die? Why do I have to die before turning fifty-five? There was nothing but merciless silence as the red ink, mixed with my tears, ran across the page while my questions stayed unanswered.

      What am I supposed to do now? Let it all happen? That seems a tad overwhelming. The truth is, I am going to die before my kids get married. I am going to die before I can do the many things I always wanted to do but never did.
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      Between thoughts of dying and counting my many regrets, I must have fallen asleep because a buzzing sound woke me up. As I opened my eyes, I saw a fly crawling at a leisurely pace along the silver frame of one of my favorite paintings: an empty bench in a flower garden. I’ve often daydreamed about a time when, far into my eighties or even my nineties, I would sit on a wooden bench like that one, looking back on a life well-lived.

      But this time, I stopped. That won’t happen. There will be no older version of myself. That’s a fact. As I continued to study the painting––the bright-colored flowers, the weathered bench that would forever remain empty––I couldn’t help but wonder: How I could possibly die now?
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      Finally, I checked my phone. Thirty-two messages! One was from Pete, forewarning me that he might not make it home tonight. The second was from the hospital, with more information about groups I could join, helpful pain management centers and my next appointment. Then three funny and sweet messages from my kids, Julia, Matt and Isabella. Matt was just checking in, and so was Julia. And then Isabella’s, “Mom... mom... call me back. Love you!” Followed by a smacking sound, resembling a kiss. I miss my kids and I want to see them. I need to see them.

      The other twenty-seven messages were from yesterday. And they were all from my two best friends, Erica and Freja.

      “Where are you? Everybody is here,” Erica had whispered into the phone. Oh fuck, I missed our most important meeting of the year. Erica and Freja aren’t just my best friends, we also co-own and run a gallery together in Chelsea. Every year for the past twelve years, we’ve hosted a charity event to raise money to provide underprivileged kids with free art programs.

      The next message was from Freja. “Where the fuck are you? You better have a good excuse for this.” Freja is the type everyone wants as a best friend. At least I do. She’s assertive and always says what’s on her mind. I listened to all the messages. Erica, who is sensitive by nature, freaked out after her fifth message and threatened to call the police if I didn’t call her back. Freja threatened to kill me, which made me laugh.

      I wasn’t ready to reveal my news to anyone yet. (Not sure if I’ll ever be ready.) I needed time to think and decide what to do next. So instead of calling, I texted Erica to let her know I was fine. I lied. Obviously. I am not fine. I’m a total wreck.

      Time passed as I stared out of the window and the quiet street in front of my beloved nineteenth-century brownstone turned into a busy zone––honking, yelling, clattering. During all the noise of the evening rush hour, along with my racing thoughts, I reminded myself over and over: I am still in control.

      In the distance, a male voice shouted, “Fucking bitch…” The remaining part of the sentence swallowed by traffic and the rattling of the familiar, comforting glass bottles in Pietro’s kitchen––a cozy, garlic-smelling Italian trattoria only a few houses over. I love Pietro’s! I love this city. And despite my many past failures and too-frequent wrong decisions, I still love this life.

      Thoughts popped in and out of my mind. Like, Maybe the diagnosis is nothing but one giant mistake. I have no pain. I’m just a little tired, but I feel good. The doctors must be wrong. People are misdiagnosed all the time.

      This sucks! All of it does. I have to accept the truth. But I don’t want to. Right now, I want my analytical mind to shut up. I take a deep breath, thinking I’ve never been a desperate kind of woman, and I certainly don’t intend on becoming one now.

      
        
        Desperate [ˈdesp(ə)rət ] –– adjective: feeling, showing, or involving a hopeless sense that a situation is so bad as to be impossible to deal with

      

      

      My pen flies across the page as I’m writing this, and I declare in big, bold letters: I don’t want to tell anybody I’m sick. Not yet. This is my battle, and I am not ready to share my news with anybody. Mainly, I don’t want the people I love to worry about something irreversible, nor do I want people to treat me differently. These six months belong to me until I am ready to let go.

      And there it is again, this annoying, nagging inner voice of mine saying, Liz, live on your terms. If only I knew what my terms were.

      For now, I will write. I will think. I will walk. And maybe, just maybe, I will be strong.

      After all, I will have one hundred and forty days. Of course, that’s only if I'm lucky. Lucky to die. How ironic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 4

          

          NOVEMBER 30 | NEW YORK CITY

        

      

    

    
      Pete never came home last night, as expected. A mixture of anger and fear made me wallow in despair until the early morning.

      When I got up it was still pitch-black outside and deathly quiet for such a vibrant city. Earlier, I heard a couple of garbage trucks passing by, rumbling loudly along the otherwise deserted street until silence embraced me once again.

      That’s when I thought about all the books I’ve read on how to live mindfully.

      
        
        Mindfulness [ ˈmīn(d)f(ə)lnəs ] –– noun: a mental state achieved by focusing one's awareness on the present moment

      

      

      They conveyed how to stop thinking about the future and the past and instead, how to live in the moment. At the time it sounded too taxing, and I immediately dismissed the very thought of it. Now it’s clear that it might be the only way for me to continue living with some joy. Not only do I need to live in the now, but I also want to live in the now. I want to experience every moment of my life, and considering that I have no real future, it shouldn’t be too hard.

      A few days ago in Dr. Sternenberg's office, it took thirty seconds to irreversibly demolish my entire already-scattered-and-so-incredibly-fucked-up existence. Just like that, my life became a ticking time bomb and simultaneously, a luxury. There was no place to hide any longer, the truth screamed at me––loud and clear. Life is happening right now.

      After my third cup of coffee, I gathered all my strength and called my kids, ignoring the insanely early hour on the West Coast. I needed to hear their voices. Phone calls that, only a few days ago, would have been so easy and joyful were now emotionally challenging. With each of my kids, my conversations were usually as different as they are. We talked about finals, work, friends, books, and a new TV show I ‘absolutely’ have to watch. In their eyes, I’m not ‘up to date’ on the happenings of the world. We didn’t talk about cancer. That conversation will come soon enough. The thought of leaving my kids behind was excruciating, and as I hung up the phone, I lost it. I broke down howling like an animal in pain. Was that a sign of acceptance?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As I’m writing this, I feel dumb. All this time, I’ve pretended not to know what Pete has been doing and where he's been spending his nights. ‘Pretended.’ Of course I know. As long as I can remember, I’ve had this inner voice guiding me: stop fooling yourself and face the truth, Liz. I have no doubt he’s with one of his many young lovers. Oh Pete, how pathetic. It makes me sad to think that the funny, passionate, considerate man I once loved so much has been emotionally absent for a long time.

      Charming Pete, tall and handsome with salt-and-pepper hair and greenish-gray eyes.

      I wonder if any of these women will ever see the real Pete: the man who can be cold and critical, the man with a short fuse, the man who can strip away all your confidence because you can’t live up to his standards. Or will they just be blinded by the man who can talk for hours about almost any subject? The man with infectious laughter, the man who makes you feel loved. The good man.
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      I rid myself of these thoughts by taking a series of deep breaths, and then I slipped into my oldest and most comfortable pair of sweatpants––the ones Pete hates––and its matching sweater, another favorite item of mine. I bought it at the Portobello flea market during a trip to London, long before I got married. Back then, I was studying journalism and had so many dreams. I have to find my dream list! I used to make lists of everything. When did I stop writing them? When did I stop dreaming and living the life I wanted to live?

      Many years ago, there were moments when I would hold my head high with so much confidence and I would tell everybody that one day I would be a famous journalist, like Diane Sawyer or Barbara Walters, and I would write and travel the world. Not just travel the world, I was going to change it.

      Despite adoring my kids and loving being a mother, every time I gave birth the image of success that had been implanted in my head for so long had to surrender to my new circumstances. That's when I began dreaming a new and bigger dream. I wanted to be a novelist.

      But my dreams were no more than illusions. I was barely able to cope with the reality of my busy daily life and my slowly failing marriage.

      Without me noticing, one by one, all my dreams died and I gradually created a new life for myself. A life that fit Pete’s life. I found new friends and meaning as a mother and as a co-owner at the gallery. I learned to love the new version of myself. But Pete, despite me trying so hard to please him, didn’t like the ‘new me’ any better. In fact, he loved me less.

      “Now. Liz, it’s all about now.” I repeated to myself as I grabbed my sneakers and ran for the door. I decided to stop feeling sorry for myself and go for a long walk. A very long walk. A walk through the city I love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 5

          

          DECEMBER 1 | NEW YORK CITY

        

      

    

    
      All bundled up in a long, navy blue winter coat, I stood in front of the house I’ve lived in for the past eighteen years. The air was brisk. It was the type of cold that hits New York every winter.

      A cloud of breath formed as I slowly exhaled, and I felt a burning sensation in my lungs. That’s how I began my second––or was it already my third––walk? When I walk my mind quiets, my breathing steadies, and my thoughts become crystal clear.

      Today wasn’t any different as I strolled east toward Union Square. New York City is the most seductive and ever-changing city. The many colors of displayed fruits and vegetables, and the smell of freshly baked baguettes from the nearby farmer’s market distracted me from what lies ahead. The aroma of bread and homemade jam made me think of Paris.

      After all, before New York there was Paris. Cobblestoned streets, Le Marais, outdoor cafés, baroque buildings, and of course, French men. French men with their natural arrogance and their irresistibly passionate way of communicating with women. A French man can undress a woman with his eyes like no other man. And I can’t forget the countless picturesque bridges I often crossed during my nighttime walks, always wondering if I would ever share those moments with someone special. I will not. Now I know.

      I was the one who chose to give up Paris for Pete. My two Ps!

      Then one day, New York became my Paris. It took some time, but in the end I fell in love with its diversity: the people, the art, the contrasting neighborhoods, and the non-stop bustle.

      In a flash, morning turned into the afternoon, in a semi-dream about Paris and the life I could have had. For about two-and-a-half miles, I walked uptown along Broadway until I reached Central Park. I took in every sound, every movement. The way the light fell on the pond, all the shades of green, gold and umber. This is a beautiful world.
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      Hours later, I sat in the already––too––familiar waiting room with piles of used magazines, glass tables and brown chairs. I must have been put on a list of urgent cases because the minute I made myself semi-comfortable, I heard my name. A middle-aged nurse ushered me toward Dr. Sternenberg’s office, into yet another brown chair facing the man himself.

      “Would you like to wait for your husband? Or maybe a friend?” I shook my head in all four directions, thinking, I am not ready to share my news. He paused for a second, trying to interpret my gesture.

      Then he cut to the chase. “Liz, you still have options. We have drugs that can prolong your life.” My mind was racing and I couldn’t speak. To be honest, I’m not sure I heard or understood everything he said.

      He continued to explain lengthy treatment plans. “Naturally, you would have to stay in the hospital for about six weeks."

      Although all the information clouded my brain, for one brief second I emerged from the fog and had a moment of sudden clarity; I was fully aware that he was talking about a considerable fraction of my remaining life. This wasn’t a great offer. Honestly, it was a terrible offer.

      My mind drifted off. I was thinking about my next steps while Dr. Sternenberg continued to rattle on about medications, side-effects, tubes and percentages.

      “With some luck, you might live for another year.” Did he just say luck?

      
        
        Luck [ lək ] –– noun: success or failure apparently brought by chance rather than through one's own actions

      

      

      At one point Dr. Sternenberg leaned in and in his low-key voice said, “There is one more possibility we should discuss. It’s a new clinical trial.”

      After I pressed him for more information, he finally admitted that if I would say ‘yes’ to the trial, I would have a five percent chance of doubling or tripling my life expectancy. Five percent! The possibility of spending most of my remaining time in the hospital, or potentially never leaving it, wasn’t a price I was willing to pay.

      That's when I decided I was going to forget all about clinical trials, and I was just going to take the necessary drugs and painkillers to stay comfortable as long as possible. I had a choice to make, so I made it.

      That very moment I realized: I have full control over my life, and in the same way, I have total power over my death.

      
        
        Death [ deTH ] –– noun: the end of the life of a living thing

      

      

      Finally I managed to speak, despite the foggy bubble engulfing me and the world around me turning into one muffled sound.

      Although he had already told me, I had to ask again. “How much longer do I have?”

      “Without the trial four, maybe five months.”

      I suppressed a sob, pretending to be calm. I'm a master at pretending to be okay when I'm not, but these numbers made me dizzy.
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      Not much later, I walked through a sea of people down posh Madison Avenue and sipped some green tea. A scotch would have been better, but I can't remember the last time I had a drink during the day.

      Despite my desire to forget every second of what had just happened, my thoughts drifted back to Dr. Sternenberg and I wondered: Do we always need a plan in life? Doesn’t a plan mean we’re chasing something? And isn’t that the opposite of living more mindfully?

      His words replayed in my mind. “Liz, I understand how hard this is for you.”

      I thought, No, you don’t. You have no idea how I feel.

      The only ‘lucky’ part about my situation is that I received a fair warning, and with that information came the luxury to do the things that are important to me. That's why I chose to hold my head up high and live the last days of my life with as little regret as possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 6

          

          DECEMBER 2 | NEW YORK CITY

        

      

    

    
      Pete finally came home last night, then he surprised me by getting up shortly before six. He never gets up early.

      Not much later, we sat in silence at the kitchen counter, sipping coffee and reading newspaper articles, predominately sad stories blown up into tragedies. Sitting together like this wasn’t really a choice but rather a habit.

      
        
        Habit [ habət ] –– noun: a settled or regular tendency or practice, especially one that is hard to give up

      

      

      The sound of the dripping faucet cut through the heavy air surrounding us, and at some point I put the paper down to watch Pete as he read. My heart broke one last time as images of a young Pete ruffling up my hair while kissing me floated through my mind.

      Not being able to take it any longer, I finally broke the silence. “Will you be home tonight?” He lowered the paper and studied me for so long that I concluded he was comparing me to one of his lovers, and I was on the losing end. That’s when I looked away.

      “Yes. Why?” he asked.

      “No reason. I’m going to see Erica and Freja for dinner.”

      “I’ll be late anyway.” And then he continued to read as if nothing had ever happened between us. And as if I was not about to die. (To be fair, he didn’t know that part yet.)

      For one moment I wondered if I should tell him about being sick. It would be the “correct thing” to do. But would it change anything? And for the first time it isn’t about Pete. It’s about me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      With every step, my city enfolded me, and I became intensely conscious of all my senses. I focused on the world that surrounds me, to examine every detail and not let it pass me by any longer.

      It was cold and I wrapped my scarf closer around my neck. A pedestrian elbowed me from behind. Cabs honked and their headlights illuminated the night sky. I’m not sure what triggered it, but my heart started pounding and my mind began racing. I also wasn’t sure how much or how little I wanted to reveal to Erica and Freja, or if I wanted to say anything at all. I couldn't breathe. I panicked. Tears flooded my eyes. I clearly wasn’t ready to accept my fate. But would I ever be?

      Dr. Sternenberg had advised me: “Liz, you should consider seeing a psychologist to help you cope. You will go through a lot of emotions, which will be difficult to handle.” I was beginning to get the idea.

      
        
        Panic [ ‘panik ] –– noun: sudden uncontrollable fear or anxiety, often causing wildly unthinking behavior

      

      

      I looked up at the dark sky––something I vowed to do often in the days to come––I was looking up to heaven. Maybe I would pray. Maybe.

      Once my shallow breathing returned to normal, I pulled myself together and made my way through the cheery Soho crowds towards the restaurant.

      I was late. And I am never late. Balthazar, a bustling, romantic French brasserie, was as lively as always. I spotted Freja immediately. Standing tall at 6 feet with broad shoulders and short brown hair, she definitely doesn’t blend in.

      On top of it, she screamed in my direction, “Liz, over here!”

      Smiling, I pushed myself through the people to a booth table in the back. Erica, half the size of Freja, was sitting in the corner. I leaned down to hug her for a little longer than usual.

      I peeled myself out of my hat, coat, gloves and scarf, and squeezed in between my friends. A waiter with the walk and physique of a dancer approached. Freja scanned every inch of him before announcing, “Not bad at all.” She’s so no-nonsense that even he had to smile. Then she ordered half the menu while my stomach turned, and I wondered if I should tell them the truth or find some excuse to leave town and deal with my share of the gallery later.

      Delicious food followed delicious drinks. Erica was in the middle of a story about an annoying neighbor while I leaned back observing my friends, when Freja suddenly said, “What’s wrong, Liz?”

      I jumped. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what is it you aren’t telling us?”

      Erica dropped her food and stared at me. Her eyes widened and she looked scared. That’s when I made up my mind.

      “I love you both,” I said, knowing that this was going to be much harder than I’d imagined.

      “This can’t be good,” Freja said, putting down her fork.

      I took a deep breath and reached for both their hands. “I’m leaving.” I guess this was also the very moment I decided what I would do next.

      “You’re what?” Freja shouted. She’s always so loud.

      “I don’t understand,” Erica said.

      In the end, I blurted it out. “I’m dying. I have leukemia.” I did it. I actually said it out loud. It was over. Done!

      Erica and Freja stared at me for what felt like a very long time. And under different circumstances, it could have been funny.

      Finally, Freja buried me in her arms, and then Erica joined her.

      After that, the evening took a turn. At first, they denied it, almost in the same way I did for the past few days. They looked for a reason why it couldn’t be true, and for ways in which they could save me. Our little get together became “sad,” precisely what I didn’t want. So, I swore them to secrecy.

      I need to tell my kids when the time is right. And now is not the right time.
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          DECEMBER 3 | NEW YORK CITY

        

      

    

    
      Despite lying awake for most of the night, I woke up before Pete. Anxiety was inching through my body while my thoughts raced from one subject to another. Some of them serious, others not so much. It went something like this: What kind of funeral do I want? Where should I be buried? Will I miss Pete? Should I be buried? I’m scared. Will Pete ever miss me? I need to clean the fridge. Pete will never remember to pick up the dry cleaning. Will I suffer a lot? My kids, I adore my kids. Will they be okay without me?

      As I watched Pete snuffling next to me, I thought about all the years we had spent together and the question that would remain forever. Why couldn’t we make it work? I reached out for Pete one last time but stopped in mid-air; I couldn’t.

      I was lying next to a man who had made me cry too often. A man who no longer respected me and who couldn’t––or didn't want to––see the real me.

      After all these years, I finally grasped that the man I had once loved so much had never taken the time to notice that something had changed, that I had metamorphosed.

      But if all that were true, I wondered: Why had I never dared to change my life? For too many years, I had postponed everything. There had been the fear of the unknown. The fear of failing. The fear of not fulfilling, to the best of my abilities, the limitless responsibilities of life.

      
        
        Fear [ ˈfir  ] –– noun:  an unpleasant emotion caused by the belief that someone or something is dangerous, likely to cause pain or a threat

      

      

      Now was the time to make yet another choice: I could die with regret, or I could finally live.

      I chose to live and to give up fear. I was determined to live these last months, days, hours, minutes, and seconds fearlessly. At least, I would try.

      In my mind I created a bubble that descended on me and soothed me into a state of quietude, a painless world. I visualized it as a pink, unbreakable bubble, like the ‘Bazooka’ bubblegum I used to blow up as a child until it popped straight onto my face. I see myself in that pink cocoon, protected.

      This morning I waited. I waited for Pete to get up. I waited for him to pack for his next trip. Another trip? I waited for him to hug me one last time, but it never came. Instead, I watched him close the entrance door. I watched him leave. He never turned around, so he never saw me crying. He didn’t know that I concocted a plan during the night and that we would never see each other again.

      The door clicked shut and I stood there, sobbing. Did my bubble already burst?

      I texted my kids to let them know I was okay and that I would be in touch soon. Seconds later, my phone buzzed and a text from Isabella appeared. “Weird, Mom… What’s going on?” I didn’t answer but sent back a heart emoji. Next, I grabbed a suitcase from the coat closet and threw all my comfy clothes in it, turned off my cell phone and tossed it between my clothes in the suitcase. Then I took my jewelry and watches and placed them in my closet behind the dresses I will never wear again.

      And finally, I wrote a note:

      
        
        Pete,

        Please don’t try to contact me or alarm the kids. I’m all right, and they know that I will be in touch soon. Although life didn’t turn out the way we once dreamed, I don’t want you to forget that I loved you the day we got married in that tiny church across from the Chinese deli, and I loved you for all the years that followed.

        Be well.

        Liz

        P.S. I plan to spend Christmas with the kids (if they want). Please agree to this and don’t question anything.

      

      

      I placed my keys on top of the note, while images of Pete and me floated around my mind: staying up all night and counting stars, running through the rain, painting the walls of our tiny apartment in bright yellow, feeding each other dumplings out of paper containers and Pete holding each of our babies. They disappeared as quickly as they came. One by one, I let them go.
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      The day Pete and I moved into our home, all I had with me was one suitcase. Now, I’m leaving him the same way.

      For many years, Pete had been the best man for me. He made me feel secure and for a while he had been a man of his word. At the beginning, we were blinded by a fun life with only a few responsibilities, and we had dreamed up a future that later turned out to be nothing more than an illusion.

      Life gradually evolved into a succession of tasks and duties: kids, the house, Pete’s increasingly demanding work. Pete struggled, and eventually he gave up––first on the kids, then on me––and continued to live his life the way it had been before we got married.

      But I’m not a victim here. I’m more of a participant. After all, I never tried to stop him.
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      The door slammed shut behind me, and I walked down the stairs thinking, Why didn’t I enjoy every moment as if it were my last?
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      After spending a sleepless night in a small but fancy hotel in Chelsea, with its rose walls and fluffy white towels, I was on my way. However, my newly found freedom and the fact that I’m not used to making impulsive decisions made me feel discombobulated.

      On my way to the airport, I started spiraling. Suddenly the thought of flying made my heart palpitate and I panicked. I loved flying, the sensation of soaring through infinite space. But flights end too quickly, like so many other things in life—and as I now know, life itself.

      I was almost at JFK when I changed my mind. I needed time to think about what I was going to do next. For years there had been this little dream of mine: to travel cross-country on a train. With my death so imminent, this turned out to be the perfect opportunity.

      The cab driver, Singh Rajed (that’s what it said on his license medallion), by now irritated by my indecision, gave me that New York look. Seriously reconsidering my sanity (and I can’t blame him), he made a sharp U-turn and drove through Queens back towards Manhattan.

      Elated, I knew I made the right choice when the spectacular New York skyline once again came into view. This would be the last time I would see the city I had loved all these years. I tried to absorb all the colors, shapes and breathtaking reflections of sunlight on the glass windows of the skyscrapers. Then I closed my eyes and created a picture of it in my mind, an image I can recall at any given time. That was when I figured out how to say goodbye. Goodbye to people, places and things.

      
        
        Goodbye [ ɡo͝odˈbī ] –– noun: a parting

      

      

      The incense the cab driver was burning (is this even allowed?) gradually lulled me into a state of peace. An hour later, a much calmer Singh––I doubled his fare––dropped me off at the Grand Central Station.

      Train stations aren't supposed to be that grandiose! In my experience, train stations are filthy and either too cold or too hot. But those descriptions don’t apply here. With its gigantic clocks, ornate mezzanine, old staircases, enticing food courts, long underground corridors, and its masterfully painted ceiling of angels and stars, Grand Central is mesmerizing.

      I’ve always been attracted to the allure of train stations and the stories they carry. I often wonder: Where are all these people going, and why?

      Train stations remind me of beginnings and endings, departures and arrivals.

      As I stood underneath the opal-faced Main Concourse Information Booth Clock, knowing that in less than six months all of this won’t exist for me anymore. I’ll depart to an unknown place I can’t even picture yet.

      I whispered, “Liz, don’t cry,” and swallowed my tears.

      It was almost funny that everybody was in such a rush except for me. And I was the one with no time left.

      Behind the ticket counter sat a heavyset woman with meticulously braided hair. There was sadness in her brown eyes.

      “Where to?” she asked.

      “Los Angeles,” I said.

      A weird moment of silence followed while she looked through a timetable. In the end, she broke into a half-smile.

      “You’re in luck, girl. There’s one leaving in two hours. But not from here. You have to go to Penn Station.” Of course! How silly of me. I should have known better.

      There was a pause, and I thought she was about to say something else, but what followed was only a look of desire, as if she wanted to come with me. I forced my attention back to her, thinking that maybe one day she could change her life and follow her dreams. I only hope if she does, it’s not her last journey.

      “Thank you,” I murmured. And then I ran.
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      At Penn Station I bought my ticket (two tickets, I have to change trains in Chicago), and that’s when anxiety hit me. It always comes out of the blue. Trying to breathe through it, I clung to my ticket and held on to my suitcase as I made my way through the crowd, feeling vulnerable. People transformed into nothing but moving figures, and I urged myself to take one step at a time. Just one more step. Just one more step, Liz, just one more.
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          DECEMBER 5 | ON THE TRAIN

        

      

    

    
      The steady, monotonous beat of the train woke me up and my first thought was that more than one of my remaining weeks had already passed. Less than nineteen weeks left, and that’s if I’m lucky. Less than five months. I have to stop counting.

      I opened the shades and as sunlight flooded my train cabin, my mood lifted. I’m leaving one life behind to begin a brief new one. Am I insane? What am I thinking? What will happen when I’m too sick to take care of myself? Honestly, right now, I don’t give a fuck.

      I unlatched and opened the window and screamed as loud as I could. “I want to live!” It felt so good. Then I did it again. And again.
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      Later, curled up on my quite comfortable berth, I watched the world fly by. Stretched out in front of me was a fertile plain of cornfields––endless green and yellow bathed in the sun, swaying in the wind. After some time, the fields disappeared and stretches of evergreens, standing tall, replaced them. So beautiful.

      There are a few ways one can travel on a train. In my case, there were two options: the rustic and straightforward way economy or the more luxurious first-class version. I opted for the latter. Paying a bit more––actually, a lot more––secured me one of the single occupant compartments. The things money can buy! Plush pillows, blankets and vanilla-scented soaps. I should have felt
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