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For all my best friends and their other best friends.
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With love and gratitude.
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When Molly Granger included “Dancing Queen” on her funeral playlist, she couldn’t have anticipated that it would go over this badly. This is the worst funeral ever. No one is dancing.


Christina, Leanne, and Nora have done their best to respect Molly’s final wishes—wearing bright colors, playing joyful music, and generally making sure that her funeral is “not too lame.” But many people are already violating the no-tears clause from the funeral contract Molly drew up in colored pencil and had notarized.


“Should we skip to the next track? Do we know where the rainbow pinwheels are? Have you seen Nora?” Leanne says, buzzing past the bathroom door that hides Nora. Leanne has honored Molly’s colorful wardrobe mandate with a splash of fuchsia nail polish and a perky pink-and-teal scarf. She felt that wearing just a pop of color with a traditional black cardigan and black skirt struck a balance that would make all the guests feel welcome—even ones who may have missed the note in the obituary requesting cheerful attire. Still, she regretted wearing black at all when Christina showed up in an impeccably tailored lavender Chanel pantsuit—possibly winning the best-friend-of-Molly competition that started when they were nine. With the perfect poise of a seasoned hostess, Leanne breezes through Molly’s death party and lingers briefly near Christina to make a command sound like a polite suggestion. “Maybe we should dance and that will show everyone that it’s normal?”


It’s actually not normal to enjoy the dance hits of a Swedish pop sensation when mourning the loss of a best friend. And, for that matter, it’s not normal for a woman’s life to end at thirty-four. Molly would have been quick to point out that abnormality is the thing that got them there in the first place. That’s how the story of cancer begins.


Christina looks at her watch. It’s only been seven minutes. She’s never spent this much time with Leanne and Nora without Molly buoying the conversation. In her daily life, Christina bargains with time—minute to minute—cramming massive responsibilities into a teeny day. There never seems to be enough time, yet today—at the funeral of her best friend, in the company of childhood frenemies—time has expanded. They just have to get through the next three hours, three minutes, and three seconds together.


“Make everything three,” Molly told each of them separately. Separate was their preferred configuration. “I love threes.”


Molly’s nomadic lifestyle made it easy for them to avoid each other for the last decade or so, but when Molly came back to their suburban hometown in Massachusetts to be sick and then die, they were forced to spend much more time together in the last season of her life than they ever wanted to—which is to say, they’ve seen each other twice this summer. Today will be the third time, and mercifully, the last.


“I’ll give out water,” Christina tells Leanne, who is swaying in a feckless effort to groove to ABBA near a casket containing the body of their mutual best friend.


“Yes, Nora was in charge of bringing water,” Leanne says. “Where’s Nora?”


“I don’t know,” Christina says, looking at her watch again. Now six minutes have passed instead. For Christina, being with Leanne has somehow slowed time into reverse.


“Dancing Queen” fades out as Nora steps out of the ladies’ room for the second time in seven minutes and twenty-two seconds. The first time was to get a tissue. The second was to wash her hands. Both times were to avoid conversation with Christina and Leanne.


If Nora were doing a countdown of her top three most dreaded activities, they would rank as follows:


3. Small talk with anyone anywhere, particularly at the funeral party of her best friend.


2. A full day of errands that includes getting a root canal, going to the DMV, and attending a black-box-theater production of a one-woman show written and performed by that lady from HR who hands out “comp” tickets with a great deal of pressure, but writes “no pressure” on the back of the ticket.


1. Being in the presence of Christina and Leanne.


Today, there’s an abundance of small-talkers to fill the room while Nora hides in plain sight. She conceded to dress colorfully at Molly’s funeral but only if the color was beige. Large groups at parties can really save Nora. She often positions herself near a few average-sized adults so she can enjoy the shade of a human eclipse. But here, those average-to-tall people might engage with her about sad things, and that is absolutely not what she wants. None of the responsibility of conversation will fall on her as long as she can avoid social stag-nancy by staying in motion. Trips to the bathroom will help. It can be embarrassing to go to the bathroom as often as Nora plans to go today, but she has prepared several excuses. She’s already used two. Next, she’ll say she’s going in to fix her contacts. (Nora doesn’t wear contacts.)


While looking for Nora, Leanne experiences that magical instant where grief grants a reprieve of forgetfulness, and she surrenders to her instinct to search the crowd for Molly instead. Parties are where Molly belonged. Leanne recalls Molly’s habit of slipping out of parties when no one was looking. By avoiding goodbyes, it could seem as if she had been around the entire time. It wasn’t until the next day that people wondered, “Hey, what ever happened to Molly last night?” She loved creating the mystery. Leanne had always hoped Molly would grow out of this, but it seems Molly thought her funeral could be the same way. Just a good ol’ time at a cozy nonreligious venue that has more windows than the typical musty old funeral homes her family preferred. Perhaps no one would notice that Molly had slipped casually out of the celebration forever.


For now, Leanne must actively pretend that Molly is just off somewhere being impolite. Telling herself this lie will help her follow the rules, comfort Molly’s parents, and make guests feel welcome. Most importantly, she’ll keep conversations with Christina brief and she’ll smile at Nora—if she can find her. She plans to grieve later in the shower. That’s the most appropriate thing to do, she decides.


In the name of similar propriety, Christina has muted her typical bombastic conversation style for this event. For these three hours, she’s sworn off swearing. When she wants to exclaim about the politics of Molly’s less liberal relatives, she keeps it to herself. She’s tried to volley some light banter in the direction of Molly’s musician friends, but it was a fail, and she let it go. No one ever knows what to say when there’s a box of human remains in the room anyway.


Christina stews in the quiet awkwardness, wondering why Molly seemed to only collect one of each type of person for her menagerie of friends. By the time she sees Sam, her unexpressed thoughts escape by way of exasperated exhalation.


“Totally,” Sam says, in full agreement.


Christina and Molly agreed that the word tragic is overused, especially on the internet. Still, even Christina had to admit that Molly meeting Sam so close to her death could be considered a tragic love story. She wants to exclaim about this, as she exclaims about all grave injustices (and even minor infractions like when her name is misspelled on her Starbucks order), but she has gotten through half of this party without side-eye from Leanne—or clergy. Sam has heard Christina’s intended sentiment from enough people already today, so he responds by rote to what she isn’t saying.


“Molly and I had crappy timing,” Sam says finally, as he rallies against tears. The no-tears clause included the words especially Sam, as he can easily be felled by the sight of a Hallmark commercial.


Christina ponders timing, punctuality, and Molly’s acceptance of Christina’s overscheduled lifestyle. She wonders if she deserved such unconditional friendship. More than that, she wishes she had less time today to wonder about this. She wishes she could just go back to her office. She turns on her phone for a minute and it buzzes right away, firing up the deprived dopamine centers of her brain. She wishes the alerts were Molly sending her a vulgar GIF to make this awful day into a dark joke. But it’s just Christina’s assistant reassuring her to take all the time she needs. Time is the last thing Christina wants.


Just back from her fourth trip to the bathroom, Nora finds herself standing between Christina and Leanne when Mrs. Granger’s pastor calls for a prayer. Molly compromised on the pastor for her mother’s sake, though she called him “the Religion Guy,” even at the end, when she felt comforted by his final blessings over her.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” the Religion Guy says. “If we could all join hands in prayer . . .”


Molly’s three best friends reluctantly join hands in their own personal hell. They spend the next few minutes sweating through the awkward intimacy of hand-holding and God talk. Christina exclaims (in her head) that Molly wouldn’t have wanted any sort of religious reference at her funeral. Leanne closes her eyes and nods with exaggerated reverence. Nora feels a competitive grip on each of her limp hands from Christina and Leanne and searches for the quickest path to her bathroom sanctuary because, eventually, this prayer will end.


At last, the prayer does end, and Molly’s girls nearly escape each other, until Leanne brings up a bit of business:


“Mrs. Granger wants us to come over in a few weeks. In three weeks, actually. You know Molly and that ‘three’ thing.”


“Fine.” Nora is quick to end this exchange, even though agreeing to the invitation will mean three weeks of dread and then more small talk at the Grangers’ house. It’s not fine, though. Nothing is fine.


“I can’t,” Christina says. She can assume this without looking at her calendar. Booking Christina takes at least six weeks’ advance notice.


“We have to,” Leanne insists. “This was Molly’s request.”


“I’ll make it work,” Christina says.


“Good then,” Leanne says. “Mrs. Granger said there are some things Molly wanted us to have.”


Nora feels herself choking as she excuses herself. She doesn’t want Molly’s stuff. She just wants Molly, and that’s impossible. Nora fears any inhalation could flutter into a sob before she makes it to the bathroom, so she doesn’t breathe at all. It would be better to suffocate than to break down in front of all these strangers. Worse, she might cry in front of Leanne and Christina—two strangers she’s known all her life.


Molly’s Funeral Party Playlist shuffles to the next track: “The 59th Street Bridge Song (Feelin’ Groovy)” by Simon and Garfunkel. Enough time has passed, and it’s easier to ignore the buzzkill casket in the room and pay attention to the music. The party guests desperately need to shift away from the somber present and back toward happy memories of this woman whose spirit was free until she became sick—and now, in death, is free again. They hear the message Molly wanted them to hear:


Life, I love you. All is groovy.


“Classic Molly,” Christina whispers to herself. But Leanne hears her.


Leanne smiles. “That’s so Molly.”


Nora hears them both but pretends she doesn’t. She agrees though. It is so Molly.


But now, Molly is gone.
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Nora’s coworkers at Content Monkey sent condolence flowers to her apartment, and she kept them for as long as it took the deliveryman to walk away from her front door. She removed the card expressing lukewarm sympathies and felt a pain behind her eye. Before she even got a good look at the bouquet, inflamed sinuses told her there were lilies involved. Why should Nora have to tolerate allergies on the day after her best friend’s funeral?


It’s a no-brainer—these flowers must go to live with someone else right away. The fastest solution is to deposit the arrangement on the stoop next door. Her overly sunny neighbor, Francine, will assume a secret admirer left them. Pretty Francine does have a lot of admirers, but most have been merely assumptions on her part. Today, Nora is fine with adding to Francine’s disturbingly healthy self-esteem.


Later, Nora will write in her composition notebook:


Francine is just the type who loves the stink of lilies and will probably rub their fragrance on her neck and later will make them into some kind of Pinterest potpourri sachet.


Nora doesn’t know how she feels about things unless they’re written down. Often, she writes things like: Do I need new sneakers? and then writes the answer next to it: Yes, Go to Marshalls. It’s as if Nora’s notebook and pen come together as a council of elders for all the sounding-board questions other people ask family members, friends, or spouses.


Some pages of her notebook are designated for grocery store lists. Then there are lists of why she can’t sleep and lists of remedies for her insomnia. It’s a lot of lists. Old-school composition notebooks that cost two dollars each work just fine for her. Twenty years of this kind of note-taking has filled closets of her home with composition notebooks—and not because she’s sentimental or would ever reference any of them. No, she just can’t guarantee their discreet destruction. What if her thoughts got into the wrong hands? In high school, Nora feared that the horrendous varsity queen-of-everything, Amy McCormick, would somehow find her notebook in the trash and circulate it to everyone at school. Times change, but Nora’s fears stay the same. She continues to hoard her journals, convinced that if they were ever discovered in the recycling bin, she would become a viral comic oddity on a Twitter account started by dumpster divers.


“If I don’t make it, burn my notebooks,” she said to Molly one time when Molly forced Nora onto one of those bungee fling swings in Orlando. “You can read them if you want, but then burn them.”


And then Nora and Molly were launched into the steamy Florida air, and for once, Nora screamed as loud as Molly did, but each for different reasons. Molly’s scream reflected the same blissful abandon she brought to everything she did. Nora’s scream was just plain old terror. Nora survived that bungee fling swing, and Molly never had to burn any composition notebooks.


Today, Nora considers a notebook bonfire. The death of a friend makes people wonder how their own death will play out. Nora doesn’t worry about the manner of death—only who will find her stuff afterward.


Nora almost makes it back into her apartment when Francine chirps a greeting from next door, then interrupts herself to gasp over the floral arrangement.


“Who are these from?” Francine sings.


It was more of a reflection than a question, but Nora steps back down from her front doorstep to answer her. It’s too late though—the assumptions have begun.


“Hmmm. There’s no card!” Francine relishes the delicious rom-com plot forming in her imagination.


It has already gone too far for Nora to tell Francine the truth. At this point, telling Francine that these are hand-me-down sympathy flowers would be awkward at best and cruel at worst. Lying isn’t kind either, so Nora shrugs. Saying nothing is the loophole of lies.


Francine has lived next door to Nora for three years, and despite Francine’s exuberance about neighboring, they haven’t become friends.


The last time Nora made a true friend, it went like this:


Molly: “Hi, I’m Molly. Wanna be friends?”


Nora: “Okay.”


It really doesn’t work like this in adulthood. Adults have schedules instead of playfulness, opinions instead of curiosity, and personas instead of personalities. Brick by brick, their ideas about who they should be cover up who they really are. And often, as was the case with Nora, the only people left inside the fortress are the people who got in when the wall was still low enough to hopscotch over.


And now, Francine has bopped into Nora’s newly empty fortress a day after the windows had been blown out and the foundation had been cracked.


“Are you home today?” Francine asks, her eyes growing huge. Francine’s shiny strawberry blonde hair swirls around her peaches-and-honey complexion.


Francine is a fruit salad, Nora will write in her notebook later today.


Nora considers another lie loophole, but she’s already reached the one-shrug-per-conversation limit Molly set for her a few years back. Now, she has to speak.


“Yes, home today. All day. Maybe bookstore,” Nora says, and immediately wonders why she sounds like Tarzan.


Those aren’t even sentences! Why do I talk? is what she would write if it were socially acceptable to take notes during a conversation. She has considered this many times. She might get away with it if she switches to note-taking on her iPhone. She could pass it off as an important incoming work-related text. People do this all the time.


“Bookstore! Perfect! I’m in!” Fruit Salad Francine accepts the invitation that Nora has not extended. Francine has assumed, as Francine does.


Nora can only muster shrugs and Tarzan talk, so there’s no getting out of this.


“Okay,” she says.


Typically Nora relishes a day stuck at home in her eclectic and cozy apartment. At home, she’s comforted by the familiar structure of her inherited furniture that has become fully expressed with new quirky upholstery. She’s inspired by her gallery wall that displays fine art alongside kitsch. She usually loves her stuff. But today, the pieces of her home radiate reminders and her stuff just makes her sad. Today, her gallery wall’s focal piece—Gramp Shea’s antique gilded frame surrounding a “Hang in There” kitty cat poster from Molly—makes her ache. Nora does not want to hang in there or anywhere.


She might even wish for the distraction of office life today, even though she’s been pleading with her boss for months about establishing a telecommute situation. She’s never understood why a content provider needed a brick-and-mortar headquarters anyway. Unfortunately, she has been banned from the office so she can grieve at home. Along with protocol flowers and standard sentiment, her coworkers have flooded her with a thread of texts urging her to take the “full bereavement leave” offered by their company. They fear if she doesn’t, then HR will reevaluate the necessity for this time. It’s likely some of them believe they are being kind by starting their texts with “Thinking of you” or “You are in my thoughts” before they push their self-serving agendas.


All of these texts show up as nameless phone numbers because none of Nora’s coworkers have ever spoken to her before. And thanks to these ten-digit well-wishers and their burdensome sympathy, Nora faces a day of too much nothing.
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Getting into Francine’s car was better than nothing. Nora didn’t have enough words to express her preference for the local bookstore, the Well-Lighted Lit Shop, so Francine assumed they’d go to the massive book superstore at the mall. This time, Nora is fine with Francine’s assumption. The multilevel mall bookstore will be a good place for them to part ways for a bit. Going forward, the Well-Lighted could still be Nora’s private safe haven from run-ins with small-talkers. Nora typically goes to bookstores for public solitude. There, she can indulge her reclusive ways but still appear to participate in a community.


It would seem obvious to peruse the grief section, but Nora already brushed up on how to grieve about a month ago because she thought it might get Molly’s hospice nurse off her back. Of course, hospice nurses are trained to stay off people’s backs. That is pretty much their whole deal, actually. But they were saying things Nora wasn’t prepared to hear yet, and even though the nurse’s tone wasn’t nagging, Nora’s thoughts were.


Nora enters the massive bookstore with Francine twittering away about something she saw on HGTV. Francine works from home as a marketing consultant and has HGTV on as background sound the way most people play music while they work. Nora beholds the giant stacks of books and breathes in the peaceful access to knowledge in this place. Her shoulders soften and lower about five inches from where they’ve been hunched for the last week.


She’s home.


What will she learn about this time? The idea of it is exhilarating. She might flip through a light ghostwritten memoir of a D-list celebrity or peruse a historical literary analysis of Keats poems. Maybe she’ll look at some travel essays or a Crock-Pot cookbook? It could be anything.


There is, however, one section she will not browse today: Home & Garden. That’s where Francine is headed.


“Let’s go see if there’s anything cute we can do with my container garden!” Francine says.


“Okay,” Nora mumbles, but she’s already paging through a spy novel.


Francine assumes Nora is following her.


Nora explores the store and selects seven books to flip through. When she finds her spot on the floor in front of the map section, she takes out her notebook and pen so she can think better. No one ever shops for maps, so she’ll be alone.


“Oh! There you are! Sorry I got lost. I found some good stuff,” Francine says.


“That’s okay, there’s plenty to keep me busy around here,” Nora says. A whole articulate sentence! She did it. Bravo.


“Girl, you got a lot of books going here,” Francine remarks, grabbing from the top of Nora’s stack.


“Good variety,” Nora says, knowing she can never pull off calling another woman “girl” in that buddy way. Truth be told, Francine can’t either. She just thinks she can.


“Here ya go! This helped my friend when she was in your situation,” Francine says, presenting Nora with a self-help book called Girl, You Got Dumped: How to Get Over Him and Under Someone Else. “I totally understand what you’re going through today.”


Nora scribbles in her notebook, etiquette be damned:


No one understands.


It will be a while, if ever, before Nora accepts an invitation to spend time with another person.


Francine shouldn’t have assumed.
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When Christina screeches her Audi into the office parking garage, the valets prepare to hustle. They know she’s in a hurry, as usual, and they don’t mind indulging her polite yet demanding ways. She tips well and knows all their names.


“Louie!” she says. “Did you see the game?” Christina, a habitually barefoot driver, slips on her YSL shoes while Louie opens her door.


“Yes, ma’am,” Louie agrees, his voice much quieter than his cologne.


“What a shitty call! Bunch of bullshit, right?” Christina towers over him, even without treacherously high heels.


Louie doesn’t watch baseball, but there’s never enough time to say much of anything during this morning greeting. So he just “yes ma’ams” her. Meanwhile, Christina doesn’t enjoy baseball but accepts that knowing about it is her responsibility as a Bostonian.


“Welcome back, Ms. Ford,” Louie says, but Christina is already in the elevator.


She texts “Arrived” to her assistant Julie, and when the doors open on the twelfth floor, Julie greets Christina with coffee.


“Thanks, Jules,” Christina says, still in motion.


“Welcome back,” Julie says.


“Thank you.”


“How was your time off?” Julie dares to ask.


Julie, and everyone else at the Medeski, Poloulo & Ford law firm, would love to know why Christina was absent last week. It couldn’t be illness, they’ve decided. Machines don’t get sick. A vacation is even less likely because vacationing is just about the only thing Christina doesn’t know how to do.


“Just fine,” Christina says.


“Thank you.”


And that is that.


“I rescheduled your meetings, no problem, and canceled the deposition for this morning so you can regroup and—”


“Perfect, thanks. Can you make sure my salad gets here at one o’clock, and will you make my shake at ten, please? I’m just going to lock down and catch up.”


“Sure, no problem. And your three-thirty chai latte?”


“Perfect. Thanks. You’re the best!” Christina calls out as she closes her office door. Julie really is the best. She will never ask where Christina has been.


Christina lands in her overpriced ergonomic chair and slips off the torturous shoes that created the need for this special back-friendly office furniture in the first place. She hates wearing these unkind high heels, but she sticks it out. It’s not enough for Christina to be taller than most women—she prefers to be taller than most men too.


A day ago, Leanne rolled her eyes when Christina was poking around on an iPhone at the funeral home, but setting a calendar alert is the only way Christina remembers anything. As soon as her desktop stirs awake, that reminder pops up.


Schedule awkward get-together at Molly’s parents’ house.


“Julie!” Christina calls. It’s become Christina’s habit to yell her assistant’s name when faced with the task she wants to do the least. She immediately retracts. “Forget it!”


There’s no way Julie can, or should, contact Christina’s former frenemies to coordinate a meeting with their dead mutual best friend’s mom. Though it would be so nice to outsource grief, even Christina hasn’t figured out how to do that yet.


A torrent of pop-up reminders fills Christina’s screen, but she gets the worst to-do over with first. She drafts an email to Leanne and Nora.


Subject: Molly’s mom in three weeks


Hi—Just following up on funeral. Can we set a time for meeting with Molly’s mom? Leanne, you said we’re looking at three weeks out? Let me know so I can arrange.


—C


Christina has tended to exactly one of her other emails when a reply comes in from Leanne:


Hi, Christina & Nora:


Hope you’re both doing well and recovering from yesterday. I was going to give Mrs. Granger some time to breathe, but she actually reached out to me this morning already. She seems to be doing okay, all things considered. She suggested we meet at her house on Wednesday night, three weeks from today, at 7:00 p.m.


I hope you don’t mind, I told her that would work, as I’m sure we’ll all make it a priority. I’ll see you there!


Yours,


Leanne


“Yours,” Christina says out loud, mocking Leanne’s formal closing. “Up yours.”


While Christina is typing back, Nora replies to Leanne:


OK.


Nora can pull this off, but such pithy phrasing from Christina would come off as glib. She forces herself to write more than Nora did.


Thanks for setting it up. I will be there. Let me know if I should bring anything.


—C


She deletes the last sentence right away. What if Leanne asks her to bake something? She’s said enough for now. In three weeks, she can come up with more to say. Until then, she has to get back on track. Two days off from work has been too much.
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At the stroke of 6:00 p.m., Louie gets the signal from upstairs—Christina is on the move. He bolts to her car, which he keeps parked in the first space next to the elevator.


When the elevator doors open, Christina strides to her waiting car and takes off her shoes for the drive to her Back Bay condo.


By 6:17, Christina arrives home and opens the door, two minutes off schedule.


Maeve has just plated dinner for two.


“Sorry, I’m late.”


“Oh! You’re not. You’re okay,” Maeve says, in a fading African accent. She scoots Christina out of the galley kitchen. Maeve’s powerful stature takes up the entire narrow kitchen, and anyway, Christina has no place in a kitchen—even her own. “Dinner’s ready. Let me finish up in here and then I’ll let you be.”


“Thank you. Is she awake?”


“Sure is. She hasn’t slept at all today. She’s been watching her TV shows.”


Christina follows Maeve into the living room.


“Lilly!” Maeve says. “Look at who’s here!”


Lilly looks up from Wheel of Fortune, which she doesn’t really enjoy, but it comes on before the news. Watching the same channel all day helps her gauge what time it is. A moment before Christina arrived home, Lilly had started to worry. After all, it was almost half past Wheel of Fortune.


“Hi, Mum!” Christina says.


“Hi, sweetheart.”


Lilly is a gentle-looking lady whose hair is still dyed the auburn color she chose in her late thirties. At the time, she reasoned that the only honest thing to do with one’s hair was to go bold before going gray. Then, no one would wonder when the gray had appeared. It would be a more seamless transition, she’d decided. It was good thinking.


Now, at sixty-seven, she has the same decisively auburn hair, though she is no longer the one who makes the decision to dye it every month.


Christina flops onto the couch beside Lilly, so close their bodies touch. It doesn’t matter how much space or available seating there is in a room, Christina has always sat this way with her mother. Christina repositions bed pillows around Lilly and finds an extra one to make herself comfortable. Back when Christina’s interior designer chose this sleek modern couch, Christina had no intention of spending so much time sitting on it. Just like her shoes, Christina’s home decor was designed for looks over comfort.


“How was your day?”


“Wonderful, sweetheart.” Lilly smiles.


They watch a commercial for a pharmaceutical that, by the looks of it, provides the opportunity to ride a tandem bike, walk on the beach, and ballroom dance with a handsome silver-haired gentleman. It appears one must endure rheumatoid arthritis before living this well though. Or is it herpes? Yes, it’s herpes. And man oh man, does this ad make herpes look like a good time. It’s been so long since Christina had the opportunity to contract herpes that this commercial is making her rethink her lifestyle. The friendly voiceover speed-reads through the many side effects of this magic pill that makes holding hands at the farmers market with a good-looking fella look so delightful. Christina’s successful career and role as caretaker for her aging mother has its own side effect: celibacy. She reflects on the time when she was more sexually prolific and wonders, Should I have at least gotten herpes? It looks like I missed out.


On the TV, young women with herpes are dancing up a storm at an outdoor concert when Lilly says, “Oh! Molly called, dear.”


Christina puts her head on her mother’s shoulder.


“No, Mum.”


“She said she wants you to call her back at her parents’ house,” Lilly continues. “She’s home for the weekend.”


Maeve eyes Christina from the kitchen. In recent months, Maeve has been on Christina’s case to set Lilly straight when she gets confused.


“It’s good for her,” Maeve always says. “It keeps her in the here and now.”


Christina assesses the here and now. She decides that she, too, would like to live in a moment where she could call Molly back at her parents’ house, and where Lilly could answer the phone on her own. She curls her knees up and stuffs her bare feet under her mother’s thigh to keep them warm. Lilly kisses the top of Christina’s head.


Christina hears Maeve close the front door on her way out. Maeve was merciful today. Mother and daughter are alone at last.


“I’ll call Molly back later, Mumma,” she says. “Let’s have dinner, okay?”
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Leanne revels in her space-saving packing techniques—one small suitcase will do for her and James to make the trip to Bermuda.


In her streamlined suitcase, efficient pods make it easy to find what she needs if she’s in a hurry, and painstakingly double-bagged toiletries prevent spills or cross contamination. She would easily survive and probably conquer any sci-fi dystopian world plagued with space rationing, time scarcity, and spontaneous air-pressure changes. Future anthropologists might study her for this kind of thing. (Or current-day psychologists.)


Leanne lets James believe they’re saving money by avoiding the airline checked-luggage fee, but in fact, the whole sensible packing ordeal is quite expensive. This kind of organization requires many hours and many dollars at The Container Store, where she talks aloud to herself as if she’s alone in her own home.


“Will this fit in the—”


“Do I need two of these? Better get four.”


Yup. It’s like that.


In her bedroom packing zone, Leanne talks aloud to her clothing, her shoes, and her toiletries until James interrupts her trance. “Where’s my—”


“Hold on!”


Leanne finishes counting pairs of socks.


“. . . five, six.” She turns to him. “Okay, what?”


“Where’s my razor?”


“I packed it.”


James rummages around the packing pods for his razor.


“Wait, wait, wait. I’ll get it,” she says.


“Nah, I can get it,” James offers.


“NO! PLEASE!”


James snaps to attention.


“Sorry. I just know exactly where it is,” Leanne says. “I’m in the middle of something. Do you need it right now?”


“Just have to shave for work, so . . .” James says, waiting for Leanne to acquiesce.


It will be a long wait this time.


“Uh, yeah, I do need it now,” he says. James has always relied on his classic handsomeness to win hearts, score jobs, and get his own way. Leanne has always been his hardest conquest.


Leanne exhales as if this is the worst news she’s ever received. It takes a moment, but she collects herself and complies with this extreme request. She retrieves a dark-blue pod from inside a larger light-blue pod. There, she finds a clear plastic case labeled “shaving items.” She knows it’s redundant to label clear cases, but label makers are really fun. Ask anyone.


She pops the case open and hands over the razor.


“Will you bring it back when you’re done?”


“Hmmm. How about no?” James says with a playfulness Leanne doesn’t see often enough. “I’ll grow a vacation beard!”


Leanne suppresses a smile. The rare flirtation from James always breaks her out of the hypnosis of deep organization and serious planning. She resists letting him know he has this power even though she wishes he would use it more often.


“Operation Offspring commences in t-minus twenty hours!” James punches his fist in the air victoriously and walks into the bathroom. “Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to get your wife good and pregnant on the pink sandy beaches of Bermuda! Do not fail!”


Leanne feels free to laugh now that James has closed the door and can’t see her lighten up. This carefully planned conception trip is serious business.


“We’re not having sex on the beach!” she calls.


“The future of the Stubin bloodline depends on Leanne Stubin getting laid properly! Do it for Leanne and do it for all of Stubinkind!”


Now she can’t help it. Leanne laughs loud enough for James to hear. Satisfied, he starts singing the Mission Impossible theme song while he shaves.


Leanne shakes her head and puts her thermometer in the “last-minute items” pod along with a few other things she’ll need in the morning. The app on her phone tells her she’ll ovulate on her third day in Bermuda, but she doesn’t want any surprises. Tomorrow morning, she’s getting up extra early to take her temperature, just to be safe. If it turns out they have to have sex, she doesn’t want to miss their flight.


Without thinking, Leanne reaches for her phone to text Molly her flight schedule. Her flurry of activity lurches to a stop. It occurs to her to send the text anyway. It might feel good to pretend again for a minute. Instead, Leanne curls into a ball amid the pods of partially packed resort wear spread across the bed.


“Can you come here?” Leanne calls to James, who has just turned off the faucets and begun whistling a stupid radio commercial.


“Hon?” Leanne squeaks one feeble syllable, but it’s too late. James has already projected himself ahead into his workday, along with the mindless chatter of news, sports, and politics.


“See ya, babe,” James says as he strides out their bedroom door.


Leanne remembers when James used to kiss her goodbye in the mornings. She remembers when he would spoon her to safety every time she curled into this helpless human heap. But now there’s no more spooning from James. And it forking sucks.
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Christina is the first to arrive at the Grangers’ house. She knows that Nora will lag behind on purpose. It’s awkward to be the first one to arrive at a social event, but it’s especially terrible when the social event takes place at the home of your deceased best friend’s parents. Nora always wants a human shield, but Christina has to admit that almost everyone would want one with this particular crowd. Nora, Christina, and Leanne have never had a conversation together without a buffer. And that buffer was buried three weeks ago.


“Hi, Mrs. Granger,” Christina says when Molly’s mother answers the door.


“Oh, Christina, call me Paula,” Mrs. Granger says. “You’re an adult.”


“All right. Thanks . . . uh, thanks, Paula,” Christina says, though it feels weird to call Molly’s mom a totally different name after almost thirty years.


Leanne walks up the front walkway just in time to let some air out of the long pause between Christina’s greeting and whatever conversation might have happened next. For the first time ever, Christina and Leanne are mildly relieved to see each other.


Christina attempts to break the ice for everyone. “Hey guess what? We’re calling Mrs. Granger ‘Paula’ now. This is happening.”


“Oh, we are? Lovely! Paula! Good to see you,” Leanne lilts.


Mrs. Granger forces a smile. It seems she already dislikes the sound of her own name when said in these two women’s voices. It’s a reminder that Christina and Leanne aren’t little girls anymore and therefore neither is Molly.


They make their way inside and Molly’s big shaggy labradoodle, Fred, greets them with enough gleeful commotion to break most of their ice. Leanne changes the pitch of her voice and speaks in a language that she believes is dog.


“Herro! Suchagoodboy! Who’s a good boy? You are you are you are.”


It’s embarrassing.


Leanne crouches on the floor and stays there, snuggling Fred into a loving smoosh. Christina loves that dog too, but she’s not going to get on the floor. Don’t be absurd. She’s wearing Armani.


They catch a glimpse of Mr. Granger’s shoulder as he closes the door to the basement stairs without so much as a hello. For weeks, Molly’s dad has spent time in his basement office, finding ways to occupy his mind. He lets himself believe that Molly is just on another one of her “sabbaticals.” It will be impossible for him to keep believing this comforting lie in the presence of her three oldest friends.


The doorbell rings and Fred gets very excited about it, but he wants to see how this tight hug with Leanne plays out first. There’s no reason for him to leave a good snuggle until he’s sure there’s more than just a UPS guy at the door. Fred has been burned by the empty promises of a doorbell before.


“That’ll be Nora,” Mrs. Granger says, hurrying to the door.


“Hi, Mrs. Granger,” Nora says with a casual wave to fend off any extra affection.


Mrs. Granger doesn’t try to hug Nora. When Molly and Nora had sleepovers as kids, Mrs. Granger always asked, “Nora, can I have a little hug goodnight?” as if the hug were for her own benefit rather than for Nora’s.


Nora’s mother had always been very friendly to Mrs. Granger at Lamaze class when they were both pregnant, and Mrs. Granger often wondered whether they would have been friends if Nora’s mom had lived through Nora’s birth. When Mrs. Granger hugged Nora goodnight at sleepovers, she always missed the woman she’d never gotten to know. And she sensed Nora did, too.


Now Nora looks exactly like that nice lady from Lamaze class, and it takes a few seconds for Mrs. Granger to pull herself out of the confusing layers of time and space. She often forgets how old she is until she accidentally catches her reflection in a shop window. Today, Nora is the window. She’s a grown woman. They all are. Regardless, Mrs. Granger still refers to Molly’s friends as girls. And she won’t tell Nora to call her Paula.


“Girls, I made you some lemon squares,” she says, brightening as she leads them to the “parlor.”


“Wow, we get to call you Paula and we get to sit in the parlor?” Christina jokes. “Big day.”


“Oh, you,” Mrs. Granger says, relieved that her face remembers how to laugh.


Nora doesn’t want to go into the parlor. It’s as fancy a room as a middle-class suburban home ever gets, and she and Molly were absolutely not allowed to play in there.


Since Molly died, Mrs. Granger has fully occupied the parlor. It’s the only room where there are no memories except for that one time she hosted the Neighborhood Watch meeting. Molly was a first grader when Mrs. Granger hosted angsty neighborhood ladies who raged about some local kids who’d been playing “mailbox baseball” on the street. A Neighborhood Watch gathering seemed like a lemon square occasion.


“I think it’s what you’re supposed to do, right?” Mrs. Granger asked her husband that day. She shuffled through the drawer where she kept her recipes on scraps of paper. She was looking for the easy no-bake lemon squares recipe she had gotten from a passive-aggressive PTA lady after Mrs. Granger had the audacity to bring store-bought cookies to a potluck.


Mrs. Granger had the further audacity to dislike hosting get-togethers even though she had a “parlor”—a room from a bygone era when people popped by for tea and whatnot.


“I think it’s what you’re supposed to do, right?” she asked her husband when they bought furniture for that room.


The Grangers always did what they were supposed to do. That’s why Molly knew she could trust her parents to carry out her post-death requests. Mrs. Granger was grateful for the tasks, because for the first time, she couldn’t even hazard a guess.


“What am I supposed to do?” Mrs. Granger asked her husband after Molly died. This time, the question wasn’t about how other people might expect her to behave, but rather, how could she be expected to survive? What is a childless mother supposed to do, lost in a stormy wilderness full of monsters who feast on human heartbreak?


“What am I supposed to do?” she repeated.


Her husband handed her the folder Molly had stashed right where Mr. Granger would find it—on his desk in the basement. Inside the folder was a letter.


Hi Dad!


Greetings from the great beyond!


. . .Too soon?


Thank you for everything. I love you forever.


Take good care of Mom, like always. I have some savings that will come to you (all the account numbers are in this file along with a few other requests). I know you’re both very frugal, but please use this money to do something fun with Mom—like go on that Alaskan cruise she wants to go on. You won’t hate it, I promise. Just in case you do slightly dislike the cruise, take my iPad and learn how to use it before the trip so you can play solitaire onboard. There are iPad classes for free at the Apple store in the mall.


Some other quick stuff:


There are three things I’ve left for Christina, Nora, and Leanne. They’ll know what to do with them.


See you soon! But not too soon I hope. (wink) Just kidding, Dad. Seriously though, do lay off the fatty foods. You’ll just feel better.
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