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			Like Sarah in One Small Favor, my sister was brilliant, beautiful, and ladylike, and she died much too young. Unlike Sarah, my sister was my champion, my confidante, and my most enthusiastic cheerleader. She taught me how to read, how to write, and how to live. We bickered, as sisters do, but if either of us was under attack the other was her staunchest ally. Our parents dubbed us “Sisters United,” and that was always how we thought of ourselves.

			Carolyn, this book is for you. 

		

	
		
			chapter one

			“Don’t feel sorry for me,” Sarah said. “You could get hit by a car and killed tomorrow.”

			Annie clutched her phone so tightly her fingers began to grow numb. Wasn’t that how you were supposed to feel when you got bad news? Numb?

			Except that only her fingers felt numb. Her legs, tucked beneath her desk, felt fine. Her heart continued to beat at its usual steady pace. Her brain sharpened, as if her gray matter had been compressed into a dense mass somewhere in the vicinity of her ear, where Sarah’s voice was emerging from Annie’s phone and penetrating her mind.

			“I don’t feel sorry for you,” Annie said, although she wasn’t quite sure that was the truth. “Tell me everything the doctor said.”

			“Everything?” Sarah sighed. “She used a lot of big words. Technical terminology. But she said that judging from the lymph node involvement, I’m stage three and that isn’t good. The chemo will make me lose my hair—including my eyebrows. Remember those cheap Mr. Potato Head rip-offs we had when we were kids, and the eyeballs looked like fried eggs? I’m figuring that’s what I’ll look like.”

			“How much lymph node involvement?” Annie asked. 

			“A lot.” Sarah sighed again. “I’m probably in the forty-percent survival range.”

			“It could be worse,” Annie said. “You could be in the twenty-percent survival range. There’s absolutely no reason you shouldn’t be among the forty percent who survive.”

			“Well, that’s a five-year survival rate. Dr. Glassman didn’t say anything about a ten-year survival rate.”

			Annie did a quick mental calculation. Sarah would need to survive at least ten years if she hoped to see both her children graduate from high school.

			I’m not going to cry. Her eyes weren’t among her numb body parts, but they remained dry. Sarah had said not to feel sorry for her. Annie focused on the odds that she herself would get hit by a car tomorrow. Lower than forty percent, probably.

			And really, this was her sister. When had she ever cried over Sarah’s pain and suffering? 

			A moot question. Sarah never suffered. She never experienced pain. She was Miss Perfect, living the ideal life. Everything about her was flawless, until now. 

			“So what happens next?” Annie asked, pleased that she sounded normal.

			“I start treatment as soon as possible. First surgery, then chemo. I have to have a hysterectomy. I’m going to go through menopause. Ugh. I’ll be all wrinkly.”

			And lacking eyebrows, Annie thought, although she didn’t say it. Her gorgeous sister was going to look ravaged, not ravishing. Sarah’s thick, wavy hair was going to fall out, her eyes were going to look like fried eggs, and she was going to get wrinkles. The notion boggled Annie’s mind. At one time, when they were teenagers, Sarah had had boys chasing after her like hungry dogs after a T-bone steak, while the only attention Annie had received from boys was their utter astonishment when they found out that she—an awkward, disheveled twerp—had actually emerged from the same gene pool as spectacular Sarah Baskin.

			But Annie had outgrown her jealousy long ago. Sort of, maybe. All right, even if she hadn’t outgrown it, she would never wish baldness and wrinkles on her sister. “One of my life goals is to live long enough to have wrinkles,” she said. “Getting wrinkles is a good thing.”

			“Not when you’re thirty-nine.” Sarah paused, then said, in a bright voice, “So that’s my news. What’s up with you?”

			“Seriously, Sarah—I’m kind of in shock.”

			“A little numb?”

			“Actually, yes.” Annie exerted herself to relax her hand around her phone, in the hope that sensation would return to her fingers. “Anything you want me to do—anything at all—just ask.”

			“Could you do one small favor for me?”

			“Absolutely. Anything.”

			“Could you tell our parents?”

			Hell, no. That was one thing Annie did not want to do. Her father would collapse. He would implode. He would bypass numb and dissolve in a puddle of tears and depression. He would fade into a ghost of himself, bemoaning fate, wailing at God.

			Her mother…well, she would be herself. Which was not a good thing.

			Still, Sarah had just received catastrophic news. She had learned that those stomachaches and back pains and irregular periods she had been experiencing since last spring were not in her head. They were in her ovaries and her uterus, and they were real, and she had only a forty-percent chance of surviving five more years. If anyone deserved not to have to deal with their mother, Sarah did.

			“Okay,” Annie said. Then, more enthusiastically, “Sure.”

			After saying goodbye to her sister, she gazed around her tiny office. It looked the way it always did—cozy and pleasantly messy. The shelving on the wall opposite her desk was lined with books, but they were in no particular order. Some lay on their sides, binders, hardcovers, catalogs, and paperbacks cluttering every surface. A feeble geranium shedding its pink petals sat in a ceramic pot on the narrow windowsill to her right. Directly in front of her, her computer hummed, reminding her of the applications awaiting assessment. Many of them had already been vetted by one of the other counselors on the staff of Cabot College’s admissions office; all applications were reviewed at least twice in the preliminary round. Annie was supposed to score each application with an “accept,” a “reject,” or a “defer.” Two “rejects” from two different admissions counselors, and an application went into the digital trash bin. Any application that got at least one “accept” or “defer” would remain active for discussion.

			The applications awaiting Annie’s attention right now were the earliest of the early decision submissions. She was always inclined to give them all “accepts” for no other reason than that they’d arrived so far ahead of the deadline. The more applications she could review in October, the fewer she would have to plow through in November. But the office had strict standards. No one was granted bonus points for sending in an application earlier than necessary.

			The thought of assessing applications right now nauseated Annie. Her sister had just been given a death sentence. Almost.

			Sarah had always been the more optimistic of the Baskin sisters, Annie the more realistic, probably because Sarah’s life had always been easier than Annie’s. Sarah was the first-born. The graceful, gorgeous Baskin girl. The one who preceded Annie into the world, embodying a standard compared to which Annie was invariably found wanting. Annie had learned to be realistic because, when you had drab brown hair and a nose that was more moguls than ski-jump, and you didn’t know how to flirt, and you never quite knew what was expected of you and therefore often failed to fulfill those expectations, and you lived in the shadow of a magnificent, accomplished, radiant older sister, being realistic—about yourself in particular and life in general—made sense. 

			If ever there was a time to stop being realistic, however, it was now. Because being realistic meant acknowledging that Sarah was going to die.

			Annie forced her gaze back to her computer monitor. She had been reading the essay submitted by an earnest young lady named Miranda Griffith when Sarah had phoned. The admissions counselors were not supposed to know the financial status of applicants—Cabot College claimed to be a needs-blind school, although Annie suspected that the barrier between the admissions and the financial aid offices was fairly porous—but Miranda Griffith was likely not to apply for a scholarship. Her home address was a ritzy Connecticut suburb, and she was currently a boarding senior at Phillips Exeter. In her essay, she described the awesome—her word—summer she’d spent building a Habitat for Humanity house in Guatemala. “It was so rewarding to know I was helping these people, who so desperately needed my help,” she wrote. “I am so grateful to my parents for giving me this opportunity to contribute to the betterment of these people in dire need of housing, and I felt it was a privilege for me to be able to do this for them. I really appreciated contributing in this way. They were grateful to me and I was grateful to them because they allowed me to do this for them, and that’s so awesome.”

			Bless her noble little heart. Miranda Griffith had sacrificed a summer by taking a trip to Central America, paid for by her parents, to rescue the benighted natives, and now she believed herself deserving of the ultimate reward: an early-decision acceptance to Cabot College. Her transcript placed her in the college’s average range: she had a 3.4 GPA, she’d taken several Advanced Placement classes, she was a singer in one of Exeter’s choirs as well as an a cappella group, and she was “a student leader in every way,” according to the letter of recommendation her chemistry teacher had supplied. Annie was hard-pressed to imagine how a high school kid could be a student leader in every way in a chemistry class.

			In any case, Miranda met the basic qualifications for admission to Cabot College. Her application would be judged on what Annie thought of as “atmospherics”: whether either of her parents was a Cabot College alum, whether she dazzled Annie with an in-person interview, whether one of Cabot’s a cappella groups was in desperate need of a soprano. Whether her essay blew Annie’s mind.

			“I can’t do this,” Annie said aloud, swiveling away from her computer. Miranda Griffith might be a charming girl, smart and creative and eager to contribute to the betterment of humankind. That her parents had financed her do-gooder junket in Guatemala to improve her chances of getting into a selective college didn’t justify Annie’s cynicism.

			But she was mentally far away from Cabot. Far away from Guatemala too. She was floating toward an unfamiliar world, one that didn’t have Sarah in it. And that scared the hell out of her.

			Sarah hadn’t sounded terribly upset when she’d called. True, she’d had time to digest the news about her biopsy. She’d had time to discuss the situation with her gynecologist, with her brand-new oncologist, and with her husband. Maybe with her kids, too, although they were eight and ten, too young to grasp the implications of her diagnosis and how their lives would change once Sarah started treatment. 

			Now she had discussed it with Annie. The only important people she hadn’t discussed it with were their parents. Annie had to admit that she was almost as upset about having to break the news to Leo and Gilda Baskin as she was about the news itself.

			“I can’t do this,” she said again, her voice echoing in her ears even though she’d uttered them in a near whisper. She wasn’t sure if she was referring to the applications awaiting her attention or the task of informing her parents of Sarah’s illness. She reached for her phone, then shook her head. She couldn’t tell them over the phone. Sure, Sarah could tell Annie over the phone. But Annie was sane. Her parents…

			They were neurotic. Both of them wore their emotions like a thin gray veil—visible, darkening their behavior the way a veil would darken their skin.

			Still, Annie had promised her sister this one favor. She had made the offer. And given Sarah’s catastrophically compromised health, it was quite possible that informing their parents herself might just kill her.

			On the other hand, Annie might die before she had to tell them. She might get hit by a car. Anything was possible.

			◌ ◌ ◌

			Cabot College’s admissions office boasted a small staff—Dean Parisi, a stern but cordial woman who had graduated from Cabot thirty years ago and believed she understood the college better, even, than the school’s president; Annie and three other counselors who reported directly to Dean Parisi; and Brittany, the perky secretary who kept everyone on task, compiled the acceptance and rejection mailings, and greeted the high-schoolers and their parents who arrived in a constant stream, eager for campus tours and interviews. Brittany was young and cute and had a smile as refreshing as seltzer infused with lime. Annie was in awe of Brittany, even though as an admissions counselor—and a Cabot alum, like all the admissions counselors—Annie perched on a higher rung than Brittany in the office’s hierarchy.

			“I need to leave early,” she told Brittany now, her voice sounding scratchy and uncertain. “I’m sorry.”

			Brittany favored her with one of her sunshine-fresh smiles. “Anything wrong?”

			“Yes, kind of.” My sister’s dying and I have to tell my parents. “Family emergency.”

			“Well, you just go and take care of that emergency,” Brittany said, her voice so warm and reassuring, Annie almost believed herself capable of doing that. “I’ll let Wanda know.”

			Annie still thought of her boss as Dean Parisi, but Brittany called the dean by her first name. That was the kind of person Brittany was—relaxed and confident, as if the world was a well-upholstered easy chair molded exactly to the shape of her butt. Every now and then, talking to Brittany made Annie want to apply to Cabot College. She had to remind herself she had graduated from the school fourteen years ago, and had been working in this office—currently as Brittany’s superior—for the past five years.

			She mumbled her thanks and managed a feeble smile. Then she exited the admissions office, which occupied a small, gabled building at one end of the quadrangle that formed the heart of the campus.

			Late-afternoon sunshine glazed the quad, which was arrayed in full autumn color. Cabot’s campus could have been the set of a clichéd Hollywood movie about a small New England liberal arts college. Aesthetically weathered brick buildings, some cloaked in ivy, stood shoulder to shoulder with clapboard buildings and brownstone buildings around the quad. Paved walkways cut through the grass, flanked by shade trees, the leaves of which flamed with autumn color, and lush evergreens. Students ambled along the walkways or lounged on the grass. The air was as crisp and dry as a saltine, the sky a blue so vivid it seemed to glow. Annie halted halfway across the quad, took a deep breath, and gazed around her.

			Was the campus always this beautiful? Yes. Even on rainy days, when the sky was a blur of clouds. In the winter, when the maples and oaks were mere skeletons and snow buried the lawns. In the spring, when the snow receded, leaving swaths of mud that gradually produced sprouts of new grass, and the maples and oaks revived, their branches dappled with buds. In the summer, when the grass fried beneath the relentless sun and the number of students on campus doing research or working in the library or augmenting the maintenance crews was sparse. Cabot College was always beautiful.

			But most of the time, Annie was oblivious to Cabot’s beauty. She had been wowed by the campus when she’d first visited, as a junior in high school. She had been greeted by someone who wasn’t Brittany—she had no memory of the receptionist who’d sat at Brittany’s desk back then. She recalled touring the campus with her mother, who had monopolized the student guide’s attention with irrelevant questions that segued into speeches about her own college days and comments about how proud she was of her older daughter, who was attending Brown University—an Ivy League school, unlike Cabot College, which wasn’t to say that Cabot wasn’t a perfectly good school, too, although it wasn’t Ivy League. 

			But Annie had been working here so long—first as a clerk in the registrar’s office, then as a supplementary interviewer, then moving up into admissions full-time—that she no longer saw the place. She no longer looked.

			She was looking now. At the walkways, the yellow and orange leaves, the lush lawns, the charming buildings, the blue, blue sky. She didn’t want to move. She didn’t want to go home to her boring condo. She definitely didn’t want to go to her parents’ house. She just wanted to stand here forever, surrounded by all this beauty. She wanted time to stop.

			Better yet, she wanted time to go backwards. She wanted to retreat to the minute before her cell phone rang and the screen read “Sarah Adler.” Back to a time when she was who she’d always thought she was. An admissions counselor. A woman who had no fashion sense but could throw together a decent meal with whatever ingredients she had handy. A daughter semi-adept at avoiding her parents. A younger sister who knew she would never measure up to her older sister, and who resented her older sister for it.

			She couldn’t resent Sarah now. How could you resent someone who had a sixty-percent chance of dying within five years?

			But she could stare at the colorful foliage, and the sky above it, and the world around her. She could take a moment to realize how magnificent that world was. 

		

	
		
			chapter two

			Emmett was seated on the front steps of Annie’s building, a ninety-year-old three-decker with a cracked front walk, a few valiant rhododendrons flanking the front porch steps, and faded gray shingled siding in desperate need of fresh paint. Annie—or, technically, a mortgage company—owned the second floor of the building, each floor containing a single unit. The ground floor unit had access to the minuscule backyard. The top floor unit had access to the roof. The second-floor unit—Annie’s unit—had access to nothing but the stairwell leading up and down, and it had the added disadvantage of noise. Annie’s upstairs neighbor wore heavy-soled shoes, and she could hear his footsteps so distinctly as he clomped around his condo, she knew when he was eating, when he was sleeping, when he was peeing. Meanwhile, in an effort to be a good neighbor, and not particularly wanting the first-floor residents to know when she was peeing, Annie made a habit of tiptoeing around her home most of the time. 

			Her consolation was that her unit cost significantly less than the other two units. Cabot College might charge its students an obscene amount of money to earn a degree, but little of those gargantuan tuition payments found their way into the bank accounts of the admissions office staff.

			Annie earned enough to avoid destitution. In fact, she earned enough to have qualified for a mortgage to buy her condo. Because she was single and childless, she didn’t have to spend a lot on food, clothing, and toys for her offspring—let alone set aside money to save for the staggering tuition payments she would have to fork over if they wound up attending private colleges like Cabot. But because she was single and childless, she, unlike Sarah, provided her mother with nothing to brag about. “Sarah is married to a lawyer,” her mother liked to tell people. “A partner in a major law firm downtown. You should see their house. It’s a mansion! And their children are spectacular. Good-looking and smart, like their parents. Like their grandparents, I should add. My other daughter, well, she’s not married—but she does work at a college.”

			Annie might not be married, but she had Emmett. As she emerged from the narrow driveway that led to the tiny off-street parking area behind the building, she spotted him sitting on the building’s front steps, watching for her. She didn’t think they had planned to see each other this evening, but after learning her sister’s news, she couldn’t trust her memory. Her brain was as tangled as the computer cables under her desk at work.

			Even if they had made a plan, why would Emmett be here now? Annie had left work early because she had a family emergency to deal with. Why had Emmett left work before quitting time?

			He gave her one of his adorable lopsided smiles as she approached the front steps. “Hey,” he greeted her. “You’re home early.”

			“You’re done with work early too,” she said, eyeing him up and down, trying to figure out what was going on. Had he gotten fired? Simply walked off the job because it bored him? That was the kind of thing Emmett might do.

			“You busy this evening?” he asked. “I got kicked out for the night. Frank has a lady over and he asked me to make myself scarce.”

			When Emmett and Annie spent the night together, they invariably did so at her condo, not his apartment. He shared a cramped one-bedroom place with his buddy Frank. Even though they were in their mid-thirties like Annie, they still lived like teenagers. Their refrigerator was stocked with cans of beer and open boxes of Cap’n Crunch, but not much else. And when Annie asked Emmett why he and Frank stored their Cap’n Crunch in the refrigerator, he’d replied, “We like it cold,” as if that explained anything. Their living room was furnished with mismatched pieces from Goodwill, their walls decorated with superhero movie posters. Their bookshelf held every video game ever created, but no books. And their bedroom contained twin beds. Which was fine when it was just the two of them but not when one of them wanted to entertain a woman for the night.

			Emmett was an acceptable boyfriend, even if he had stopped maturing when he’d hit late adolescence. He was chronically broke and utterly lacking in ambition, as might be indicated by his having quit work early to come to her condo. He was also the hottest guy Annie had ever been involved with. He was absurdly handsome, with wavy dark hair, mesmerizing blue eyes, a tantalizingly scruffy beard, and a lean, hard body. He was a carpenter—the sexiest profession a man could hold. He knew his tools. 

			But today had turned into a very bad day. “Actually, I am busy this evening,” she said. “I have to go see my parents.”

			“Oh.” Emmett looked sheepish, his mouth curved in another heart-melting smile. “Can I hang out here while you visit them?”

			“You could come with me,” she said, certain he would reject that idea. Her parents didn’t think much of him, and he knew they didn’t. 

			Yet she was tempted to bring him with her. As tall and strong as he was, he could catch her father in mid-collapse. He could give her parents someone to focus on so they wouldn’t fixate on Sarah’s bad news. He could give Annie a good excuse to leave if things got ugly. 

			But it would probably be best if he didn’t accompany her to her parents’ house. She didn’t want him to have to witness Baskin family bullshit, any more than she wanted her downstairs neighbors to hear her when she was peeing. “You can stay here,” she told him, unlocking the front door and leading him into the building. “I’m in a terrible mood, though.” 

			In fact, her mood was too weird to qualify as terrible. She felt a little dreamy, a little delirious and disoriented. As if she’d slipped through a portal into a new reality, one where the world was too beautiful for pain, where the air was sharp with the scent of apples and pine and no one ever got struck by cars.

			Ten minutes with her mother would likely turn her mood toxic, however.

			“So, what’s up?” Emmett asked as they climbed the stairs together.

			“My sister just found out she’s got ovarian cancer,” Annie said.

			Emmett mulled that over as they reached the second floor. “Does she have a bad case of it?”

			“It’s not like the measles,” Annie said, reaching her unit’s door ahead of him and unlocking it. “You don’t get a case of it.”

			He followed her inside. Like at Emmett’s place, her furniture was old, but hers came from Sarah, not Goodwill. Sarah and Gordon had redecorated their house a few years ago, relying on the expensive services of an interior designer whose projects frequently got written up in the Boston Globe, and they’d offered Annie some of their discards. The peach-hued upholstery of the sofa, the ornately curved legs of the occasional tables, and the florid pattern of the area rug that covered most of the living room floor reflected Sarah’s taste, not Annie’s. 

			But then, Sarah had taste. Annie didn’t.

			She had tried to develop taste over the years. But it was just one more area where she fell short. As children, once they’d grown old enough to choose their own outfits, Sarah had always worn ensembles that matched, and Annie rarely had. She didn’t understand complementary colors or coordinated patterns. She didn’t notice stains or sagging hemlines; she didn’t realize that fashions that flattered Sarah’s curvy figure looked frumpy on Annie’s fireplug physique. When they were teenagers, Sarah often criticized Annie for wearing scuffed shoes or the wrong T-shirts. Being able to tell the difference between wrong T-shirts and right T-shirts was a skill Annie lacked. All she had known was that unlike Sarah, who had always looked well put together, Annie had always looked like someone who had recently climbed out of a dumpster.

			She wouldn’t call Sarah’s house a mansion, although it was larger than any ordinary family of four required: ten rooms, each one precisely arranged, every detail creating an ambience or making a statement or leaving an impression. In the kitchen, matching copper-bottom pans hung from the ceiling, so shiny they could serve as mirrors, and a bowl of real fresh fruit created a mouth-watering centerpiece on the granite-topped center island, across from the six-burner gas range. In the living room, elegant floor-length drapes were tied back with swags the same burgundy fabric as the sofa. In the family room, built-in teak storage units held Trevor’s and Becky’s toys and games. Sarah’s children were trained to put their things away so they wouldn’t lay scattered across the beige Berber carpeting, which somehow never got dirty.

			Sarah had a magic touch. Everything she did was magnificent, from dressing herself to decorating her home to raising her children. The only not-magnificent thing she’d ever done in her life was to get cancer.

			Which was why Annie felt disoriented. It just didn’t seem as if Sarah could have done something so careless, so wrong-headed. Sarah didn’t make mistakes. She didn’t botch things. How could she possibly be sick?

			If it was true, if Sarah really did have this awful disease, if she truly had stage-three, forty-percent-survival-rate ovarian cancer, she would find a way to endure it tastefully. If her hair fell out, as her doctor had predicted, she would probably turn out to have a gracefully shaped skull and a gorgeous scalp. She would look like a Nubian goddess, only pale.

			And she would be among the forty percent who survived. Because she was Sarah. 

			“So, this cancer—is your sister going to be all right?”

			“I don’t know.” Annie dropped her purse on the counter of her compact kitchen—which did not have a six-burner gas range, granite counters, shiny copper pans, or a picturesque bowl of fresh fruit. It did have a pile of mail from yesterday on the table, a threadbare dish towel draped over the oven handle, an empty yogurt cup in the sink, and a smattering of charred rice kernels in the vicinity of the microwave. She spun around to face Emmett, who loomed over her, at least half a foot taller, smiling hesitantly as he studied her. “I’m a terrible person,” she said. “My sister is very sick, she might die, and I’m thinking negative thoughts about her.”

			“What negative thoughts?”

			“That she’s always so fucking perfect.”

			He laughed. “Oh, yeah. That sounds really negative.” Stepping closer, he gave her a sweet hug that would have comforted her if she were at all receptive to being comforted. “So…what? You’re going to your parents’ house to plan her treatment?”

			“My parents don’t know. I’m going there to tell them.”

			“They don’t know she has cancer?”

			“She just found out yesterday. She told me today and she asked me to tell our parents. She doesn’t want to deal with them.”

			“You don’t want to deal with them either,” he observed. For someone with a late-adolescence mentality, he could occasionally surprise her with his perceptiveness.

			“I don’t have cancer,” she explained. “I told Sarah I’d do this for her.”

			“You’re a good sister.”

			No, I’m not. Annie broke free from him and glanced at the digital clock in her microwave. Four thirty. As an accountant, her father worked insanely long hours from January to June, but autumn was his off-season and he would probably get home from work by five. If she left her condo now, she could arrive at her parents’ house around the same time as he did. She could talk to them before they’d started their evening ritual, which generally entailed a cocktail, a bowl of salted peanuts, and a half-hour of local news on the television so they could find out what the following day’s weather would be—and if the forecast was ominous, so they could drown their sorrows with their cocktails.

			They might wish to drown their sorrows over Sarah with their cocktails too. If Annie timed her visit right, she’d catch them while her mother was stirring their martinis in the martini pitcher she’d bought at Home Goods and considered quite classy, even if it wasn’t actually crystal.

			“I should probably head over to their place now,” she said. “I want to get this over with.”

			“Should I order a pizza or something?”

			“If you want.” Emmett would probably devour most of it while she was out. He would thoughtfully leave one last cold, limp, rubbery slice for her. But she had no appetite at the moment, and she doubted she’d have one after spending time discussing Sarah’s ghastly diagnosis with her parents.

			She rummaged in her everything drawer—the kitchen drawer that held any item that didn’t seem to belong anywhere else. The everything drawer contained pens, scissors, some sticky-note pads, a magnifying glass, a deck of cards, masking tape, the rubber bands the cashier at her local grocery store snapped around egg cartons to make sure they didn’t open and spill their contents in transit, a ruler, an empty business card holder her father had given her in case she ever stumbled into the sort of career that required business cards, and her spare key—fastened to a key ring attached to a plastic charm in the shape of a palm tree, a souvenir Sarah had brought her from her Hawaiian honeymoon with Gordon. Annie hadn’t expected her sister to give her a souvenir, but Sarah had explained that, because Annie had been her maid of honor, she deserved a little something from the honeymoon.

			The key ring was a very little something, but as trivial as it was, Annie hadn’t deserved it. She had been a lousy maid of honor. The raspberry-pink bridesmaid gown had looked wretched on her, the color emphasizing her olive complexion in an unfortunate way despite the ministrations of the cosmetologist Sarah had hired to polish the faces of her bridal party before the big event. And Annie had spilled some red wine on the dress at the reception. The garish pink satin should have camouflaged the stain, but it hadn’t. She’d hosted Sarah’s bridal shower in a restaurant that offered only one vegan entrée on its catered-events menu—some sort of eggplant thing that Sarah’s vegan friends whined about. She’d also organized a spa day for the bridesmaids, but the spa she had chosen wasn’t as high-end as what Sarah and her friends were used to, and they’d muttered about the limited nail enamel colors they’d had to choose from for their manicures. 

			They had all known one another, whether from college or from high school. Annie hadn’t known any of them, although the two who’d been Sarah’s friends in high school had squealed, “Oh, we remember you, Annie! You were Sarah’s funny little sister!”

			Annie was still Sarah’s funny little sister, and for doing her best as Sarah’s maid of honor—which had failed to measure up to Sarah’s standards—she had been rewarded with a funny little palm-tree-shaped key ring, which Sarah had undoubtedly purchased in the airport’s gift shop at the last minute. It was cheap. It was tacky. But right now, it seemed immeasurably precious. Sarah had given it to her, and Sarah had cancer.

			Annie handed the key to Emmett. The last time he had ordered pizza at her condo while she’d been out running an errand, he had locked himself out when he’d gone downstairs to pick up his order from the delivery person. She had found him sitting on the porch steps, munching his third slice, when she’d gotten home. “I’m dying of thirst,” he had said. “I left my beer inside.”

			“Don’t lock yourself out,” she reminded him this time before gathering her purse and heading for the door.

		

	
		
			chapter three

			Annie’s parents still lived in the house where she and Sarah had grown up, a vinyl-sided raised ranch on a winding suburban block with the cloying name of Red Robin Drive. Classic, boring suburbia, Annie had always thought of it while she’d been living there. After residing in her condo for a couple of years, and before that a dreary basement apartment which would have offered a fine view of the commuter rail tracks if the windows hadn’t been so close to the ceiling, she realized that her childhood home hadn’t been that bad, after all, even if her mother had installed orange carpeting in Annie’s bedroom and foil wallpaper in the bathroom Annie had shared with Sarah. Seeing herself in the mirror above the sink had been bad enough. She hadn’t needed to view her blah visage and stumpy figure reflected back at her from the shiny walls.

			She should have been grateful to have her own bedroom growing up. She had heard countless hard-luck stories about her father’s childhood, when he’d had to share a bedroom with his two brothers. But she had resented being relegated to the smallest bedroom in the house simply because of the arbitrariness of birth order. Her parents had naturally taken the master bedroom for themselves, and they’d assigned the larger of the two remaining bedrooms to Sarah because she was older. Sometimes Annie wondered whether Sarah got the better bedroom, which occupied a corner of the house and boasted two exposures, because their parents knew Annie was disorganized, and in a smaller room there would be fewer places to lose important items—her homework assignments, her earrings, her wallet.

			But no, Sarah got the bigger bedroom for no other reason than that she was older. Sarah was assigned fewer chores because she was older. “She has more homework,” their mother had explained when Sarah was in sixth grade and Annie was in third. “You have more time to do chores.” When Annie reached sixth grade and had the same amount of homework Sarah had had when she’d been in that grade, however, Sarah was in ninth grade and had more homework again, so Annie continued to get stuck with more chores.

			Sarah got a bigger allowance, because she was older. Gilda spent more money on toiletries for Sarah because she was older. Sarah got the filigreed pocket watch their great-grandfather had smuggled out of Romania because it always went to the first-born child in each generation. Not that Annie particularly wanted a pocket watch—what would she have done with it? Not worn it. Not used it. 

			But still. 

			It didn’t matter anymore. Sarah had a bigger house now, not because she was older but just because. Annie wouldn’t begrudge her that enormous house. She had cancer.

			When Annie rang the bell, Gilda answered the door. She wore a pretty sweater and tailored slacks, and her frosted ash-blond hair was arranged in a sassy bob. She looked surprised to see Annie, but she often looked surprised, thanks to the eye lift she had undergone last year.

			“Annie! Hi, sweetheart. What are you doing here?”

			“Can I come in?” Annie stepped across the threshold, not waiting for an invitation. “I need to talk to you and Dad. Is he home from work yet?”

			Was her mother’s sigh of resignation a reaction to Annie or to her father? “He’s in the garage, putting windshield washer fluid in his car. He said the warning light went on while he was driving home.” She led Annie up the short flight of stairs from the entry landing into the kitchen, where her martini pitcher sat on the counter, filled with a clear liquid. “What’s going on?”

			“I’ll wait until Dad comes in,” Annie said. “I don’t want to have to say everything twice.”

			Her mother belatedly gave her a half-hearted hug. “You look grim. Have you lost your job?”

			“No.”

			“You aren’t planning to stay for dinner, are you? I only defrosted two chicken breasts.”

			“No. Emmett is waiting for me back at my place. I’ll be having dinner with him.” If I have an appetite and he leaves me a slice of pizza.

			“Emmett.” Her mother’s eyes narrowed on her. “You aren’t pregnant, are you?” Before Annie could answer, her mother added, “At your age, maybe it’s for the best. If you don’t have a baby soon, it’ll be too late.” 

			“I’m not—”

			“Emmett isn’t exactly a world-beater,” her mother continued, turning to give her martinis a stir with the tapered glass swizzle stick inside the pitcher. “But he’s good-looking. If he’s the father, you might make a gorgeous baby.”

			Annie didn’t bother to point out the insult implied by her mother’s comment—that she needed Emmett’s genes to produce a baby who didn’t look like a gargoyle. “I’m not pregnant,” she said, then felt her spine slump with relief as she heard her father’s footsteps on the stairs. Her mother was easier to take when her father was present to dilute the atmospheric tension.

			Her relief didn’t last long. Once her father entered the kitchen, she would have to tell her parents Sarah’s bad news. As soon as she’d accomplished her mission, though, she could leave. Something to live for.

			Shit. Would Sarah ever again think, something to live for? Or did you have to come up with a new cliché when you had only a forty-percent chance to live?

			“Annie!” Sweeping into the room, her father seemed delighted to see her. “What a nice surprise! Are you staying for dinner?”

			“She can’t,” her mother answered for her. “I only defrosted two chicken breasts.”

			“We have a microwave,” he said. “We can defrost another one.”

			“No,” Annie said, accepting a hug from her father. “I’m not staying for dinner.”

			“She has something important to tell us,” her mother said.

			Her father leaned back, his hands planted on Annie’s shoulders as he appraised her. He had on his work clothes—a suit, a dress shirt, his necktie loosened—and his thin graying hair swirled in lint-like tufts across his scalp. “Something important? What, are you pregnant?”

			“No.”

			“I like that boy, Emmett,” her father continued, releasing her so he could pull two cocktail glasses down from a cabinet. “You want a drink?” he asked, then closed the cabinet door when she shook her head. “A nice Jewish boy. He’d make a good father.”

			“He’s not Jewish, Dad.”

			“I thought his last name was Levy.”

			“Dunleavy,” Annie said. “He’s Irish.” She’d had the same conversation with her father several times. For some reason, Emmett’s ethnicity never registered on him. 

			“Oh well, Irish. He doesn’t drink too much, does he?”

			“Shut up, Leo,” her mother said. “She has something important to tell us.” Her gaze narrowed on Annie. “Are you getting married?”

			“Mom—”

			“Because he’s Irish, not Jewish. And he isn’t exactly a world-beater. He’s in construction, right? He’s always wearing those clunky work boots.”

			“Shit-kickers, we used to call those shoes,” Annie’s father added helpfully.

			“Maybe you should sit down.” Annie gestured toward the table by the window. Four chairs were set around it—the same table she and Sarah had eaten at, from their high-chair days until they’d reached adulthood and moved out.

			Her mother filled the two cocktail glasses and carried them to the table. She and Annie’s father obediently sat. Her father looked curious and hopeful, her mother impatient. Annie was stealing time her parents allotted to drinking cocktails, nibbling on peanuts, and watching the weather forecast on the local news, after all. 

			She took her place across the table from them—the same chair that had been hers as a child. The salt and pepper shakers—the same ones, shaped like two porcelain chickens, a hen for the salt and a rooster for the pepper—stood to her left, and the window on her right let in the early evening light, the sky a delicate lavender so lovely Annie wanted to cry. How many more sunsets would Sarah get to enjoy? How many more sunrises? 

			She forced her gaze from the window and blurted out the words: “Sarah has cancer. She asked me to tell you.”

			“What do you mean, she has cancer?” Her father’s smile hadn’t quite faded. It hung on like an afterthought. “She’s a healthy girl. She can’t have cancer.”

			“She does.”

			“Why didn’t she tell us herself?” her mother demanded to know.

			Annie opted for tact rather than honesty. “She’s tired. It’s been a rough day. She asked me to tell you.”

			“She told you but she didn’t tell us?” Her mother appeared deeply offended. “She couldn’t tell her own parents?”

			“She’s resting.” Annie had no idea if Sarah was, in fact resting, or if she was tired. She was pretty sure Sarah had had a rough day, however. She hoped Sarah was seated outdoors on her spacious slate patio right now—or in the hot tub built into one corner of the patio, steamy water swirling in soothing bubbles around her ailing body. The sunset was lovely. Sarah should be enjoying it.

			“I can’t believe this,” her father said. “What kind of cancer?”

			“Ovarian. It’s a bad kind,” Annie said.

			“But it can be cured, right?” he asked.

			“She’s got good doctors,” Annie said, hoping that was true. “They’ll do everything they can for her.”

			Her father began to deflate like a balloon with a slow leak. He lost height. His face lost color. His eyes grew dull. “But it’s a bad kind?” he pressed her.

			“I don’t believe this,” Annie’s mother wailed. “She got this disease, and she didn’t tell us herself. How could she not tell us?” She glared at Annie, as if it was her fault that Sarah didn’t want to deal with her parents. 

			“I’m telling you,” Annie said. “She asked me to tell you. Okay?”

			“I’m her mother.”

			Annie was tired too. She was having a rough day. She wanted to rest. If she had access to a hot tub, she would want to be in it.

			Instead, she retorted, “Why does everything have to be about you? Sarah is sick. She’s upset. And all you care about was that she asked me to tell you. Right now, she needs our support. Not some bullshit about who she told first.”

			“This is not bullshit,” Annie’s mother shot back. “I’m her mother. I have a gravely ill child. Oh, my God—ovarian cancer.”

			“She’s got good doctors,” her father said, evidently trying to convince himself that Sarah would be fine. “They’re doing everything. Annie said.”

			“Sarah should have said,” her mother muttered. “I shouldn’t be hearing this from Annie.” She pushed away from the table and crossed to the built-in desk attached to the counter, where her computer tablet was plugged in and recharging. “I assume there are support groups.”

			“If Sarah needs one, I’m sure her doctors will steer her in their direction.”

			“I wasn’t talking about her. I was talking about me. Support groups for mothers of cancer patients.”

			Suppressing a groan, Annie met her father’s gaze. His eyes were moist. “She’s going to be okay, right?” he asked plaintively, his voice crumbling like a soggy cookie.

			“I hope so.” She wasn’t going to lie. She also wasn’t going to volunteer that Sarah’s cancer was stage three. Eventually, Sarah would talk to their parents. Annie would let her fill them in on her prognosis, on how she was going to lose her eyebrows and look like a cheap version of Mr. Potato Head. She would let them know whether she would still be able to view a sunset five years from now.

			“I was right,” her mother broke in, tapping her tablet screen with a stylus. “There are support groups for mothers of cancer patients.”

			Annie pushed away from the table and stood. “I should be going. Emmett is waiting for me back at my place.”

			“Emmett,” her father mumbled, shaking his head and sniffling. “Irish. Who knew?”

			“I’m sure Sarah will call you soon,” Annie added, not wanting to leave when her mother was fuming and her father was broken, but not wanting to stay. 

			“Tell her I’m her mother. Tell her she should have told us herself. And no, I’m not making this about me.” Her mother glowered at her. “I gave birth to her. I raised her. She should have told us herself, that’s all.”

			Of course. Annie’s mother gave birth to Sarah and therefore should have been the very first person to receive Sarah’s ghastly news. Annie would let Sarah know. They would have a good laugh about it.

			◌ ◌ ◌

			As expected, Emmett had left her one slice of pizza. It sat forlornly in an oily white delivery box on the kitchen table, cold and limp, its cheese congealing. Annie could reheat it in the microwave, or she could throw it away. She threw it away.

			She swung open the refrigerator door and spotted an open bottle of Chardonnay in the door shelf. Tonight she would drink dinner.

			Carrying a glass of wine into the living room, she found Emmett lounging on Sarah’s hand-me-down sofa, his legs propped up on Sarah’s hand-me-down coffee table and a bottle of beer in his hand. Across the room, the TV was turned on to a Bruins game. He smiled up at her as she settled into the plush peach-hued upholstery next to him. “How’d it go?” he asked.

			“It went as expected,” she told him. “My mother did her narcissist thing. My dad fell apart. He thinks you’re Jewish, by the way.”

			Emmett laughed. “I’m circumcised. Does that count?”

			“I didn’t mention that to my dad.”

			He arched his arm around her shoulders, urging her against him. “I left you some pizza.”

			“I’m not hungry.” She took a sip of wine. She wasn’t really thirsty, either, but the wine was medicinal. 

			On the television screen, hockey players skated back and forth, their movements so fast and slick Annie could scarcely register them. If there was a puck somewhere on the ice, she couldn’t see it. 

			After one small mouthful of wine, she wasn’t drunk. She was fatigued, though. Distracted. Wondering what it would feel like to know that within five years, you would no longer be able to drink wine because you were dead. How did a person cope with that understanding?

			Stop being morbid, she scolded herself. Sarah would be in the lucky forty percent. She would be fine; she always was fine. Their mother would develop all sorts of insights from her support group, and finally come to realize that the universe didn’t revolve around her. Their father would remain sweet and sympathetic, but he wouldn’t fall apart so often because he wouldn’t have reason to, because Sarah would beat her disease and her hair would grow back thicker than before. Annie would get a raise, and Emmett would finally decide to go into business for himself, which would force him to grow up and develop a sense of responsibility, and she would accept that he was the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with. Ten years from now, she and Emmett—and maybe their offspring, who would be beautiful because of Emmett’s genes—would attend a festive graduation party for Becky, hosted by Sarah. Trevor would come home from college for the event, and the wine would be of a much higher quality. 

			No. None of the above. Optimism was Sarah’s forte. Realism was Annie’s.

			On the television, several hockey players began to brawl. What was their problem? Why couldn’t they be happy just to have their health, to be paid exorbitant amounts of money to play a game? Why did they have to punch each other?

			Annoyed by the mindless violence in the hockey game, Annie pulled away from Emmett and stood. “I’m going to call my sister.”

			“Why?”

			“Because she’s my sister.”

			He peered up at her, appearing genuinely baffled. “You always told me you hated your sister.”

			“I never said I hated her.”

			“You said you didn’t like her.”

			“That’s totally different.” Annie slugged a little wine. “I don’t always like her, but I love her. I want to talk to her.”

			“Can we screw around afterwards?”

			“My sister has cancer, and you want to screw around?”

			He mulled over her question, temporarily stumped. Then he shrugged. “Well, yeah.”

			“You’re an asshole,” she said, which didn’t seem to faze him. He shrugged again. She couldn’t say why she felt the compulsion to explain herself to him, but she needed to explain herself to someone, and he was the only person present. “My entire life, my sister never needed me. She had everything going for her. I was at best someone who did her share of the chores, and at worst an embarrassment, this awkward little creep she had to babysit for while our mother was out of the house. Sarah was everything I wasn’t. She was beautiful and smart and cool. And now, for the first time in our lives, she needs me. Okay? I’m going to call her.”

			She pivoted and stalked back to the kitchen to get her phone. Emmett called after her, “You’re smart.” Which, being a realist, she took to mean that she wasn’t beautiful or cool.

			But she was needed. By Sarah. That alone was a miracle.

		

	
		
			chapter four

			Emmett was a sound sleeper. Maybe all that manly physical labor he did, framing new buildings, installing cabinets in renovated kitchens, replacing doorsills that had disintegrated with dry rot, and moving walls—a task that sounded herculean to Annie but was something Emmett seemed to do fairly often for clients who wanted to reconfigure the rooms in their houses—tired him out so much that he could sleep through anything. Or maybe it was sex with Annie that tired him out.

			He was good in bed. Better than good. The truth was, he was the first lover Annie had ever had who could make her come during intercourse. The men she’d been with before him… The nicer ones had bestirred themselves after flat-lining from their own lovely orgasms and diddled her with their fingers until she experienced something that clearly could not compare to their own ecstatic release but was better than nothing. The not-so-nice ones didn’t even bother.

			But Emmett knew what he was doing with his circumcised penis. Bless him for that.

			Unfortunately, sex didn’t interest her lately. She had actually faked her orgasms with him the last few nights so he wouldn’t feel obligated to satisfy her with a postcoital diddle. Instead, they’d snuggled until he’d fallen asleep, and she’d remained awake beside him, wide-eyed in the dark, trying to figure out what was wrong with her.

			It didn’t require much analysis. What was wrong was that she was associating sex these days with ovaries. With illness. With lousy survival rates.

			Why should she feel so attuned to Sarah? Annie was in fine health. She didn’t have cancer. She wasn’t facing that god-awful survival rate.

			She had been spending too much time online recently researching the symptoms of ovarian cancer, and she’d recognized a few that Sarah had mentioned over the past year: the irregular periods, the backaches, the bloating, the unexplained weight loss—actually, Sarah had bragged about that, and Annie had suffered a twinge of envy. The only way she ever lost weight was when she swapped out food that tasted good for celery sticks, unadorned Brussels sprouts, and bluish skim milk.

			According to her research, another symptom of ovarian cancer, which Sarah hadn’t spoken about, was pain during sex. Annie didn’t have pain with Emmett, but ever since she’d learned about Sarah’s illness, she’d been associating sex with pain. It wasn’t Emmett’s fault. It wasn’t even her fault. It just was.

			At least one of them had had a grand time in her bed last night. 

			Emmett had spent the past four nights with her. His roommate, Frank, was apparently enjoying quite a torrid fling in their tiny apartment, and Emmett was in no rush to suggest that Frank and the new woman get a hotel room for a night so Emmett could sleep in his own bed. He liked Annie’s bed just fine.

			She wouldn’t have minded, except for all that research and the welter of emotions Sarah’s illness stirred inside her—fear, panic, resentment, self-loathing because she had no right to feel resentment, and more resentment because simply by handling her diagnosis far better than Annie ever would, Sarah had once again managed to make Annie loathe herself.

			When her cell phone launched into its cheery jingle, announcing a call early Friday morning, the sound didn’t rouse Emmett. His respiration remained slow and steady, his ridiculously thick-lashed eyes firmly shut. Annie reached for her phone on the night table beside the bed and checked the screen: Sarah Adler.

			She should come up with a new ring tone for Sarah. Not the funeral dirge she’d programmed to signal phone calls from her mother, but something a little less chipper. Something that sounded like a ringing phone, perhaps. Or a siren. A whoop-whoop alarm. Incoming! Duck and cover!

			She swiped the phone, whispered “Hello?” and swung out of the bed. Emmett rolled over and released a faint snore. 

			“Annie? Are you okay?”

			Annie tiptoed out of the bedroom, closed the door, and settled on Sarah’s former couch in the living room. “I’m fine,” she said in a louder voice. “I just didn’t want to wake Emmett.”

			“I thought you would be up already, having breakfast. Don’t you have to go to work?”

			Annie pulled her phone away from her ear so she could read the time on the screen. Seven forty-five. Sarah had probably been awake for an hour already, doing yoga or whipping cream and slicing up fresh fruits to throw together a breakfast trifle for Trevor and Becky. Annie didn’t have to prepare a fancy breakfast for anyone. She could stumble into and out of a shower in five minutes, throw on some clothes, fill her travel mug with coffee, grab a bagel for the road, and be out the door in under a half hour. 

			As for Emmett, he woke whenever he felt like it and generally stopped at Dunkin for coffee and a couple of doughnuts on his way to a job site. He arrived at work according to his own schedule, once he was well rested and fueled with caffeine and sugar. He liked his boss well enough, but he refused to let the guy tell him what to do. He’d confessed to Annie that this pissed his boss off, but the clients—especially the female ones—all loved Emmett so much, his boss didn’t dare to fire him.

			“How are you feeling?” Annie asked Sarah, remembering that she was the one who was supposed to be worrying about her sister.

			“How should I feel?” Sarah’s voice contained a shrug. “My surgery is scheduled for Monday.”

			“You’ll sail through it,” Annie assured her. “Hysterectomies are routine.” They weren’t routine when cancer was involved, but reminding Sarah of that wouldn’t be helpful.

			“I was wondering if I could ask a small favor of you,” Sarah said.

			Annie hesitated before reflexively replying, “Of course.” The last time she had agreed to do her sister a favor, she’d had to deal with their parents. “What’s the favor?” she asked cautiously.

			“I have to be at the hospital early Monday morning. Gordon’s taking me, obviously. I was wondering if you could maybe be here to get Trevor and Becky off to school, and be at the house to let them in when they come home. The school bus usually drops them off at the corner around three fifteen. So you could put in a few hours at work if you need to. You could go to your office after the kids have boarded the bus and then return here before they get off the bus. Or you could work the whole day from my house. The kids won’t bother you. I just don’t want them coming home to an empty house. They’re a little too young for that.”

			This favor didn’t seem onerous. But it wasn’t exactly easy either. “You didn’t want Mom to stay with them?”

			“She was going to, but then she changed her mind. She wants to be at the hospital with Gordon. That’s why I’m calling you so last-minute about this.”

			Friday to Monday wasn’t last-minute to Annie. For her, last-minute meant phoning someone and saying, “Can you get here ten minutes ago?” 

			“Poor Gordo,” she said. “I bet he’s really going to enjoy spending the day at the hospital with Mom.”

			Sarah laughed. “She’ll be awful. But she insisted.”

			“Well…okay.” Annie could help out with her niece and nephew. They were much easier to deal with than her mother. “How early do you need me at your house Monday morning?”

			“What I was thinking was, you could come Sunday and spend the night. We’ll get some takeout for dinner, or maybe throw something on the grill. I won’t be eating anything. I’m only allowed clear liquids before the surgery. You and Gordon and the kids can have whatever you’d like.”

			“Sure.” Compared to conveying Sarah’s bad news to their parents, spending a night in the Adlers’ spectacular house and eating something more substantial than Emmett’s leftover pizza sounded like paradise to Annie. And Trevor and Becky were always well behaved. They had to be. Sarah wouldn’t have it any other way. 

			“I’ll have to let them know at work,” she told Sarah. “Dean Parisi’s been scheduling a lot of meetings to discuss the early-decision candidates, but I could join the meeting remotely if that’s okay with her.” Annie’s mind sped ahead as she considered attending the meeting via Zoom or FaceTime. “You’ll have to give me your Wi-Fi password.”
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