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            to my friends

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Egidius, where have you gone?

            I long for you, my friend.

            You found death, you left me behind in life.

            Your company was good and nice.

            It seemed we would die together.

            Pray for me now, I have yet to be unhappy.

            Egidius waer bestu bleven, 14th century

            Only yesterday I regaled six friends with a boiled leg of mutton and a kidney a l’pontoise. They indulged in the pleasures
               of conversation so fully that they forgot that there were richer meats or better cooks.
            

            Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, The Physiology of Taste, trans. Fayette Robinson
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            Chapter One

         
         I honestly believe that there are no longer any great, really great, barn-burning friendships because you can get everything
            delivered these days. Nobody needs anybody, not when they can just pay for it. I used to really wow my friends when I would
            fly home from a trip with a vacuum-sealed bag of Texas steaks on dry ice. They’d say, “You brought this all the way back for
            us? Texas steaks? You must have had to buy a separate plane ticket for all this meat!” Now anybody who wants anything—St.
            Louis spareribs, really good lox, some cookie the size of your head that everybody’s crazy about in San Francisco, pistolette,
            anything you can think of—there’s a button on your phone that will get it to you in twenty-four hours or less. It costs an
            arm and a leg, but somehow pressing a button on a phone doesn’t feel like spending money to people. At least not in the way
            opening your wallet used to.
         

         
         What room is there for a cordial gesture in that kind of world? Everyone hates how all of this works, of course. Have you noticed how unhappy getting their food delivered really makes people now? It’s not just a welcome break from cooking on a Friday night, it’s a necessary part of the evening routine. 

         
         But these companies, they pay their delivery people something awful like four dollars, and that’s not even four dollars an
            hour, it’s per delivery or something. It’s not that they’re wrong to try to get all they can out of you, it’s just that the
            whole procedure is grotesque, and siphons some of the essential humanity from pretty much everybody in the process.
         

         
         For some reason everyone would apparently rather live in this world, instead of one where you can only get étouffée in Louisiana,
            or every once in a great while, when a really good friend smuggles a crockpot of insulated étouffée back home after a visit
            to New Orleans, and she wanted to bring you something that you’d normally have to be there to eat, so much so that she dragged
            a unique moment across the country, practically in a state of cryogenic sleep, just so she could include you in it, and that’s
            why I haven’t had a best friend, a real up-and-down, both-of-you-know-it best friend, since I was forty, when Therese Dumont
            decided that actually she couldn’t stand me right in the middle of her cancer treatments and took me off the casserole list.
            She never told me why, either. I never found out what it was that I was supposed to have done wrong, and of course, in that
            situation, I couldn’t ask. She didn’t die for another three years, but she never put me back on the casserole list.
         

         
         But everybody eats too much nowadays, anyhow.

         
         And tonight, Susan Montgomery, who’s the closest thing I’ve had to a best friend in the last fifteen years, walked out of my apartment for good, a few hours after telling me she didn’t want to talk anymore. She even had a list of grievances she’d written out by hand. Towards the end of the argument, she started reading some of the list out loud to me, although she never finished it. After a certain point, I told her that I got the idea. 

         
         The worst part is that less than six hours after she ended our friendship on the couch in my living room, I had to get up
            and take the bus to work, which was one more indignity than I knew how to bear. No one should have to ride the bus after that
            sort of thing. I was so unhappy it almost felt like I was having a religious experience, and not one of the good kinds. To
            say nothing of trying not to cry on a city bus when you are practically sixty years old, instead of sixteen, just because
            your best friend doesn’t like you anymore.
         

         
         I’d barely slept after our fight, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten. I thought Susan was coming over for dinner,
            and I’d been saving it for her. Then, of course, she had launched straight into what I only later realized was not a spontaneous
            fight but a rehearsed breakup, so there hadn’t been any time for me to eat during it. I hadn’t wanted to afterwards, either,
            which is something that almost never happens to me. I can always eat.
         

         
         I’ve thought about it very carefully since then, but I still don’t think there was a way I could have recognized the signs any sooner. Things had been absolutely normal between the two of us that week. She hadn’t been distant or evasive, hadn’t seemed resentful towards anything I had said. I’d texted her the night before to ask if she wanted to come over to help me, since I’d been working on a recipe that didn’t make sense for just one person, and she agreed to stop by sometime after six to try it. 

         
         That was it. She didn’t say, “And I’ve got something to talk to you about,” or anything like that. It was exactly like a hundred
            other invitations I’d extended to her over the years, and a hundred others that she had extended to me.
         

         
         I love it when people just drop in after informal, close-to-the-last-minute invitations. And I love my apartment. It’s in
            an old brick row house in Kensington, it’s just small enough that there’s no room for anything that isn’t perfect in it, and
            I can clean the whole place from top to bottom in less than an afternoon—and I love hosting people in it. I’m a very good
            bustler. I bustle, but I don’t hover. I don’t have a lot of furniture, but everything that I do have is in excellent taste.
            I serve all my meals on a William and Mary sideboard—English oak, single plank—and I change the tablecloth with the seasons.
            The tablecloth helps people feel relaxed, because there’s no point in having a beautiful seventeenth-century sideboard if
            your guests are too nervous to eat off of it.
         

         
         It had been a perfectly friendly exchange, is what I mean. We didn’t always continue a conversation over text once one of
            us had offered an invitation and the other had accepted it, if that’s what you’re thinking. The fact that she didn’t follow
            up her acceptance with a joke or an anecdote or a question wasn’t unusual, and I don’t think I had any reason to be suspicious
            at the time, even after thinking it all over very carefully in retrospect.
         

         
         That’s part of the reason I was so surprised when it did happen. If she had been planning to dump me that evening, then why didn’t she ask me to come meet her first? Why let me go to all the trouble of making her dinner, especially since neither of us ended up eating it? 

         
         It would have been a good dinner, too, although I never got any further with the menu than this:

         
         
            	Lamb goulash with a hot potato crust

            	Mango and apricot chutney

            	Radish and celery salad

            	Baked apples

         

         The key to a good celery salad is to trim the hell out of it. Keep as many of the leaves you can, but be ruthless about brown
            spots and laciness. Any celery leaf that is not scrupulously perfect has to go. Get rid of the tops and tails, as well as
            most of the outer stalks, anything that is even slightly too thick or too coarse. Pare whatever stalks have survived the culling
            with a good, sharp knife, or use a vegetable peeler if you’ve got one. There should not be a single thread left. Celery is
            a perfectly good vegetable, but if you don’t peel it first, you might as well dump dental floss into your salad.
         

         
         Cut them into very thin slices, on the bias, and soak them in cold salted water for ten minutes. The radishes should be treated in the same way, although if the skins are thin and unblemished, there is no need to peel them. Anything with a strong, sharp flavor will do for a dressing: good bleu cheese and sherry vinegar, or hot bagna càuda. If you can’t be bothered to make bagna càuda, you can crush a few anchovy filets and hazelnuts under the back of your knife and douse the whole thing in olive oil and it’s very nearly just as good. 

         
         We talked like this all the time to each other, Susan and I, discontinuous and abrupt. Whenever you first start to love someone,
            and this is true whether you’re involved romantically or just becoming close friends, your text message history perfectly
            reflects how you feel. You could hand your phone over to anybody off the street and show them what you two have been writing
            to one another, and that stranger would know exactly what was happening right away. But once love settles in, your writing
            habits change. I don’t mean you start taking each other for granted right away, but as you start spending more and more of
            your time together, your texts start getting interrupted and replaced by in-person conversations, which the record doesn’t
            reflect. Some of the people I’ve cared about the most in the world, you’d never know it from the way we text each other. If
            I handed you my phone, all you’d see between us would be fragments like On my way and Milk? and Where are you? I don’t see you, and you’d probably guess we were roommates who didn’t know or even like one another very much, before considering the possibility
            that we were very much in love.
         

         
         Only it was clear from the minute Susan walked in the front door that nothing was going to be usual about this night. She was incredibly nervous and stiff right away. She barely looked at me when I tried to say hello, and she took off her coat with a series of very dramatically restrained gestures, if restraint can ever be said to be dramatic, which I think it can. Like she was convalescing from a long illness. There’s this kind of sucked-in, tight-laced manner of moving a person can cultivate in order to make it very clear that they are just barely holding back something impressive and terrible, and that’s what Susan was doing. 

         
         Even her feet had sounded unhappy on the stairs, although there was nothing very unusual about that. My apartment is perfect
            in almost every way—I’ve got the whole top floor to myself, with great sun exposure on both sides, leaded-glass transom windows
            over all the doors, and picture-rail molding in the living room—but it is in a six-floor walk-up building. Before I moved
            in here, I didn’t even realize that walk-ups could go that high. I thought landlords were legally required to put in an elevator
            after five floors, but they don’t. I can’t pretend it’s easy, but it is one of the reasons my rent is so low for this neighborhood,
            and at least it forces me to exercise. I don’t mind it too much for myself, but it is a real barrier to having people over.
            You have to mention it very early on when you’re getting to know someone, so they know what they’re getting into when you
            invite them over for dinner.
         

         
         If you wait until after they’ve agreed and then say, “By the way, it’s in a sixth-floor walk-up,” they won’t dare to cancel,
            but they will probably not come over a second time, and they will politely dislike you for the rest of their lives.
         

         
         So I heard her feet on the stairs, sounding unhappy, thinking nothing of it yet, and I shouted to her from the kitchen to
            let herself in, since I was trapped in front of the stove and never lock my front door when I’m home. Nobody’s ever going
            to rob the sixth floor of a building with no elevators.
         

         
         “Barbara?” she said. That’s when I could have suspected something, I think. There really was nothing before that to clue me in. But who else would have been talking to her from my kitchen? 

         
         “Just let yourself in,” I said again. “I can’t leave the fat.” I really couldn’t. The recipe I’d been working on was really
            a cross between Hungarian goulash and shepherd’s pie, which I thought had real promise, and involved just barely warming quite
            a lot of paprika in hot lamb drippings before deglazing the pan. You can’t bloom paprika the way you would a spice like cumin.
            Red spices are like red-headed people; they burn quickly. You only want to use a little heat, briefly, to develop the flavor
            before you add your wine or broth—maybe twenty seconds, maybe thirty.
         

         
         “Do you remember the conversation we had yesterday?” she said. Her tone was so weird that I turned off the burner then and
            there, for all the good it did me. If she already knew she was finished with me, I think the least she could have done was
            tell me in advance so I didn’t waste a perfectly good dinner.
         

         
         Even though I had turned off the stove—once it became clear that this was not going to be an ordinary visit, and that we were
            in for a real night of it—I still left the pan on the stove. So it kept carry-over cooking from the residual heat of the burner,
            and the whole thing was ruined. It felt ruined, anyhow, by the time she said she didn’t want to take any of the non-burned
            parts of dinner home with her, so there was no point in trying to save the rest.
         

         
         “Yesterday? I didn’t see you yesterday,” I said, coming out into the living room where Susan was standing rigid, holding her
            coat protectively over her stomach, not looking at me.
         

         
         “Day before yesterday, then. When we had dinner at Frankie’s, the polpettini.”

         
         This was very much like Susan, incidentally. It wasn’t the day before yesterday, it had been nearly a week ago. She will say something happened “yesterday” when what she really means is anytime in the last few weeks, or just that she happened to be thinking about it yesterday. To her, “a couple” means “any number between two and ten,” and “I’m almost there” means practically anything,
            including “I’m still in the shower but thinking very seriously about leaving the house.” She is not an exact sort of person.
            That’s why I was so stunned when she brought out that list, because it seemed like evidence that she thought of herself as
            a totally different kind of person from how I have always known her to be. It’s much harder to tell someone they’ve misunderstood
            your relationship when they’re the one who thought to get their side in writing first.
         

         
         Well, it turned out that she was very upset about something I had said that night we shared the polpettini, something I did
            not even remember saying, but once she explained how it had upset her, I was perfectly happy to apologize for it.
         

         
         Apparently, over the polpettini, Susan had mentioned an argument she’d recently gotten into with her sister, an argument about
            Susan’s career, which she was thinking of changing (Susan was always thinking of changing careers), and to which I had replied,
            “That sounds about right.”
         

         
         Now, if I had said that to her with a tone, then I agree, it would have been passive-aggressive and even rude of me. But my
            conscience is absolutely clear on that front. I said “That sounds about right” in a perfectly neutral way, in a voice that
            had been vacuumed clean of any judgment.
         

         
         All I meant by it was that the two of them do argue a lot, which is true. And this particular subject is one they enjoy fighting over most of all, so it was no surprise to me that they had fought about it again. 

         
         Now, I can appreciate that nobody likes to be told that they fight with their sister all the time, even when it’s true. Maybe
            especially when it’s true. And it’s not difficult for a neutral statement of fact to come across as smug. So I really was
            happy to apologize to Susan for it. And I did apologize, right then. In fact, if she had told me it offended her at the time,
            while we were sharing the polpettini, I would have apologized right away.
         

         
         That’s why the list galled me so much when she hauled it out of her purse a few minutes later. I don’t think I’m an especially
            defensive person. Sometimes I can be careless of speech, and on occasion deliberately hurtful, but I’m not defensive. I will
            apologize readily and often, especially to someone I care about but even to strangers and people I dislike. It’s one of my
            better qualities.
         

         
         But it turned out that, on this occasion at least, apologizing was in fact a significant tactical error. Now Susan felt like
            she’d scored the first point, or smelled blood in the water, because next thing you know, out came the list. I couldn’t believe
            it. I had thought this was a casual, informal, workaday apology over something relatively small, something that only became
            important to you because it was important to your friend, that routine, everyday traffic in low-grade concession that makes
            communication generally light and easy between the two of you because you’re always ready to apologize to each other over
            little, stupid, piddling things that don’t really matter, mostly because you know that she knows how ready you always are
            to apologize, and isn’t going to hold things over your head.
         

         
         But now, here Susan was, absolutely refusing to sit down on my couch but standing so close to it that I couldn’t sit there, either, reading a script cataloguing all of my offenses, and charging me with, among other things, not being supportive enough about her having a baby. 

         
         This was really news to me, especially because Susan doesn’t have a baby. She hasn’t even tried to have a baby.

         
         If you had asked me the day before, or even five minutes before, how important having a baby was to Susan, I would have said
            that it was somewhere on her list of priorities, if conditions were right, but certainly not anywhere near the top. If she
            had asked me for additional support, I would have been very happy to deliver on that front, but she really didn’t talk about
            having a baby very much. Whenever she did, she never sounded very concerned about it: if things were right, if the guy were
            right, if work was going well, then maybe . . .
         

         
         Which seemed entirely appropriate to me, because Susan is forty-nine years old and single, with a singleness of long standing.
            Also, she has arranged her life so that she never has to get up before ten in the morning. She can get up before ten in the
            morning if she absolutely has to, but then that’s pretty much the only thing she can do all day, because she has to spend
            the rest of it recovering in bed.
         

         
         That’s not a dig. I don’t mean that people in their late forties shouldn’t try to have children if they want them, although obviously it’s going to be more difficult and probably more expensive than it would have been a few years earlier. Susan had just never made any serious moves in the direction of having a child, and didn’t seem especially concerned that so far it had never happened to her. She had always sounded so composed and practical whenever the subject came up. 

         
         I mean, if Susan had ever said, “I want a baby more than anything, and I’m ready to become a single mother if I don’t meet
            anyone this year,” I wouldn’t have encouraged her to do it, because I think that’s a very difficult thing to undertake at
            any age (but especially at her age). I would certainly have heard her out, been sympathetic, and offered to help, within reason.
            But she never did. Every once in a while, she would say something about how she “didn’t really mind that it hadn’t happened,”
            which apparently was secretly code for something else. I think at one point she had gone as far as looking up the phone numbers
            for a few fertility doctors through her insurance network, only there are so many fertility doctors in New York that she got
            overwhelmed and could never decide which one to call.
         

         
         Of course, wanting to have a baby and not being able to have one is very sad. But at a certain point, you have to either really try to have one or let the idea go.
         

         
         I’ll admit I do get wary of some of those women our age who make trying to have a baby look like Custer’s last stand. I’ve
            seen them get frantic and fragile, seen them push friends and husbands away, throw good money after bad, and start taking
            it personally whenever other women get pregnant. Then, they want to take it out on the whole world, and everyone has to walk
            on eggshells around them. Should we send her an invitation to the baby shower? What if it’s too much for her? Should we apologize? But I won’t walk on eggshells around them. It doesn’t do them any good. It’s very sad, but you’ve still got to behave like
            a person; that’s my line.
         

         
         I don’t really believe that Susan wanted a baby that badly, anyhow, when it comes down to it. I know you’re not supposed to say that sort of thing, but the way she brought it up just didn’t have the ring of truth. I think she had been feeling a little aimless lately, and very much annoyed with me, but wasn’t willing to be honest about it, and none of the little things about me that had been driving her crazy seemed sufficiently important to end things over, so she had to find a tail to pin on the donkey, so to speak. She needed something that sounded sufficiently important, something she could tell our mutual friends if they asked, “Why don’t I ever see you with Barbara anymore?” 

         
         Then she could say, “Well, I’m afraid Barbara just didn’t support my decision to try to have a baby in my forties,” and everyone
            would feel sorry for her and disgusted with me. Maybe she also resented me for being a few years older than her, on the other
            side of the change, with a safely grown child of my own, and none of that awful, paralyzing, last-chance, this-might-be-it
            uncertainty that comes right before menopause.
         

         
         Of course, I could be wrong about all of this. I was clearly wrong about a lot of things with Susan. Maybe she really did
            want one, and I missed it. Too late now to do much about it, of course.
         

         
         I didn’t interrupt her speech. I waited until she was finished and asked, “What would you have liked me to do differently,
            and when would you have liked me to do it?” Even though she was behaving like a crazy person, I know it’s important not to
            interrupt someone when they’re in the middle of complaining about you. And I wasn’t being snide, I really wanted to know.
         

         
         “It’s not—It isn’t as though I have some perfect idea of everything you should have said, or when you should have said it,” Susan said, still looking at her list but clearly no longer reading from it. “I just know what being supported feels like. And you weren’t supporting me.” Finally she sat down on the couch. I don’t know why she waited so long. 

         
         “That night at dinner? Or all the time?”

         
         “Most of the time.”

         
         “But you weren’t doing anything to support,” I said. “I’m not blaming you, I’m just pointing out—you weren’t making appointments,
            you weren’t bringing around boyfriends, you weren’t freezing your eggs, you weren’t doing IVF . . . Was I supposed to push
            you to do any of those things? Did you want me to find you somebody to get you pregnant?”
         

         
         “That’s not funny,” Susan said. “That’s not at all funny.”

         
         “I don’t think it’s funny, either,” I said. “This is a very serious accusation, telling me I never supported you, like I was
            standing in the way of your dreams, but you don’t even know what sort of support I’m meant to have offered. I mean, did I
            ever try to stop you? Or tell you I thought it wasn’t a good idea? You might just be sorry you haven’t been able to have one,
            but that’s not my fault, so it’s no good blaming me for it.”
         

         
         That was not the right thing to say. I think it may have been true, but that doesn’t mean it was the right thing to say. Certainly not at that moment, and probably not in that tone. I knew that, and Susan knew that, but at this point I was getting a little angry myself. Of course, now Susan was much more than a little angry with me. You can always tell, in an argument, when you’ve given someone else the chance to be really indignant, and you are going to have to shut up and take it, and I could tell then. 

         
         She looked at me for a long time, mouth all in a line, and very quietly, she leaned over towards me and said, “You know, I
            just feel really sorry for you.”
         

         
         Well, that was not the right thing for her to say, either. That is never the right thing to say.

         
         “I feel sorry for you” is what people say when they’re so angry with you that they’ll never admit to being angry ever again.
            You’ve lost all of your sightseeing privileges to any of their private feelings. They’re going to control themselves and maintain
            perfect composure in front of you forever. It’s just awful. It’s considerably worse than getting yelled at. The only thing
            you can say in return when someone tells you they feel sorry for you is that you actually feel sorry for them, which, is an
            unsatisfying thing to say because they got it in first, and it makes you sound like a little kid copying her big sister. But
            it’s still the only thing to say.
         

         
         So I told her, “Well, Susan, I actually feel really sorry for you,” and we probably ought to have ended the conversation there,
            because nobody was going to say anything coherent or sensible after that. And neither of us did. We just kept announcing how
            sorry we felt for each other, like we were having a competitive pity party. The only interruption came when she finally started
            putting on her coat to leave, and I remembered about dinner.
         

         
         “Wait a minute,” I said. “Let me give you a plate. There’s still salad and chutney and dessert that will keep.”

         
         Susan looked at me like I was crazy and said, “I’m not hungry, Barbara.”

         
         “But you’ll be hungry later,” I said. “It won’t take me a second. You don’t have to bring a plate back, I’ll just stick it in a takeout container.” 

         
         I wasn’t crazy. I hadn’t forgotten that we were fighting and that we probably weren’t going to speak again. But it’s one thing
            to hate someone. It’s another thing to hate them so much, after eight years of talking practically every day, that you wouldn’t
            even eat something they made for you.
         

         
         “I won’t be hungry for this dinner,” she said. “Besides, it smells like a campfire in here. I’m sure it’s burned.”

         
         “The apples aren’t burned,” I said. “The salad isn’t burned. The chutney isn’t burned. There’s no point in wasting a good
            dinner just because we’re fighting.”
         

         
         I knew that she was angry with me, and I even agreed that we had real problems between us, but it felt unbelievable to me
            that she wanted to throw out almost a decade of perfectly good friendship over a few things that we could fix between ourselves,
            if we only took the time to talk them out, and that she didn’t want to eat a homemade baked apple later just because, in the
            moment, my apartment smelled like singed paprika.
         

         
         I have a special cast-iron pan just for baking apples. There are four little divots in it, and each of the divots is arranged like a miniature Bundt pan, so that the cast iron can cook the apples from the outside in as well as from the inside out. The skins get all slumped and glossy, and the insides are perfect, almost like custard, after forty minutes. I serve them with hard sauce in winter and with a berry coulis in summer. Or if I can’t be bothered to make a dessert sauce, I just dust them with powdered sugar and a little lemon juice, or a little melted butter and cinnamon. They’re very good, no matter what you put on them. 

         
         “I’m not wasting anything,” she said, jamming her stupid little list back in her purse and getting up to leave. She happened
            to be wearing a shirt of mine, an off-white dungaree-and-cotton-jersey Sacai piece that she’d borrowed ages ago, with these
            really gorgeous buttoned French sleeves. It looked terrific on her. She didn’t say anything about the shirt, even though we
            both knew it was mine. How could she be so sure she was finished with me, but still want to keep my clothes? She didn’t want
            to eat my food, but wearing my shirt wasn’t going to bother her, wasn’t going to remind her of me? Maybe she convinced herself
            she borrowed the shirt from someone else to feel better about keeping it. Who knows? Then she was gone, and it was over.
         

         
         As soon as the door closed behind her, I started to cry and couldn’t stop. At one point, I think I tried to lie down in bed
            to get some sleep before work, but that only made me feel nauseated, so after a while, I crawled back out to the couch and
            just wallowed. What people really need is an app where someone comes and takes all the food you cooked, but can’t eat out
            of your house. Now, in addition to losing Susan, I was going to have to figure out how to incorporate chutney into every single
            meal I made this week. And chutney doesn’t go with everything.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Before Susan broke things off, I had eight best friends, never at the same time, and I don’t talk to any of them now. Some
            of them don’t talk to me, although some of them probably would if I gave them the chance, but I don’t talk to any of them.
            I’d already known Susan a long time before we became best friends. Eventually, she just sort of moved up from a back burner
            to the front of my life, a couple of years after Therese’s funeral. It was a gradual, mutual thing. Since Therese died, I
            haven’t had the energy to go looking for someone else.
         

         
         That’s not exactly right. Truthfully, I do think I still have the energy. I’ve stopped caring about a lot of things in my
            life—sex, both generally and with any one person in particular; owning a pet; keeping up with the news; the state of other
            people’s marriages—sometimes for a little while, sometimes for a long time, sometimes seemingly forever, but I always want
            a best friend.
         

         
         I still have energy to try new things. At my age, this makes me slightly unusual, and I think this is mostly because I haven’t let myself get fat, even though seemingly everybody else has these days. Which may not be much of a problem for them, but I think if you’ve made it to your fifties without getting fat, you might as well keep going and see it through to the end. What’s the point in going in for a whole new wardrobe at this age? 

         
         My sixth best friend, Rhonda Lehrer, was terrifically fat and always had been, although come to think of it, she actually
            did have quite a lot of energy most of the time, but I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if I got fat now. What I do instead
            is I weigh myself once a week. If you weigh yourself any more often than that, it becomes much too easy to get neurotic about
            it, and if you weigh yourself any less often, you start kidding yourself: “Oh, these pants must have shrunk in the wash, it’s
            probably just water weight, I’m sure they’ll fit better in a week or two.”
         

         
         So I weigh myself once a week, and as long as I’m within a five-pound range of a certain number, I just keep doing whatever I’m doing. The range is more important than the number itself, because anybody’s weight can fluctuate pretty considerably in a short period of time for a number of unimportant reasons. If you step on the scale every morning and one day you’ve gone up three pounds for seemingly no reason, and you don’t already know that, you start to panic and think, “My God, what did I eat yesterday to make me gain three pounds in twenty-four hours?” and start calculating what you’ll weigh at this pace in a month. Then you don’t eat for twelve hours, but if you’re anything like me you’re absolutely hopeless as an anorexic, so you can’t hold out for any longer than that, and then you end up eating two sandwiches in a row standing over the sink, eating so fast that your throat spasms afterwards, like getting an ice cream headache but from swallowing too much dry bread too quickly. 

         
         If I’m up more than five pounds on any given week, I might cut out snacking between meals or eating in restaurants, and add
            an apple to my dinner until things go back to normal, and that seems to work fine. I’m almost never down more than five pounds
            because I like to eat. But I know my range and what’s good for me. I’m five-foot-six, which isn’t short but it isn’t exactly
            tall, either, so I make sure to take a ten-minute walk after every meal, even if that just means marching around the house
            and going up and down the stairs a few times when the weather’s bad.
         

         
         I also don’t take any prescription medications and I never drink more than one cup of coffee a day, and that never after noon. Even on my honeymoon (I only took one with my first husband, Caleb, since by the time Henry and I got around to getting married in 1999, Ezra was almost a toddler) or a big vacation like a cruise, I never have more than one cup. I have just as much energy as I did in high school, if not more, and almost everybody else I know seems like they’re constantly five minutes away from a total nervous collapse. Even the young people. They never take a walk after eating, and they drink five or six cups of coffee, or worse, those tallboy energy drinks, sometimes even after dinner. They don’t really even have dinner, I mean, they just keep grazing the whole night after work, there’s no beginning and no end to dinner, so no wonder they don’t have any energy left. I do, but nobody likes getting advice on how to feel better, especially not from somebody else with better personal habits. Everyone with bad habits refuses to believe that they can improve them, or that improving them might make them feel even the tiniest bit happier, so I mostly keep it to myself. 

         
         I realize that diet talk isn’t the most exciting thing in the world, and that it’s very easy to go too far in a particular
            direction, and seriously hurt people’s feelings. But it did used to be a very helpful way of getting to know a potential new
            friend, especially when both of you knew not to take it too seriously. Nobody wants to sound like an Erma Bombeck column,
            of course.
         

         
         People seem to have forgotten this, but for decades, probably longer, certainly for my entire life up until about a few years
            ago, your diet was a perfectly ordinary, perfectly civil topic of conversation. It gave you something to talk about that wasn’t
            too personal when you didn’t know each other well yet. Now, of course, it’s much too personal to talk about diets. The most
            polite thing you can do is pretend that everybody else is just a brain that happens to be carrying a human body around after
            it, so you’re not supposed to mention it. But eating is something that everybody has to do pretty much every day, usually
            with other people, and there are only so many things that everybody has to do regularly, so it seems like a shame to banish
            the entire subject from polite conversation.
         

         
         And diet talk was so useful for weeding out the anorexics and the pleasure-haters and anyone who thought she was above the business of womanhood. It made it relatively easy to find out if someone else was easygoing and collaborative, or if she had to have things always done her way and made sure she got credit for every little thing, if she was going to appreciate your graciousness when you said something self-deprecating and offer you a little tidbit of frailty in return, or if she was going to take advantage of it. You could learn an awful lot about someone from just a few minutes of diet talk, but now of course it’s nobody’s business what anybody eats. Practically nothing is anybody’s business these days, which is awfully depressing. At a certain point, if everyone wants everyone else to mind their own business, we’re all going to die of loneliness. 

         
         Something similar I’ve noticed is that almost nobody talks about “letting yourself go” nowadays. Nobody lets themselves go
            anymore, apparently, or maybe there’s nothing to let go of. They just become more “comfortable with themselves” and “learn
            how to take it easy” or, God forbid, “make peace with their body.” Make peace with their body! Do they hear themselves, I
            want to know.
         

         
         What I don’t have, really, is the heart to go through it all again. Losing nine best friends is no joke, even if they were
            all spaced out and years apart. Sometimes I worry that nobody’s ever really loved anybody else, not ever, not in the way that
            lasts. I hope that isn’t true. I hope the problem is just me. I hope love is happening to other people all the time, and I’m
            just the one who hasn’t figured it out yet.
         

         
         In some ways, it was almost a relief to give up on trying to sleep when the sun came up, because this kind of thinking is exhausting. But on the other hand, the idea of leaving the house and going to work felt completely impossible. What could I do to collect myself? Practically nothing. I have certain standards and routines that ordinarily sustain me in the face of ordinary bouts of loneliness, but none of them could bear the sudden loss of Susan. Watching someone break up with you while they’re still wearing your clothes is no ordinary kind of loneliness, let me tell you. 

         
         I did my best, regardless: some cold water and cold cream for my face, and a glass of tepid water to drink. Cold water on
            the skin is good for the pores, but cold water to drink is too hard on the throat after a bout of crying. I don’t know if
            that’s strictly true, but it helps to have strict rules about that sort of thing. I put on a soft, comfortable, nearly shapeless
            felt coat in forest green. It’s got deep, well-sewn pockets, and it’s rescued at the very last possible second from frumpiness
            by the heaviness of the hemline, which gives the whole thing a silhouette like a bell. That helped a little.
         

         
         Of course, on my way out of the apartment, I ran into my worst neighbor. There are six other apartments in this building—all
            of us have lived here for at least five years, and some of us fifty—and I get along with everybody, except for her. Her name
            is Lorraine, and she has got to be eighty-five years old if she is a day. She lives in the ground-floor apartment, and every
            time somebody goes in or out of the building, she comes out to investigate, like the front doors belong to her and she’s got
            to check everybody’s papers to make sure they have the right to pass. She’s very stylish, which is unfortunate because I dislike
            her so much, and I resent having to give her credit for anything, but she is. She used to work for London Fog and later for
            Fendi, as a buyer or a designer or something fairly high up in management, and even though she’s retired now, she still dresses
            every day like they might need her back in the office.
         

         
         I know all this because for the first few months that I lived here, I thought I could get her to like me by asking her a lot of friendly, impersonal questions and offering to help bring in her deliveries, which didn’t work. She still interrogated every guest I ever buzzed in. I was embarrassed to have people over. I had to warn them after they accepted my invitations, not only about the stairs, but also about Lorraine the bridge troll. And she was always buttonholing me to tell me that nobody else in the building broke down their boxes properly before putting them in the recycling bin, which was true, but neither one of us worked for the recycling department or for the superintendent, so who cares? 

         
         Once I overheard her buttonholing one of the other neighbors on the stairs—a very nice girl from the third floor named Dee—saying,
            “Don’t ever breastfeed. My grandmother, my mother, and I all used formula, and in our family, we called anyone who breastfed
            a peasant. And don’t let anybody else in the delivery room. When you have a baby, you feel like shit and you look like shit.
            It should be like Lucy and Ricky, where he stays in the waiting room and she comes out later in a negligee after they’ve cleaned
            the baby up. My nephew took pictures while his child was being born, and it was all covered in blood, looked disgusting . . .
            We called it the monkey baby.” Dee wasn’t even showing yet.
         

         
         After that, I tried ignoring her. It even got to the point where I would pretend to take phone calls on my way down the stairs
            just to get out of conversations. That didn’t work, either. She’d just follow me out the door and gesture angrily for me to
            hang up and talk to her.
         

         
         She also has this terrible dog who barks at everything that moves, just like she does. Lorraine’s only strategy for training the dog is to scream “Be quiet!” whenever it barks, which it does whenever anyone walks past the front door, which happens quite a lot since we live in a pretty busy part of Brooklyn. 

         
         I would have cheerfully cut off a toe, even an important toe, to get out of having to deal with Lorraine that morning, but
            I was just too exhausted to try to outrun her, or even just to wait at the top of the stairs until she went back inside her
            apartment. She caught sight of me coming down early, and just stood at the bottom of the landing, peering up with that undisguised
            curiosity and malevolence that the very old have in common with babies and toddlers, before they’ve learned how to arrange
            their faces into polite expressions and after they’ve forgotten or stopped caring how to do it. But she was wearing a truly
            massive, convex Issey Miyake dress, navy, that looked like a big pleated cocoon, with these wonderful, delicately embroidered
            mustard-yellow loafers, and I had to admire her for that, if nothing else.
         

         
         “Wait a minute,” she said as I tried to walk past her, as if I couldn’t tell she was waiting for me. But if she had wanted
            me to talk to her, she should have addressed me first; I don’t like being rude to someone so much older than me, but there
            are still rules about addressing someone in public. You can’t expect someone to wait for you based on nothing.
         

         
         “I can’t wait, Lorraine,” I said, shimmying past her and heading for the front doors.

         
         “Wait a minute,” she said again, hobbling after me in exasperation. “I want to talk to you.”

         
         “But I don’t want to talk to you,” I said, and I made sure to close the front door behind me instead of waiting for it to shut on its own. It was too heavy for her to work it by herself in time. 

         
         “I want to talk to you!” she shouted from behind the glass. And of course, the whole time her dog was barking its head off
            behind her front door, so she alternated between “I want to talk to you” to me, and “Be QUIET!” to it, the whole time.
         

         
         “Yes, you’ve made that very clear, Lorraine! I have to go now!”

         
         Then I took off down the street, although that really wasn’t necessary. She’s not steady enough on her feet to follow me out
            of the building like she used to. The handful of times I’ve seen her walking that dog by herself, it’s looked like she’s about
            five seconds from toppling over. And it’s not even a very big dog.
         

         
         One of our other neighbors Claire has started asking me in very hushed and serious tones if I think we should call Animal Control, because Lorraine spends all day yelling at her dog and is probably going to break a hip taking it on a walk one of these days.
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