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Okay, but the afterlife? It’s nothing like it looks in the movies. It’s a lot more forgiving than that, for which I guess I’m thankful. I died early on a Saturday morning wearing an old pair of H&M tights under an oversize Hot Chelle Rae T-shirt I had jury-rigged into a minidress. I was wearing the dress ironically—I wasn’t even a little bit into HCR; my tastes then ran moodier and boozier: Kendrick Lamar, Lana Del Rey—but if I were to get the Hollywood treatment, I’d be stuck in that minidress for all eternity. Badly sewn hem and all.

Luckily, it doesn’t work that way. My eternal spirit isn’t trapped in the wrong clothes: not the slashed-up tee I died in nor the ugly frock my mother picked out for my wake, with its churchy neckline and repulsive peony print. And although I died in an ugly way, I don’t look ugly. I look beautiful, more beautiful than I ever felt alive, though I was beautiful then, too.

Almost no one ever gets a good look at me now, but if they did, they’d see me in my favorite going-out dress from that year, the one I wore all the time before my old college roommate swiped it from me. BCBG, black Lycra with a tummy panel and a cutout just at the center of my rib cage. A little diamond of teasing brown skin placed just so, hints of underboob on either side. Exfoliated, moisturized, hair freshly relaxed. Lips plumped up with this gloss I liked at the time that had a little bit of a chocolaty flavor. One tiny little tube cost twenty-four dollars, a splurge, and if we’d just had a fight, I could sometimes get my boyfriend to buy it for me. I was proud of that then, but I’ve since realized it’s nothing special.

Mostly the look goes to waste, though. Around here, it’s generally the same tired old audience. A few relatives of mine from various generations who couldn’t care less about my overpriced lip gloss. Who, like me, got chopped from the family tree before their branches could flower. Who died on the receiving end of a particular unfulfilled promise—which, by the way, is the best we can figure as to why we’re here. At the heart of all of this is a family farm, a share of which was supposed to pass to each of us but didn’t because we all died cruelly and too soon. The farm is the only thing that connects us four, aside from our deep Cupid’s bows and our insatiable love of gossip.

Did you realize? The dead are relentless gossips, or at least these dead are. We try to be reasonable, but do we judge? Like shit. And this place has one great advantage over earthside society: It feeds our nosiness generously. Here, we aren’t restricted by geography or the walls of our own memories—even those of us who in life never boarded a plane, never even left western Tennessee, have nonetheless by now gotten to experience in-season swordfish meunière at the Baltimore Oceanaire by way of a living cousin of ours. We’ve traveled many streets, seen all sorts of concerts, eavesdropped on a thousand juicy arguments.

We get to be where our people are, perched on their shoulders, figuratively speaking. Some of our people, at least. We can enjoy, almost limitlessly, our hosts’ living bodies, their rich troves of memory. Every dank private emotion they’ve ever felt; every buttery, lemony bite of fish they’ve ever tasted and bothered to remember. And for all intents and purposes, we live here now, on this farm we never got to inherit. Without even trying, we see what happens here, overhear all sorts of conversations, from banal to explosive. Better than the best reality TV.

But lesser, of course, than the thrill of both seeing and being seen, which I took for granted when it was available to me. Now it’s only every so often that I catch direct eye contact or an appraising once-over from a living relative. And it’s only then that I have complicated feelings about my Lycra dress. Because who wants to be known as some kind of ho-bag haunt?

Then again, I died young, my twenty-eighth birthday a couple months away. From an underboob standpoint, it could have been worse.
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Outside the Marigold, Aubrey dropped her wallet in the rain.

In a former life, the Marigold had been a tollhouse for interstate travelers; now it was a brunchery and happy-hour spot, three darkly nostalgic stories crammed with antebellum antiques. The restaurant stood nestled in the elbow of an intersection on the major road connecting nearby Northwest DC with the affluent Maryland suburb that supplied most of its patrons. Like I said, we get to be where our people are, and so through Aubrey I’d quickly gotten well acquainted with the Marigold, had learned all its rhythms. On a Tuesday night or a Sunday morning, you could drink very cheaply here, a half-off carafe or the famous bottomless bellinis, respectively; but on other days of the week, the cocktails, though excellent, were full price. If you were on a tight budget (which Aubrey was), you probably would not find yourself here on a Saturday afternoon (which this was), unless you had a very good reason.

Aubrey believed she had a very good reason. As of the previous Wednesday, she had been dating her man for four years. Boyd the sea-eyed and amber-haired, the sensitive and bespectacled. Boyd, who surely wouldn’t waste her time, who’d already hinted heavily at what loomed in their mutual future. Boyd, who thought Aubrey didn’t know he kept her hand measurements in a folder nested deeply in the desktop of his Lenovo tablet. Who, until now, had never asked Aubrey to the Marigold on a full-price Saturday.

Also, Aubrey was thirty-two, and beginning to jolt awake from overtly symbolic nightmares. Eggs spilling from a carton and cracking open on the linoleum floor, that sort of thing. I never made it that far in my own life, but I’m sure I would have. Forgive the child a little wishful thinking.

The wallet she dropped on the sidewalk was violet pleather, a quirky gift from a maternal aunt. Hurrying to get ready, she had failed to realize she’d mistaken the shallow fold in her black trench coat for a pocket. Underneath the trench, she wore a black ribbed sweater dress that clung to her torso in a way that discouraged overeating; and under the sweater dress, a strappy teddy that was beginning to itch in a distractingly geometric way. She’d purchased both long ago, when a day like this was far off, aspirational; just this morning I’d watched her root them out from the depths of her closet and pull off the tags.

An unforecasted drizzle fell, portending one of those full-bodied spring rains. Aubrey charged across the parking lot, holding her coat closed with one hand and trying to cover her pressed-out hair with the slim fingers of the other. She had spent three hours straightening it before the mirror that morning, as a Sol de Janeiro anti-cellulite mask turned her butt, she hoped, Brazilian.

The wallet landed, splap, in the swamp of the Marigold’s well-trodden soil walkway; but the sound registered to Aubrey only as a flick of water against her heel, which got her moving faster. Her boots were black suede, brand-new.

Behind her, a man spotted the fallen wallet, a vibrant splash against a canvas of browns and grays, and called out to her; but in the split second before she turned around, he caught a glimpse of her ass, or what one could make of it amid the slightly rumpled fabric of her coat. By the time their eyes met, his glinted with something afield of his initial pure intentions; and so, misunderstanding, Aubrey whipped her head away—a lovely head, skin and hair shining with shea butter, features sharper than usual from the itch that crisscrossed her shoulder blades in the shape of the teddy—and pushed on into the restaurant.

“All right, then,” said the man with a shrug, plucking the wallet from the ground. Off he went toward downtown, seventy-five dollars richer and in possession of a newly loaded Metro card.

In the short time I’d been watching Aubrey, things like this had happened often. A dropped ID on her morning commute, a crumpled sweater left wedged in the corner of a subway seat. Often the lost objects were returned by onlookers dewy-eyed with hope, and Aubrey was generally grateful, if chilly, in the way that pretty women learn to be. But there wasn’t usually a dinner date waiting, or a nylon thong up her behind.

——

Here was Boyd inside the restaurant, seated at a two-top near the entrance. Merino pullover and neat white teeth, an off-menu cocktail already in his hand. The hostess who led Aubrey over didn’t have enough shame to avoid staring at her with frank incredulity. A guy like that, waiting on this girl with mud spatters across her bootheels.

“You started without me!” said Aubrey, trying to sound normal. She leaned over to kiss her man hello, angling her body to give him a look down the front of her coat.

Boyd turned his head and took the kiss on a cheek red-gold with stubble. “Just barely,” he said. “I ordered some starters, too. I got that salad you like and a serving of cornbread. Sound good?”

On a previous visit to the Marigold, each had drunk just the right number of bellinis so that everything seemed funny. When the server came over and mixed up their plates—presenting sirloin and cheddarchive biscuits to her, a dressed fennel salad dotted with pomegranate seeds to him—it had struck them as hilarious. Boyd placed a single pomegranate seed on the tip of his finger, the daintiest ruby against the backdrop of his broad chest, and pretended not to be able to find it with his tongue. They laughed until their stomachs hurt, a crimson bloom climbing Boyd’s pale neck until he had to pull off his tortoiseshells and wipe the moisture from the bridge of his nose.

Another time, they had found a dangerously shaped chip in the corner of a ceramic plate heaped with snow crab legs; the manager had personally come by to deliver free champagne and cornbread flecked with whole kernels. Compliments of the house. The manager, winking at them, telling them about a cousin of his who had surprised the family by marrying a Nigerian.

“Now, I wonder,” Boyd had said, eyes narrowing in faux confusion, “what about us reminds you of them?” And he’d reached across the table to squeeze Aubrey’s hand as the manager stammered and fumbled with the cornbread tongs. Once they’d each been served, Boyd flashed a smile at him. “And by the way, I get that a lot, but I’m not Nigerian.”

They were still a new couple then, official only three or four months, and the easy gallantry of it sent heat straight to Aubrey’s groin. Truthfully, though she knew it should gall her, she had found the manager’s comment sort of charming. But she liked Boyd’s response more, the way he held the manager’s gaze, and she would thereafter come to see him as the source of a sort of protection she hadn’t known was possible.

Mind you—she wasn’t one of those Black girls who turned to stone at a predominantly white brunch spot. Quite the opposite: A product of magnet schools, diverse Girl Scout troops, and group violin lessons, she had smiled her way through ten thousand such microaggressions in the pre-Boyd part of her life. She was highly fluent in this sort of interaction, and knew herself to be so. But Boyd’s small intervention cracked open a painted-shut door she hadn’t noticed before. Maybe, just maybe, on the arm of this big towheaded man, she could let that fluency lapse. She could rest.

The sex that night was grateful, enthusiastic. She fought through the carby sluggishness.

And now Boyd had ordered ahead, choosing fennel salad and whole-kernel cornbread: menu items that evoked these golden memories. “Aubrey,” he continued in his normal clarion tenor. “First of all, I want to thank you for everything you’ve been to me these past couple years.”

Back at her stand, the hostess watched while pretending not to.

“I’ve laughed with you,” he said. “And I’ve learned from you. I understand myself and the world better because of you. You’re not like anyone I ever saw myself dating. You’ve challenged me and taught me to question things I used to take for granted, and I’ll appreciate that forever.”

Aubrey’s heart galloped even as Boyd refused to meet her gaze.

Understand the situation: the length of the relationship, the venue, the full-priced cocktails. The anticipation that had driven her to prepare so carefully for this moment. Lethal undergarments marking her skin, inherited moissanite twinkling in her earlobes. Married coworkers had told her what this moment might be like: that he would be dressed up and quavering, would have chosen a place that held meaning for them both. That he would have started drinking a little early to quiet his nerves and propel him through the handful of important sentences.

You see, then, why she wasn’t quite following what he was saying, even if I was. She nuzzled his calf with one suede boot.

He pulled his leg away. “Aubrey,” he said again, firmly this time. “Listen.”

——

On the walls of the Marigold ladies’ room hung propaganda from a bygone era, images of blond belles dancing through cotton fields in vast floats of crinoline. Watercolor breasts smashed into nothing, and forget about ass altogether. The décor usually made Aubrey, who shopped in the bodycon section of most websites, feel lush and desirable by comparison. She came from the convergence of two lines of Stradivarius-shaped women; she was blessed with clear skin and feet free of bunions. Male attention was a constant thrum that could be turned up or down at will. On this trip to the bathroom, she’d gathered a handful of appreciative stares, not that she’d noticed.

Any other time, she’d have been deliberate at the mirror, smoothing down her baby hairs and then reapplying her lip gloss with a single fingertip. But now she sat on the toilet cover with the dust and E. coli, the glossy white floor tiles swimming in the shadows of her boots. She hadn’t even ordered a drink yet, but something like a hangover festered between her ears.

Why here? had been her only question back at the table.

You love this place, he’d said infuriatingly. I thought it would make it a little easier on you.

She thought of something her aunt Lee always said about men. How they were never satisfied until they had set fire to each individual thread of the dress you were wearing.

Another patron entered the next stall and started laboring on the toilet; Aubrey made herself get up to go wash her hands. The marble stall itself now seemed soiled. The hand soap, with its hand-milled scent of fresh cotton sheets, scorched her fingertips.

Back at the table, Boyd made a show of rising to meet her. The fennel salad and cornbread sat untouched between their plate settings. “Could we still stay for dinner?” he asked. “My treat.”

“I’m actually not hungry.” She gathered her trench into her arms.

“A drink, then?”

“Tuh,” she said primly. A sound that spat. “Thank you anyway.”

I had to hand it to her, bad as she could have used some peach-toned cocktail. You had nothing if you didn’t have your dignity.

Boyd laid a fifty on the table and followed her to the front door. “I could leave, if you want,” he said. “So you can eat. You came all this way.”

She wondered, as she pushed open the door, whether she’d ever eat at the Marigold again, or even think of it without feeling a deep-down ache. “No. I’m going back to the city.”

Rain pounded the ground now. Boyd took a few steps beside her and then fell back as she crossed the parking lot, threading between suburban luxury cars. “Did you get a ride here?”

Of course she hadn’t; she’d wanted to be alone. She’d ridden the subway, foggy and sweet-mouthed with anticipation, even a little giddy at the idea of the Metro oglers wondering what hid beneath her long coat. She’d figured on spending the afternoon and the night afterward at Boyd’s nearby one-bedroom with its oil-shined hardwood floors, letting him peel her free of several straps of nylon, and had decided against asking a roommate to drive her uptown.

“Be safe,” called Boyd as she broke into a careful trot, rain pattering on her press-out.

The Metro station was six blocks south. She knew even before checking her reflection in a storefront window that her hair was ruined. She always disliked the foot traffic in this part of town, but today the passersby’s obliviousness seemed especially egregious: the frumpy mothers leading children in rubber boots toward Trader Joe’s, the endorphin junkies who ran in place at street corners in their soaked shorts. The mothers brayed commands, the kids whined, the runners huffed in the obnoxious theater of public cardio.

Aubrey weaved through them without slowing, even when it meant plunging her suede boots into pools of water on the margins of the sidewalk. The teddy itched her hips, and she felt the prickle of nascent tears. She wished she’d let Boyd buy her a drink, if only to make it easier to find the raw core of her grief as soon as she was in relative privacy. Someone had once told her that until one’s mid-thirties, it was all right to cry on the subway. Around thirty-three was when the pathetic self-importance eclipsed the poetry of it. She’d taken great advantage of the rule already. She thought that she would find a seat on the back of the Metro car, lift her trench over her face, and—

Reaching the turnstile at the subway entrance, she plunged a hand into her pocket and fumbled in search of her wallet but found only loose Altoids and a dried-out tube of mascara.

——

She had to return to the restaurant, where Boyd sat nursing his drink ten feet from the door. Aubrey tried not to look at him as she mopped her brow and engaged the bitch hostess about her lost item, but there he was, slumped over the two-top, his head hung puppyishly and his gaze on the table. Sympathy surged in her despite everything.

She wished he’d been more of an asshole about the breakup. If only there were someone else pulling the strings from backstage, like the sexy Nantucket blonde at the policy institute where he worked, or a racist relative who thought four years was plenty long enough for this to go on.

But he’d sworn there was no one else, no secret explanation. His reasons were the usual ones: restlessness, a growing certainty that someone else was out there for each of them, and blah blah fucking blah.

The hostess had not seen a wallet, nor had one been turned in, news she delivered with visible smugness.

This always happened. The hostess was mid-twenties, white, clean but plain with narrow hips and a claddagh ring. A few months earlier, a woman like this had cornered Aubrey at a pub where she and Boyd had sat watching a UFC match for novelty’s sake. Your boyfriend is so cute, said the woman in a Great Lakes accent, standing close enough that Aubrey could smell the oatmeal stout on her breath. You’re so cute together. Of course, now they all only want someone, you know, exotic. On the last word, she carved an hourglass shape into the air between them with her hands. She wasn’t smiling.

“I just had the wallet,” Aubrey protested now. “I rode the Metro to get here, so I know I had it. Could you maybe—?” She gestured desperately toward the table, where Boyd, still not looking her way, had finally given in to the siren call of still-warm cornbread.

“You’re welcome to take a look around,” said the hostess pointedly, and snatched away her attention. Guests gathered behind Aubrey, dripping from the rain.

Well, wasn’t this turn of events just fantastic. Aubrey charged past the hostess stand, into the dining area and Boyd’s line of sight. He sputtered, stood, flecks of cornbread in his stubble. “Don’t mind me,” said Aubrey, unsmiling, pushing dishes aside to check the table. No flash of purple. She felt Boyd’s hand graze her arm and dodged it aggressively. Her dignity.

“What is it?” he asked in his same old voice, the one she’d let lull her into feeling safe and protected for the past four years. “Did you lose something?”

Without answering, she dropped to her knees and lifted the tablecloth to search the ill-lit cave beneath. She had to push her body forward to check the farthest corners. All at once she felt a gust of cold restaurant air prickling her ass and knew her sweater dress had ridden up, that her bondage-suggestive lingerie was on display to at least a dozen surrounding diners.

Around her, murmurs of prurient curiosity. It was just as some of them had suspected: The nice blond man’s callipygian date was some sort of whore, angling chaotically for appetizers or God only knew what. Ass in the air for everyone to see. Her face burned as she continued not to find her wallet.

And of course, I—we—could only watch. It was always this way with her. Secondhand horror with exasperation all around the edges.

Finally, feeling Boyd’s hands on her thighs—he gave her dress a firm yank, several seconds after she’d dissociated from the humiliation of it all—she jerked away and pulled herself clumsily to her feet. Boyd’s eyes were wide and sad and blue. “Good God,” he said, and ran a hand through his fair curls. “What the hell, Aubrey?”

Eyes everywhere. Palpable silence had traveled halfway across the open floor plan. “I lost something,” she said to Boyd, projecting for the onlookers. For the hostess, who stared from the entrance with naked judgment. “But don’t worry about it.”

If not for the tired sadness in Boyd’s eyes, she probably would have left the way she’d come in: angry. Indignant at the way he’d ruined everything for her, from the restaurant to the sixty-dollar laser-cut thong she’d just flashed at half its patrons. Protective of the dignity that had gotten her as far as the Metro turnstile. But as I have seen so very many times, we all have a vulnerability in moments like these. Even as we are being injured at the hands of another, it is our greatest wish to find that in fact the injury was imaginary. That if we dig insistently enough at the wound, we will find beneath it a new skin.
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Searching her pockets again in the drizzle outside, this time for her phone, Aubrey thought first to call her father for a ride, before she remembered with the usual stomach-dropping shock that of course she could not. He had been dead for not much longer than a year; his absence could still surprise her at inconvenient moments.

She wouldn’t actually have called him, anyway. Wouldn’t have given him the satisfaction. Micah Lamb had always regarded Boyd, and the hold Boyd had on his daughter, with the resignation of a day-tripper waiting out a sudden spot of bad weather. He thought Aubrey had spent long enough fooling around with this guy, working her patchwork of low-paying jobs and living in her transitional apartment, and was fixated on his hope that she would go to grad school, start pulling her life together.

One of the last things Micah had ever said to her, only a few days before climbing into the bed he never climbed back out of, was I hope one day you’ll find someone who’s really good for you. Now our Micah lay buried with his judgments in a small cemetery in central Tennessee.

Aubrey had been without her mother for most of her life, and at the moment, this was the starker loss. Suzette Lamb would have seen this breakup coming from a hundred miles away, Aubrey felt sure. Aubrey barely remembered the details of her mother’s face or voice or personality, but a certain mythology had grown around Suzette’s memory. Bellamy, Aubrey’s older sister, always said that Suzette had seemed preternatural in her knowing. And so, whenever anything bad happened to either sister, the two would trade a look and say, Thanks a lot, Suzette. Not for creating the bad luck itself, but for not warning them or heading it off somehow. For not accounting for it in the end-of-life letters Suzette had left behind, which assiduously laid out what she thought her daughters might need to know. Checkbook balancing, interpersonal charisma, various methods of hair removal.

None of the letters addressed how not to let a blue-eyed man sweetly but unceremoniously steal four years of your momentum, your prettiness, and your fertility. Thanks a lot, Suzette.

And so, God help her, Aubrey had to call her sister, who was in the middle of something a few miles away but agreed to come pick her up. Aubrey’s voice cracked as she sketched out the situation, how she didn’t want to linger outside the Marigold in case Boyd emerged.

“Pull yourself together,” said Bellamy. She said it gently, but it rankled anyway. In recent months, since resolving their father’s estate, Bellamy had moved with her family into their childhood home in the suburbs and now lived there, wearing marriage like a mantle. Her husband was doting, her children gifted and adorable. Bellamy’s Howard and Georgetown degrees hung alongside family photos in the sitting room that had once been their father’s office. “Start walking up Route 29 and I’ll pick you up in less than half an hour.”

The child did as she was told. She lifted her trench coat over the disaster of her hair and walked toward the main thoroughfare, rain pattering her bare legs.

She walked past Boyd’s apartment building, where the monthly rent for the cheapest studio was more than the mortgage for a single-family home just a mile farther from the city. Aubrey had marveled at the nine hundred sparsely decorated square feet he had all to himself, luxurious and humble all at once.

Unable to help herself, she stopped and counted windows until she found his on the fourth floor of the building. There were the curtains she had picked out for him on Etsy, the bronze vintage alarm clock proud on the sill. She had imagined living there someday, had gradually introduced homey touches with that plan in mind. Her own apartment, ten miles away in Northwest DC, teemed with roommates.

Boyd came from wealth of a degree at which most small measures of thrift were immaterial, but a class that dictated he pretend otherwise. You know the type, but Aubrey hadn’t at first. It didn’t truly matter to his bank account whether they waited to visit the Marigold on a discount day. But it was important to Boyd’s self-image that they do so. He was two iPhones behind and didn’t eat at trendy places; all his nice clothes had been gifts. Other people their age, of course, blew their money on nonsense. The Washington Post said so. Boyd’s parents, Jon and Brigid, lived similarly to their son, if at a larger scale.

The money came mostly from Brigid’s side, a grandfather who’d invented both a popular line of moisture-wicking sportswear and a bitter, cheap beer called Mahaffey’s Red Field. It was the family’s favorite running joke, that their legacy revolved around two things in which the family had no interest: sports and four-dollar booze. Now Boyd and his sister, the members of the newest generation, operated under the quiet, cushiony understanding that all they had to do was exist and they would be allowed to live in comfort, in perpetuity.

Welcome to our heap! Brigid had actually said on Aubrey’s first dinner visit to the Elledges’ house in nearby Takoma Park, before serving her a salad of wild backyard greens and pan-fried tofu from the grocery co-op around the corner. Aubrey hadn’t yet understood; the house and food seemed simple and approachable. Up close, though, the bluish stone exterior glinted with understated richness, the sort of intentional humbleness only money could buy. The house was regularly featured on the annual walking tour of the craftsman homes in the surrounding neighborhood. Once a year, architecture buffs traipsed through and snapped photos of the alcoves set into the bright white walls. Still, Aubrey was lulled into relating to Boyd’s parents like she would any earthy white people who shone smiles on her.

Over four years of dating Boyd, though, the small financial details that revealed themselves had constellated gradually into a more logical picture. After some later gathering, just as they were about to walk back to Boyd’s place, he’d snapped his fingers—Oh, forgot something—and doubled back to the front door to retrieve a check from his mother’s outstretched hand.

What was the check for? Aubrey asked as they resumed walking. They were eighteen months in then, well acquainted with each other’s morning breath. The question didn’t feel intrusive.

Oh, just, you know, was his answer.

It took another year or so, but eventually she understood that this, and not thrifting his work shirts or cutting his own hair, was how Boyd afforded a spacious one-bedroom in a building like this one on his think-tank salary. His parents paid his rent, end of story. A family trust likewise provided regular infusions for incidentals. When she figured it out, it didn’t lower her esteem for him or cause her to feel misled. It struck her, rather, as gentlemanly, the way they never went anyplace where she couldn’t afford her half of the check.

But now—as Aubrey stared up into Boyd’s empty fourth-floor apartment, her future and two or three hoped-for children dying inside her mind—you had to feel sorry for her, for not even having the good sense to let him buy her a parting drink. The child was really so silly, in so many ways.

——

“My God,” said Bellamy as Aubrey climbed into the Honda Odyssey. “This is what you wear when you think you’re about to get proposed to?”

Aubrey shivered and jabbed at the dashboard, halting the aggressive AC. “Let me live. All my silk ball gowns are at the dry cleaner’s.” They rode in silence for a little while, as sisters will. Aubrey wrung rainwater from her hair directly onto the leather upholstery and tugged the hem of her dress past her wet thighs, then reported her Visa card lost using the bank app on her phone.

“You’ll be all right,” Bellamy said finally. “You don’t think you’ll backslide, do you?”

It was one of the points Boyd had been clearest on, claiming his main concern was for Aubrey’s mental health. I think it’s important that we not see each other for now. It would be too easy to make a mistake that would make it harder for us to move on. “I don’t know,” said Aubrey. “Maybe.”

“As long as you don’t backslide,” said Bellamy. “You’ll be okay.”

Aubrey understood that, coming from her older sister, this platitude dump would have to pass for comfort. Theirs had always been the sort of dynamic that alternately offended and soothed Aubrey; but these days, Bellamy, only three and a half years her senior but decades ahead in life milestones, was more like an online tutor than a sibling. Distant and proper.

It had to do with their father’s death, which had conferred on Bellamy a series of new statuses. Filial worrywart and chief nursemaid through his swift illness, then Most Mournful Daughter, and finally, personal representative through the ten-month-long hell of the Maryland probate process. Throughout all of which her husband, Shane the Dutiful, had performatively kneaded Bellamy’s shoulders, or taken on her share of the childcare, or cooked their suburban dinners. Meat loaf or whatever the hell it was.

At Micah’s memorial service, Aubrey had overheard Bellamy saying to a family friend, Shane got me through this, he really did. You can’t really understand commitment—marriage—until you face a crisis together. The family friend nodding with wide-eyed reverence, as though Shane’s learning to heat up fish sticks was worthy of a Nobel Prize.

And so naturally you couldn’t expect Bellamy—saintly, grieving, busy, married Bellamy—to find two shits to give about her little sister’s little breakup. Boyd had been at that memorial service, too, but he wasn’t in the official family photos Bellamy had arranged to have taken at the church afterward. Someone had tactfully pulled him to one side, where he’d stood holding Aubrey’s purse and phone while she posed with her nephew in her arms. Shane, of course, posed right beside Bellamy.

Though they hadn’t discussed it, Bellamy was now steering the Odyssey north, the wrong direction, away from the city and toward her own house. “Oh,” said Aubrey. “I don’t—I should get back downtown—”

“We’re ordering pizza,” said Bellamy. “And I have a couple bottles of Malbec in the house. You should spend the night. You might have to sit through Encanto again, though.”

Aubrey’s protest died on her tongue. In fact, she had no excuse and nothing awaiting her back at her apartment. She’d turned down plans with two of her roommates and swapped out her Sunday shift at the yoga studio. She had cleared every hour of her weekend, and then some, to spend in newly engaged bliss with Boyd.
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Aubrey had brought Boyd to her childhood home a handful of times, back when it still belonged to her father and when, instead of Encanto, the television played Vikings games or Ken Burns documentaries. On his first visit, she had watched him move through the living room studying every single wall hanging, not only the photos and diplomas themselves but their placements, the very settings they were mounted in, as if touring an exhibit.

Of course he had been inside Black homes before—all sorts of homes, in fact; his parents had cultivated a social circle that ensured it. Racially and ethnically diverse, all conceivable gender configurations. Still, there were touches that seemed to surprise him. A professional portrait then hung at the entrance in a cut-crystal Baccarat frame: Aubrey’s mother, Suzette, in orchestra blacks, violin in hand, from her days with the Philadelphia Orchestra. Boyd had stared at the portrait for five minutes before dinner and another five afterward. It had actually made Aubrey jealous, her talented and accomplished mother reaching back from the afterlife to snag Boyd’s attention, when all Aubrey wanted to do was to get through dinner with Micah and back downtown before the bars closed. Micah’s demeanor around Boyd was always so frosty, his questions curt and pointed. Whether Boyd minded, she was never sure; he was easy and casual no matter what was going on.

Something about Suzette’s portrait, though, arrested his attention in a way she hadn’t seen before. When finally he stepped away, his gaze swung to Aubrey and then back, some sort of calculation taking place unreadably in his mind. Later, from time to time, Boyd would bring up that fancy picture of your mom.

It was maybe the fifth time he brought it up—and by now Aubrey knew about the Elledge family’s sportswear and Mahaffey’s Red Field fortunes, understood that Boyd bought his clothes on sale on principle rather than out of necessity—that it started to make her uneasy. In an idle hour at the front desk of the yoga studio, she googled each of the PO’s subsequent concertmasters and their counterparts in other symphonies. They were, on average, older and whiter and maler, wearing expressions somewhat more natural than Suzette’s elegant but self-conscious one in the Baccarat portrait. It was hard to picture any of those faces encircled by cut crystal.

Did Boyd mean, actually, that her mother’s portrait looked tacky?

She asked him outright. No! No, God, of course not. And he went on to explain that the artifact had built new context for this woman he was seeing. Or maybe upsetting what context he had, his brain struggling to process the idea of a woman who looked so much like Aubrey rendered that way, her poise forever captured in a sparkling frame and mounted on the wall in a nice three-story suburban house bought in part with her orchestra earnings. I just couldn’t believe that was your mom. Because she looked so, you know, like such an amazing woman—

And then he gestured in a way that wouldn’t have meant anything to anyone else, but that to a person who had been dating him for a while clearly conveyed the unspoken end of his sentence—unlike you—and then of course she was sorry she’d asked.

——

Anyway, that portrait was gone now from the entryway, relocated to Bellamy’s upstairs study. Everything was different in the house. The rooms that had aged with Bellamy and Aubrey from childhood to adolescence, Barbies and their mountains of hot-pink gear swept aside to make way for MacBooks and flat irons, had over the past year been repurposed for Bellamy’s children’s use. Once again, the place looked like a Mattel warehouse.

This neighborhood was still one for families, all full-throated bullfrogs in the creek behind the houses, Radio Flyers on the lawns. Walking up the wet driveway from the Odyssey to the front door, Aubrey felt the mild urge to yank at the hem of her dress.

Bellamy had texted ahead. “Ladies,” called Shane the Dutiful as they entered and dried themselves off in the foyer. They followed his voice to the kitchen, where he held a stemless glass of red in each hand. One child peeked out from behind his jeans leg and the other shrieked crazily from the family room.

“God, thank you,” said Aubrey, accepting one of the glasses. She took a swig before bending to kiss her nephew. The kid received the kiss shyly on one round cheek, and she thought of Boyd.

Shane pecked Aubrey’s cheek in turn, then pretended to cover his mouth with one hand. “What’s my line?” he stage-whispered in Bellamy’s direction.

“Idiot,” she huffed back. “Idiot, idiot, that dude is an idiot.”

“Idiot, idiot!” echoed Aubrey’s nephew, and cackled.

Shane cleared his throat. “That fool was an idiot for dumping you,” he declared triumphantly. He winked at Bellamy, and she wrapped one hand around his, stroked his close-shaven head with the other.

Weren’t they hilarious. Aubrey looked away and took another long drink of Malbec. Now both her niece and nephew were at her feet, their small fingers probing her pockets for presents she didn’t have.

——

After Encanto, as Shane put the kids to bed, Bellamy presented Aubrey with a set of sexless cotton pajamas the color of spearmint gum. The sisters sat on the sofa with a second bottle of Malbec, and for once Bellamy didn’t frown when Aubrey reached for refills.

“I really am sorry,” said Bellamy. “It’ll get easier, and you’re better off, and all that, but—I’m sorry anyway.”

“Thanks,” said Aubrey. “Please note that you’re on platitude alert. Your allotment is about to run out.”

Bellamy snorted but held up her hands obligingly. “Did he give a reason?”

“The usual ones. A bunch of BS.”

“Is there someone else?” asked Bellamy, and pounded her left palm with a delicate fist. “Just say the word if we need to slash some chick’s tires.” A pause. “Joking.” Of course she was. Principles aside, Bellamy would never do anything to risk three state disbarments.

“No one else, he claims,” said Aubrey. “I wonder, though. Maybe the slightly younger prototypical white girl he’s ultimately supposed to end up with, if you know what I mean. Maybe not a specific person, but, you know, the notion of her.”

“Sure,” said Bellamy. “That was always the risk. You knew that, though, right?”

Aubrey frowned into her glass, stung. Back when she and Boyd had first gotten serious, Bellamy had said something to the same effect. Don’t get comfortable. Could just be a phase. A couple of her roommates had made similar remarks, in fact. It had done nothing at the time but deepen Aubrey’s resolve, drive her to find reassurance in every passing minute that Boyd didn’t lose interest and start chasing flat-bottomed, freckled runner types.

“But what I think,” Bellamy went on, “is that he loved you just fine, but it scared him to confront the obvious fact that it was time to take things to the next level. He was, what, my age?” She ticked on her fingers. “Thirty-six. Decent job. Nice apartment. Serious girlfriend. Plenty of financial security. So, no wonder! What do you suppose his parents grilled him about whenever they had his ear?”

But Bellamy didn’t know Jon and Brigid Elledge—affable, low-maintenance people who seemed never to have pressured their son about anything, except voting in local elections. Aubrey couldn’t imagine their interrogating Boyd about his marriage plans; she had reason to suspect, in fact, that they hadn’t. “I don’t know about that,” she said.

“Old people want grandchildren,” said Bellamy.

This one hurt even worse. “Sure,” snapped Aubrey. “Well, I’m sure Boyd can still make that happen.” Lately, Aubrey had developed a bad habit of spending idle moments at the office researching the bleak fertility trajectory for women over thirty. According to the message boards, she was already supposed to have frozen her eggs, or at least socked away the thousands for the procedure. Forays into these rabbit holes always left her panicking, her pulse thudding in her fallopian tubes as she checked her bank balance to confirm that, in fact, there was no egg-freezing money there. Meanwhile, for someone like Boyd, male and moneyed, the game was just beginning.

“Daddy would have said this was for the best,” said Bellamy. “Boyd would have strung you along for another four years if you’d let him, and you would have. You have better things to worry about.”

Bellamy didn’t drink often, but when she did, it was only a matter of time before she took the inevitable hard left into Bitchville.

“I don’t remember asking you to speak for Daddy,” Aubrey said fuzzily, her tongue thick.

“I don’t mean to. But you know I’m right. Now you can think about what’s next. Grad school? Or maybe law school?”

And here it was. They’d been lying on opposite ends of the kid-friendly sofa, Aubrey’s legs draped over Bellamy’s like in the old days, but now she scootched back and jerked her feet behind her. “Enough. Jesus. I got dumped like two hours ago.”

Bellamy sighed. “Offense not intended.”

“And anyway, what does this have to do with going back to school?”

Bellamy stared into her glass and swirled her wine without answering.

Aubrey leaned forward. “Hello?”

Like I said, the child verged on senseless sometimes. One of the last and most important lessons I learned on earth was this: People have their reasons for holding their tongues. If you don’t immediately receive an answer to a question you’ve asked, chances are you don’t want to hear the answer anyway. But Bellamy had had her wine. “Well,” she said.

“Well?”

“Well, look me in the eye and tell me plan A wasn’t to marry Mr. Beer Money and quit like eleven of your fifteen jobs.”

Aubrey stiffened. “Excuse me?”

“I’m not even blaming you for it! We can be honest here, right? I’m just saying, like—” Bellamy gestured, having backed herself into a corner. “You know what I’m saying, don’t you? Who needs grad school or earning potential when you marry someone who’s—”

She stared at Aubrey, awaiting a bailout, but Aubrey had turned her body away from her sister’s, staring off at nothing. “Someone who’s what?”

Bellamy forced a laugh, a sound meant to rebuild camaraderie. “Blond and rich? Like—wasn’t that the plan?”

Aubrey’s eyes blurred and found their focus on the fireplace behind Bellamy’s end of the sofa. It was one of the few things Bellamy had left unchanged in the frenzy of renovations.

“Look. I’m not calling you, like, a gold digger or whatever you’re telling yourself I said.”

To be misunderstood at this level, when once they had been close enough to have whole conversations with their eyes. “Yeah,” said Aubrey finally. “Sure you’re not.”

“You get it, right? Oh, fuck. Thanks a lot, Suzette.”

Bellamy had overturned her wineglass. A dark bloom spread across the upholstery on the sofa, the new beige carpet. She shoved the oversize Dennis Basso throw out of the way and grabbed for a nearby roll of paper towels, blotted furiously.

Aubrey watched her clean the spill, incandescent with hurt that was turning into frustrated rage. Because how was she supposed to defend herself against that kind of allegation—the one her sister claimed not to have made, which of course was bullshit—when she planned to sleep tonight, a stretched-out and languid drunk sleep, on this very sofa, beneath that very throw, in this living room and in this house, all of which belonged to Bellamy?
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I never had a sister, or any sibling. My parents’ sun rose and set on me; I don’t mean to brag, but that’s how it was. And so after I got attached to Aubrey, her perpetual spectator, I spent a while royally offended on her behalf. Here was the child living crammed into a quarter of an apartment in overpriced Northwest, wearing earplugs to drown out her roommates’ snores and sex noises; and meanwhile there was Bellamy in the three-bedroom suburban house, all 2,800 square feet of it, plenty of space and no overhead.

I stewed on that for a while, but eventually the others here got to work straightening me out. You’ve got the wrong impression about Micah, one of them said to me on one especially bad day when I’d just watched Aubrey dig through a duffel bag in the bottom of her closet for the last few bills of cash she needed to make her portion of the rent.

I must, I said, because I can’t see where this makes a speck of sense.

And then, like I said, they straightened me out. We are wide-ranging in our proficiencies; even if I’d lived to a hundred, I would never have learned what I’ve come to know here in far less time.

Micah had his faults, for sure. But before you get the wrong impression, understand three things.

——

First, that while there are as many ways to handle the succession of property as there are types of families, they can be divided into two basic scenarios.

In the first scenario, the will ensures that, to practically a fraction of a cent, all heirs inherit identical portions. The child who spit in Daddy’s face or called Mama a cunt before disappearing? Their share is equal to that of the child who graduated a semester early from Daddy’s alma mater and calls home every Sunday night. There is little any heir can do, bad or good, to disrupt the meticulous divisions of the calculator.

This scenario is popular with families in which the wealth is substantial and originated with someone who is so long gone that it cannot be said to belong to any one heir more than any other.

Take, for example, Boyd’s mother, Brigid, who never finished a Mahaffey’s Red Field in her life and had no idea what made a material particularly good at wicking moisture away. And whose main contribution to the family fortune was that she waited until after it had begun accumulating to be born, so that her father could build his business without distraction, then dedicate himself to indulgent fatherhood as his money earned more money.

Now take Boyd, born a generation later. Who happily earned his bachelor’s degree at the private university where his father was president, who would sometimes drink a Red Field at a party as a conversation starter but honestly preferred a good pilsner, and who like his mother had not a lick of moisture-wicking expertise.

Finally, take Boyd’s younger sister, Neve, who once showed up to Thanksgiving dinner high on cocaine and with a neon condom still inside her that slithered onto the floor in the kitchen when she was sent to fetch the gravy boat; and who, right in front of Aubrey’s face, called Brigid a string of filthy names before slamming out of the house the next morning, not to be heard from until half a year later, when she emailed requesting help with three months’ back rent—and who had never given so much as a thought to what made one material wick moisture better than any other.

None of the three knew the first thing about the inventions that had created the money. Now that the man behind the money was gone, in what sense could it be said to be meant for any of the three more than the other? How could Brigid say no to paying Neve’s back rent in the name of anything other than cruelty? And what would be the point? There was plenty to go around.

The second scenario involves more discernment. In that scenario, the will maker applies some combination of common sense and personal preference to determine a succession plan that will not leave his eternal spirit in turmoil.

The good child takes the money with which, presumably, to do good. Or the bad child takes the money to avoid doing too much bad. The smart child takes the assets to help them grow, or the stupid child takes them to keep her off the streets. The child with the green thumb inherits the garden, or the jewels go to the child who will never be able to afford his own but will look handsome in them. One way or another, it is intentional instead of random.

The fairer it is, the fairer it isn’t, depending on how you look at fair. The happily married child, who is responsible and organized about things like gutter maintenance, and who needs the space in which to raise her own children, inherits the family home. The other child, who has only herself to care for and has not thought much further ahead than tomorrow’s happy hour, does not immediately mind the iniquity.

Broadly, those are the two systems. Both are valid, as people like to say these days.

Next, know that in fact Micah had done his best to be fair.

Two decades earlier, he had buried his own father and inherited a one-third share in a sizable family property in Lanyer County, Tennessee, a small town outside Memphis. He thus had two important properties—the family home in Maryland and his interest in the farm in Tennessee—and he left one to each daughter. No, they weren’t comparable in size or market value or any other way, but neither were his girls’ lives at that point. So it was, at least, fair enough.

Except that where Bellamy and company had begun preparations to move to the big house as soon as possible, their midsize DC condo full nearly to bursting with toddler toys—all this time later, Aubrey still hadn’t gotten around to surveying her new bit of land. She had noted but not really registered the inheritance at the time, thinking it was something like the Adopt a Star she’d received for her tenth birthday. A nice idea, but Tennessee was far away, and she’d been distracted. There had been shifts to be worked, a boyfriend to meet for brunch. The child had been completely caught up in life’s tornado, or else she’d have noticed the emails.

Lastly, you should know that Aubrey had never liked her childhood house all that much, anyway. A place Micah had chosen and furnished on his own, moving quickly to start fresh in a new city after Suzette’s death. With its redbrick exterior and black shutters, it was woefully eighties, traditional and unstylish. Plus, Aubrey was no sentimentalist; if she wanted to commune with her father’s memory, she had plenty of photos in the cloud. And her mother, whom she barely remembered, had never even lived in the house.

Not to mention that the suburban house was far away from everything important, something Aubrey was reminded of after Bellamy departed the frosty silence for her hallowed marital bed. No longer in the mood to sleep over as planned, Aubrey texted one of her roommates to ask for a ride. It was a huge favor: a ninety-minute round trip, just when the bars would be livening up, the night just starting to take shape for those not yet imprisoned in the suburbs. She chose her pushover roommate, the one who covered other people’s share of the utility bills in dire moments and took the initiative to clean the scummy microwave; still, Aubrey had to beg, offering several future rounds of drinks in return. She packed her things and then played games on her phone until she got the text that her roommate was outside. Then she slipped out the side door, closing it quietly but not bothering to fold Bellamy’s throw blanket first.
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The thing was, Bellamy was wrong in most important respects. Say whatever you want about Aubrey, and the choices were plentiful, but she had never had any conscious intention of quitting any of her jobs, whatever happened with Boyd. She was the child of a man who’d strong-armed his way through the corporate ranks to pay for his children’s braces and a woman who’d spent her final days practicing her tremolando. Their common sense might not have made its way into her genes, but work ethic was another story.

And she was actually rather good at her nine-to-five. In the interest of steady paychecks and health insurance, she worked at the DC headquarters of the stuffy big-law firm Ayers, Calloway & Kim LLP. Great initials, Boyd had snickered once upon a time, reading her newly minted ID badge.

Indeed. At ACK she was something called a Senior Document Technician. The first word of that title indicated that she had been doing it for longer than the typical two years, and the rest indicated that without the required certificate, she couldn’t be called—or paid as—a paralegal. A stupid technicality. A Senior Document Technician conducted research, compiled evidentiary materials, filed court papers. ACK also employed lots of paralegals who did exactly the same things, but paid them ten thousand dollars more per year.

It all came down to the certificate, which she should have gotten years earlier. There was no single good reason she hadn’t. All one had to do was take a class and pass a test, but something had always gotten in the way: a missed registration deadline, a conflict with one of her other jobs, a plus-one to the wedding of one of Boyd’s friends just as the term was about to start.

There was something else underneath all that, too: the irrational, possibly even crazy feeling that earning the certificate would be like letting cement set around her feet. She had once considered following Bellamy to law school but found the steps for getting accepted similarly daunting. In the meantime, pushing papers around at ACK was all, she told herself, in preparation for that greater plan. This was also why she hadn’t simply asked Micah to pay for a paralegal class. He’d have told her that she should position herself to become one of the suits who leaned on paralegals. And he’d have been right—the certificate wouldn’t get her the same mileage, and so the idea of investing in it felt counterproductive somehow. So she’d done nothing. Collected her modest Senior Document Technician paychecks for years longer than she should have.

She knew it was dumb as hell. Just get the certificate already, Boyd had urged her more than once, insisting she’d be able to earn it in her sleep. It was exactly the work she was already doing, the work she was good at.

The work she was usually good at. Today, her first post-breakup Monday in the office, she felt scattered and sluggish. Declining a coworker’s lunch invitation, she’d instead slipped on the New Balances she kept under her desk and walked to the eponymous Dupont Circle roundabout in front of the building.

The weekend’s rain had paused, but the air was heavy over the city. Her first move was toward the bank next door, where she picked up a replacement for the debit card she’d had to cancel. Then she crossed the street, walked the diameter of the roundabout, and continued south along Connecticut Avenue. To get some distance from the office. Everybody in the whole city was eating outside on this warm day, had left their blazers in the office and swapped heels or oxfords for sneakers or flip-flops. You couldn’t tell journalist from politician, attorney from paralegal or Senior Document Technician. She felt melancholy and invisible—and it was only when she found herself standing directly in front of Boyd’s K Street office building, whose front door issued forth a steady stream of analysts and interns, that she remembered she was not.

Quickly she found a bench across the street, under cover of the gathering food trucks, and watched the entrance. She would tell herself later it had been only a few minutes, but in reality she stayed nearly thirty, watching until Boyd emerged with a group of coworkers.

He hadn’t bothered with a tie, as he almost never did in the spring and summer. He walked, unhurried, with two guys and a homely girl and the Nantucket blonde Aubrey recognized instantly, all of them laughing. Together they milled around, considering food trucks, and finally moved in unison toward Korean barbecue. Boyd’s pretty coworker touched his arm as they walked.

Their order numbers came up within five minutes, a bit of Boyd’s usual good luck. He bit into a wing glistening with sauce and looked ready to die from the simple pleasure. Aubrey let herself watch till he’d sucked that one down to its bones, then forced herself to slide off the bench and rush back to her office, taking the long way to avoid being noticed.

——

On Tuesday and Thursday evenings, Aubrey taught an SAT prep course at the Holiday Inn Express near the Capitol, a gig she was rather less fond of than her day job. The money was decent, but the kids were stress balls and assholes, fatigued students from area private schools that for whatever reason didn’t teach trigonometry. Invariably Aubrey found herself hoarse and grinding her teeth by the end of each three-hour lesson.

There had been a routine, at least: She’d call Boyd on her way back to the Metro station after class and rasp complaints as he laughed and commiserated about spoiled kids and overpriced private schools. Now there wasn’t even that to look forward to.

At the Tuesday class, as she stood at the board demonstrating Pythagorean identities, a girl named Saskia kept staring at her. It was unsettling but not unusual; the kids got crushes, fixated on her in weird ways. Generally it passed within a few class sessions.

At the seven-thirty break, though, Saskia lingered in the room while her classmates shuffled out toward the lobby, eyes trained on their phones. “Hey, Saskia,” said Aubrey. “What’s up?”

The girl blushed and pointed at Aubrey’s left hand. “Just wondering!” she said. “You said you thought maybe …?”

And then Aubrey remembered what she was talking about and sagged. “Ha,” she said. “I did think, but no.”

The previous Thursday, making conversation with a few of the kids, she’d mentioned her weekend dinner plans and said something like, Check out my left hand next time you see me!

Instructors were supposed to stick close to the written curriculum, but she wondered now just how bad it would be to spin some additional material out of her own dismal example. How not to say anything as ever-lovingly cocksure as that to a bunch of teenagers. How not to count your chickens before they hatched.

——

Over the next few days, she started extending her ACK lunch break unreasonably, sitting on the same bench for as long as it took to catch a glimpse of Boyd and watch his progressing flirtation with the blonde. She couldn’t help herself; it was too accessible. Those little hands brushing first his arm and then, a few days later, his broad chest, not bothering to make it look like an accident. The effect it had on Aubrey! Not aphrodisiacal, exactly, but related, producing in her an overpowering desire to run up and push the girl right in front of the departing Astro Doughnuts truck.

She didn’t, of course. Instead, she just got drunk every night. With her roommates or alone; at bars or at home; on good rosé or shite bourbon. Whatever was available.

Mostly she had the relative good sense to leave her phone out of reach. Her pushover roommate was actually not such a pushover in matters of love and dignity; she would hide the phone from Aubrey in a drawer or a pocket and not return it until Aubrey could prove sobriety. But that was only a nominal safeguard, because that roommate was not always home, and by Thursday evening Aubrey had lost her resolve.

She drafted several heartfelt diatribes that made me cringe, backspaced them all, and finally, in the wee hours of Friday morning, texted simply: ????

And then she felt like an idiot, and could not sleep, hoping somehow he’d miss it; but at 6:30 a.m., his usual wake-up time, she saw the ellipsis indicating that he was drafting a reply, and by 6:40 he had settled on, and sent, No change. Sorry.

It was the worst possible outcome, and on top of that disaster, she could feel the onset of a massive hangover. She squeezed her eyes shut in the hopes that some element of
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