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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 cheddar-chive 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 the situation would turn out to be imaginary. Then she accidentally slept until noon and didn’t make it in to ACK until after lunch, earning herself a snarky written reprimand from her supervisor.



Her work-study gig at the yoga studio was to man the front desk, checking in customers before their various classes, upselling them to more expensive ones, directing them to bathrooms if they asked. To be the face of the studio; a pretty, young-enough brown face at that. Her shifts earned her an equivalent number of free classes, which had seemed worth it back when she hadn’t been too tired from her other jobs to take advantage.

And ever since she’d switched to a Sunday shift in the middle of the day’s long Vinyasa class, there was almost nothing to do. She could only rearrange the front-desk merchandise—organic cotton yoga clothes and tubes of essential oil—so many times.

On previous Sundays, she’d texted with Boyd throughout her shift, trading TikToks, flirting. Now she sat surfing the internet on the studio computer. She logged into her personal email account for the first time in weeks and grimaced at the absurd number of unread messages.

A few lines down, a recently received message caught her eye. B. Elledge, read the sender’s name; the subject line: This is just to say …

Her hand scrambled toward the mouse; when she opened the message, though, she deflated instantly. Brigid Elledge, read the expanded sender’s name. That made more sense. Boyd knew how rarely she checked her email. If he wanted to get in touch, he would have texted. His mother, though, spent much of the day at a standing desk in her home office, writing to friends and acquaintances and now, apparently, to Aubrey.


Hello, dear. Hope you are well and enjoying the spring weather. I understand that you and Boyd have decided to part ways, and I applaud the clear-eyed thinking that went into that decision!



Well. Aubrey scowled and tried not to wonder too hard at what Boyd had told Brigid to paint the decision as a mutual one born of “clear-eyed thinking.” There was more:


Please know that I have enjoyed getting to know you these past few years, and that I will be glad if our paths cross again.

Also, Aubrey, please do not feel any pressure whatsoever to continue our financial arrangement of the past few months; consider all debts expunged.:)



Best wishes, Brig

Aubrey’s eyes dwelt longest on the offensive analog smiley face before Brigid’s sign-off. It was hard not to read the message as positively chipper. The email made her feel sick; she was also still disappointed it had not come from Boyd, and a new hangover thudded freshly at the base of her skull.

She wavered, wanting strongly to delete the email. It did not invite a response, nor did she have anything to say. But in her time at ACK, she’d learned certain best practices, including to always save emails, especially those involving debts, formal or otherwise, even after they’d supposedly been expunged. And so she closed it without deleting, and stared unseeing at the screen until it resolved itself into the rest of her inbox. With a nod, she determined to put Brigid out of mind and to find something else to focus on.

On she scrolled. The next email that caught her eye did so because the sender’s surname, Lamb, matched Aubrey’s own. But she didn’t recognize the first name, Hayward. The email had arrived only a few hours earlier, interrupting a stream of spam, and when she clicked on it, she saw that this Hayward Lamb had sent it to Aubrey and two others whose names she didn’t recognize.


From: Lamb, Hayward

Subject: Hightower Group’s proposal—thoughts?

To: Lamb, Aubrey; Lamb, Samson; Massey, Darlissa

For the sake of crossing all Ts I’ve finalized plans to drive out to Lanyer County within the next few weeks. The dollar amount they’re suggesting is more than I can ignore, if I’m being honest. I still lean strongly toward “no” but want to walk the land and see whether there’s any change in how I feel, etc. Just letting you all know in case anyone would like to meet up while I’m out there.



—Hays


PS: Anyone been able to confirm that this is indeed our Aubrey?



Aubrey blinked and double-checked the timestamp, confirming the email’s recentness. Aside from the shared surname, none of it meant anything to her, though a bell tinkled in her brain at the words Lanyer County. Spam, maybe, though that didn’t seem likely, all things considered. Again she considered unceremoniously deleting, but boredom and this faint recognition stopped her.

She tapped out a response to the group:


Sorry, not clear on what this is in reference to. Dollar amount? What is Lanyer County?



Not expecting a reply right away, she let her mind drift back to Brigid’s email, began considering how she might reply. But within moments, before she could begin a proper draft, there came a reply to her email, this time from Samson Lamb:


Finally she have spoken! Pls confirm are you Mike’s daughter Aubrey



She frowned. Not many people had referred to her late father as Mike, a nickname he’d hated.

The person named Hayward or Hays now chimed in again:


Great to hear from you, Aubrey! Is your father Micah Lamb, who passed away last January?



She wrote back that yes, that was him. Incredible, how some people lived so perpetually tied to their email. Awaiting Hays’s reply, she searched her inbox for his name and found dozens of unread emails dating back to just after her father’s death. Meanwhile, in came the latest, only a minute or two after the last:


Of course you can’t see it, but I’m smiling from ear to ear right now. We are so glad to hear from you! We thought we might have to send a carrier pigeon.

Your father Micah was my father’s first cousin. Samson and Darlissa, copied here, were also first cousins of his. Together we four (your father, Samson, Darlissa, and I) were the co-owners of a substantial piece of farmland in Lanyer County, TN, near where your father is buried. You may know all this already?



Right—that was it. Without warning, a handful of memories from her father’s burial walloped Aubrey upside the head. Among them, an image of the signage directing mourners off I-40 and onto the reddish two-lane road that led to Micah’s final resting place. Aubrey, wedged between two car seats in the back of Bellamy’s Odyssey, had needed to pee nearly the whole way, but no opportunity had presented itself. She’d bunched her black cotton skirt between her legs to stave off the urgency.

That had been her first and only visit to Lanyer County. But on a few occasions throughout Aubrey’s younger life, she and Bellamy had been packed off to spend long weekends with a maternal aunt in DC, Micah announcing he had to fly out to Tennessee to see about the farm.

The concept of a farm was incongruous with Aubrey’s cerebral, suburban father, a middle manager at a telecommunications company, and so Aubrey had filed those memories away, not interested in solving the mystery they represented. But then the subject had resurfaced when Bellamy, settling Micah’s estate, had handed Aubrey some papers to sign and said, Well, you’re a farm girl now.

It seemed silly, and definitely ran counter to other important lessons learned in her time at ACK, but Aubrey didn’t remember reading the farm-related documents before inking her signature. Bellamy, on the other hand, rising to her role as executor, had had to pore over reams of paper related to the distribution of Micah’s estate, battling banks, contacting friends and relatives whose information hadn’t been updated since Micah last shuffled his Rolodex in the nineties. There had been drama getting access to Micah’s cell phone, and once they did, they found he’d saved half of his contacts by initials or indecipherable nicknames. It was the first and only time either of the sisters ever expressed a wish that Micah had remarried, Bellamy burying her face in her hands and crying out to this nonexistent stepmother for help.

Aubrey had thought this process seemed like hell on earth, and acknowledged to herself—if briefly—that Bellamy deserved the house in the suburbs in exchange for sorting it all out. Whatever comparatively slim forms Bellamy had placed before her in those difficult days, she was sure she had signed them, unquestioningly and cooperatively.

She read on:


And of course you may also know that Darlissa owns a one-third interest and Sam and I share another third, and that the rest, which Micah owned, is yours now.



Hays went on to explain, chummily, that these were not physical, carved-up thirds—as indeed she was imagining—but that rather all 145 acres on the edge of Lanyer County, Tennessee, belonged, undivided, to all four of them collectively in the proportions described.

That measurement, 145 acres, meant little to Aubrey. She pictured a football field but suspected that wasn’t quite right. Maybe two football fields lined up next to each other?


From time to time, we get offers to buy the land, or parts of it. Since I got involved around fifteen years ago, we have held firm. The land generates some modest income for us (see my previous emails for accounting—among others, this is one reason we’ve wanted to reach you), and there is quite a bit of sentimental value. In general, we all feel it is worth keeping.

Whenever we get a really juicy offer, though, we try to consider it fairly. It’s also a nice excuse to keep in touch with one another. I’m right next door to Lanyer County in Memphis, so it’s easy for me to get out there and check on things.



As Aubrey was reading Hays’s email, another reply appeared at the bottom, this one from the heretofore silent Darlissa:


“From time to time” … LOL you so funny



Huh. Aubrey was on her second reread of the email chain when the little bell by the door jingled to announce a visitor to the studio. A slim white woman in her mid-sixties, Brigid-like in linens, seeking out an eye bag and a durable set of yoga straps for her at-home practice. Wanting to spend the least money possible while feeling she was getting something capital-A Authentic.

Aubrey straightened her posture and found her Little Miss Helpful voice. The child might not have been to grad school, but she could have qualified for a PhD in interactions with customers like this one. She showed the woman the reliable mass-produced Manduka products first, followed by the locally handsewn analogues. She talked up the reliability of the former and winkingly implied the optics of the latter. Then she turned her back and gave respectful space, letting the customer double back to the Manduka display of her own accord.

She waited until the customer was happily engaged in browsing before returning to her desk, where she quickly saved the number from Hays’s signature block to her cell phone. She didn’t have plans just then to use it, but it was nice to have had something other than Boyd to think about for a few minutes.
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She’d been hoping for an apology from Bellamy, but none came. Sisters, you understand. Still, Aubrey cursed herself for waiting, having come to understand how pointless it was to wait for anything from a parent of small children. She concluded that, as far as Bellamy was concerned, her breakup had fallen out of sight and out of mind; it would not fit on the finite platter of her attention, alongside gutter maintenance and new Pixar releases.

She refused to break the silence herself, but that meant she had no one to ask about the Lanyer County farm. She reread the email to try to orient herself, googled lightly in search of background information, but gave up on the vague hits her searches returned, then forgot the mission altogether.

For the second week running, she watched from across K Street as Boyd lunched with his pretty colleague, just the two of them now, sampling food trucks in the spring sunshine. The sight made her face and teeth hurt.

One particularly shitty day, she searched the staff section of the think tank’s website until she found the page of grinning staff headshots and corresponding mini biographies. This was how she learned the girl’s real name—a name that smacked of New England harbors and the late nineties, echoing the cropped white pants and nude flats she wore as staples—and that she had a more impressive degree than Boyd’s, issued eight years later and from a better school. In her close-range employee photo, her pale eyes were actually not gray but green; and not the dishwater color white people often referred to as green but the actual clear green of peridot.

Boyd’s eyes, thanks to an apparently excellent photographer, were an even more vivid Aegean blue than usual. Over buy-two-get-two martinis that evening at their local dive, Aubrey accidentally remarked on their blueness to her most militant roommate. “Colonized much?” snorted the roommate, and flounced off to the bar.

They drank four martinis each for less than forty dollars total, and then Aubrey bumped her head violently on the underside of their table while bending to retrieve a dropped coin. In the morning, her temples thudded and she texted in sick to ACK. Feel better, her manager wrote back tersely.

She spent half the day in bed with her pissed-off manager on the brain, telling herself she would salvage the afternoon and research the paralegal certificate. At noon, though, in came a monthly phone alert, the notes tinkling cloyingly and the screen reminding her: PAY BRIGID.

For reasons she worked hard not to think about as she nursed her hangover, she owed Brigid Elledge what had originally been a sum of fourteen hundred dollars, which she had been paying back at the rate of one hundred per month. She was current through April, but May loomed.

Then again, what had Brigid’s email said the previous weekend? Aubrey forced herself to reopen the tab on her laptop, the words and the analog smiley throat-punching her all over again:


consider all debts expunged.:)



Was it one of those things people said that in fact meant the opposite? Consider all debts expunged. Was raising the topic of the debt—ostensibly to release her from it—actually just Brigid’s polite way of drawing Aubrey’s attention back to it? Was Aubrey supposed to summon still more of her bruised dignity and insist?

She checked her Bank of America balance. She had the money to furnish her May payment, and so it was decided: She would keep paying Brigid. She used the app on her phone to send over the May amount and only then silenced the monthly alert that hadn’t stopped chirping at her.



After a nap, she did try to research the certificate, but instead found herself googling the Hightower Group, the potential buyers Hays planned to meet with in May. It was an LLC, a multibrand restaurant operator headquartered in Memphis, with lots of chains whose names she recognized. French-fry drive-throughs, sit-down surf and turf. She wondered what such a group had in mind for 145 acres of farmland.

When she got bored of that, she googled her cousin, this Hayward Lamb, and drew in her breath at the image hits her search returned. He was handsome and slim in his LinkedIn photo, with a youthful complexion and an arresting dimpled smile. As she studied him further, she saw that he resembled her father to a remarkable degree: the same little creases at the corners of his eyes, the full mouth with its keen Cupid’s bow. Pictured here in a social media photo with friends, wearing a college hoodie; here in a Habitat for Humanity promotional image, a lumber beam slung cartoonishly over one shoulder. Here in a grainy homespun video, singing a selection from Ragtime with the Memphis Gay Men’s Chorus. Suited up and cleanly shaven in the photo for his company website.

She was about to text his photo to her sister, the image of this man so like the brother they might have had, but remembered just in time that she was still pissed at Bellamy.

Instead, she texted Hays himself using the phone number she’d saved. This is your cousin Aubrey. When in May is your trip to Lanyer County?

He texted the way he emailed, prompt and congenial: I plan to drive over in about two weeks. I don’t imagine you plan to be in the neighborhood, but if ever you are!

She opened the Orbitz website and braced herself, but in fact, a one-stop flight from DC to Memphis could be bought for under two hundred dollars, if one chose an inconveniently late departure.

She got so caught up in the task, pricing flights and choosing seats and so forth, that she almost forgot her Tuesday-night SAT class entirely and was twenty minutes late to the Holiday Inn Express.
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So she wasn’t handling things well. I can’t throw stones.

Aubrey didn’t know the first thing about Lanyer County, Tennessee, even as she emptied her bank account buying round-trip tickets. But I’ll fill you in.

I won’t tell you what you already know about Tennessee’s imperfect history: the spottily enforced enfranchisement of freedmen in the mid-1800s, the wild overreactions of white citizens afraid to lose their hegemony. Pulaski and the first pus-filled buds of the Klan. We don’t have to go into all that; and honestly, when the others here try to, my ears get fuzzy. The horrors are too visceral and too abstract at the same time.

So let’s just zero in on the part we need.

We’ll start with a man named Jean Lanyer Senior (the suffix because, as our story opens, he is already both father and grandfather to namesakes—Jean Lanyer Junior and III, respectively). A descendant of French immigrants who found their way northward from Louisiana into Tennessee and mixed with the English and Scottish families already established there, Senior has lucked into a life of obscene riches, and in the early 1800s runs one of the area’s largest and most industrious tobacco and cotton plantations. Shining leaves and tufts of white as far as the eye can see.

You’ve seen the type in the movies. Well-vented suits and the easy manners of the very wealthy. Though he is no angel, is in fact capable of every shade of rank cruelty we now associate with his archetype—Master, Large Plantation—he does bother to spare the occasional pang of sympathy for the enslaved men and women who work his fields. Over dinners with friends, once he’s gotten into his good wine, he can work himself up into real frenzies of guilt vis-à-vis his wretched staff. From time to time throughout his late middle age, he considers allowing his land to be chopped into pieces after his death, with part passing to his wife and two sons, and other parts to his particular Negro favorites. Including, notably, the keen-faced girl who cleans his bathroom.

It’s idle, semi-crazy talk. It crescendos and then abruptly ends in the last days of the fever that finally takes his life. But we’ll come back to that.

His son, Jean Lanyer Junior, lives uneventfully, by comparison, on the southern half of the land (while his brother does the same to the north). Emancipation screws up the last third of Junior’s life; suddenly he has to pay laborers to work the same land that once seemed to work itself. It irks him awfully until the day he dies.

And then there is the grandson, Jean Lanyer III, born filthy rich and with an abolitionist hangover that skipped a generation. Near the end of the nineteenth century, as greater Memphis is in the bloom of its Reconstructionist metamorphosis, III has what the historical texts describe as a sudden stroke of charitable inspiration—or, what we agree must actually have been an attack of conscience too loud to ignore.

Swimming in his inherited land—thousands of former plantation acres, more than he’ll bother to lay eyes on in his lifetime—Jean Lanyer III carves out the northernmost piece of it to build a town he calls Serviceberry, naming it for the clusters of purple-fruited trees he razes in the process. On it, he purposes to set up a subdivision of homes for the benefit of the handful of Negro workers he’s grown cordial with in the course of business. A little clique of freedpeople’s sons and daughters who’d spent the last two decades learning the trades their parents perfected in their years of enslavement by both Senior and Junior.

Jean Lanyer III draws up the lots and builds (cheaply, striking deals and calling in favors) a grid of roughly eight hundred small, shotgun-style houses that can sleep multiple adults and lots of children, the most common family profile he sees among his own domestic workers and day laborers.

It’s these folks—his own Negro acquaintances, including the woman who cares for his young children; the man who drives him hither and yon to conduct his daily business; that man’s brother, who does touch-up work on some of Lanyer’s more intricate construction projects; the elderly couple who once managed his own slightly less elderly parents’ household—to whom III offers the first Serviceberry lots for sale at a price you or I would shit bricks over. Less than $100 for a place to cook dinner, do the laundry, and pass nights of dream-filled sleep through whatever remains of a lifetime. Can you imagine that? I used to budget almost that much per month for Wi-Fi. He doesn’t sell all the lots at first, and winds up knocking down the price to around $90 for each of the ones that remain. A man of action, he kicks off the project in 1890 and wraps it up within two years. His grandfather would be so proud!

And it’s a success: The development fills up with more than six hundred Negro families who’ve managed to hang on to their earnings from domestic and trade jobs, or who’ve pooled their savings with those of sharecropping siblings. One after another, the narrow but tall and deep houses fill up with brown people. What started as a social experiment becomes, within two generations, a network of Black families using home ownership as a foothold to true community. Some of the young people go away to historically Black colleges, returning with mechanical know-how and mathematics and Phillis Wheatley poems; others stay close to home, fortifying the town with trades they can now use for their own benefit rather than just white people’s.

It’s like a fairy tale, in a way. You just have to make sure to skim over it, the way I just did, and to think carefully before peering down any hallways. You can’t dwell too long on the details.



But I’ll break my own rule for a moment. Back to Lanyer Plantation. One thing about Jean Lanyer Senior was that for various reasons he liked to look good from head to toe.

Among the tradesmen who bought up Jean Lanyer III’s Serviceberry lots, one of the first was a Somebody Lamb, a leatherworker who could fix a mean shoe. His name wasn’t Somebody, of course. Though we know who came both before and after him, what he was called has been lost to the ages; nobody in the Wherever, not even the oldest person here, ever happened to know it. What we do know is that he was a man with long, nimble fingers and the patience to learn to use them.

Somebody, who’d been born on Lanyer Plantation, had learned his trade from his daddy, whose job it had been to meticulously maintain Jean Lanyer Senior’s prized shoe collection. At a young age, Somebody had been handed a satchel filled with leatherworking tools and told to shove his little fingers into Senior’s church shoes, to reshape the ankle just so. Fast forward fifteen years and he was fixing the shoes and spats of Senior, Junior, and all their friends and associates. Sometimes even crafting new pairs from scratch: the nice, in-fashion ones for whites; sturdy, serviceable clodhoppers for Black field hands; silent-tread slippers for house help.

Somebody’s daddy had bought himself free with his trade earnings and was planning to liberate his son as well, but then Emancipation did it for him. The war over, soldiers of all colors dragged ass back home in a variety of conditions to sleep on their mothers’ linens while reestablishing themselves; eventually, some needed trades. Seeing an opportunity, Somebody ran shoemaking classes out of a small shed on the corner of Lanyer Plantation, deploying the still-young vets to open their own businesses around Memphis and beyond. On top of that, Somebody still had regular jobs of his own, still worked arch-saving miracles on the shoes of whichever Lanyer needed it.

Money flowed in; and therefore Somebody had it to spend, and eventually did, when Jean Lanyer III had Serviceberry lots to sell. Somebody didn’t know how to build a house, but he had a brother and a cousin and a handful of friends who did. He married and raised a family in the small home they built on the Serviceberry lot. He lived and worked there among the friends who’d bought in at the same time. His children grew up learning how to grow food and raise livestock, how to work trades, how to manage white tempers, and how to recite Phillis Wheatley poems. There was time for all of it.

One of Somebody’s children, Thomas Lamb, found himself a nice Serviceberry wife and followed his father and grandfather into the family trade. Thomas was well disposed for it, with those long, nimble fingers of his. Those fingers were good for sewing fine stitchwork, working softness into a panel of stiff leather, and lots of other things. I imagine his wife didn’t fail to appreciate that about him, though that’s another thing I don’t know for sure.
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So now it was 1933. Thomas Lamb—Aubrey’s great-grandfather, in case you were curious—decided he’d messed around for long enough and that it was time to buy himself some land. He was thirty-two years old, wizened and clear-eyed. He, his wife, Darla, and their two young sons had outgrown the place they lived in: one of those original shotgun-style houses in central Serviceberry, where both sides of their family had now lived since the turn of the century, their parents having purchased catty-corner lots from Jean Lanyer III within a few weeks of each other.

Some two thousand people lived in Serviceberry by 1933, many of them the couple’s family and friends. From their front door, they could each walk to work in a matter of minutes: Thomas to Lanyer County Shoe Repair downtown; Darla to Mount Carmel AME Church just north of town, where she taught grade school. They had a tidy little yard, a tree that yielded sun-golden peaches, a kitchen with good counter space. Yes, it was 1933; and yes, occasionally the wind blew past a whiff of the Pulaski stink from down south. But the house was paid for, the surrounding community safe enough.

Thomas loved the neighborhood and felt fortunate to have lived there all his life. Still, fatherhood had lit a fire under him. His sons were growing fast, all nimble minds and stretching limbs. Suddenly it seemed to Thomas that they should save seventy-five cents or a dollar from each paycheck when they could, sometimes forgoing their usual Sunday roast to do so. He had in mind that a farm was the family’s next natural undertaking. He could call in his brothers-in-law to help build a house. There’d be space for horses, chickens, whatever fruits or tubers Darla might want to grow and can while school was out of session. When they got older, the boys would help him grow corn and vegetables and maybe more lucrative crops. This was his dream, one that thrummed along with the purring of the machines he worked with by day, grew even noisier at night.

As far as the town’s current generation went, Thomas was in the highest quartile for smarts and had absorbed from his schoolteacher wife a thirst for knowledge. He was a reader, a visionary, a person able to see what wasn’t yet. He’d begun taking long walks around town on days when work was light. Sometimes he wandered down the dusty arteries that spider-webbed out of town and surveyed the gargantuan parcels of farmland, most of it Lanyer owned. Maintaining a brisk clip—he was no idiot—he’d peer over fences and note what was and wasn’t being used. This had been his habit for a while when, on a spring day, opportunity walked up and grabbed him by the hand.

The Depression had fucked everything up, of course, in Lanyer County and everywhere else. In nearby Memphis, for example, half the major shoe stores in the heart of downtown had shuttered within the past three years, unable to sustain the dramatic decline in foot traffic. A three-dollar pair of shoes was an extravagance outside many Memphians’ current reach. But then, guess what had started to happen in the same three-year period? Your average Johnny Fancyfoot, a certain type of white man with a particular standard for personal style, unable to buy new shoes but unwilling to turn up at work or on a date in dusty old ones, suddenly found himself in need of someone who could help him maintain the shoes he already had.

Mr. Fancyfoot would try the local cobbler, one on a busy street in downtown Memphis; but finding it closed, he’d try another place and then another, starting to sweat a little, because what if he had to report for work with a hole in his shoe at a time when pink slips abounded and it certainly couldn’t help to give off any whiff of desperation; and eventually his search would lead him to Serviceberry, the mostly Negro town just outside Memphis that didn’t seem to have sustained quite the same economic devastation. At least not shoe-wise.

And that was how, in fiscal year 1932, Lanyer County Shoe Repair actually had its biggest profits since Paul Delano had opened the place twenty years earlier.

Paul Delano, a cousin of the original Lanyers, was fair. Mostly. He paid his workers—a half dozen men, three Black and three white—in proportion with the business they facilitated at the shop. So Thomas Lamb made the most, and everyone knew it. Thomas could restore an oxford to like-new condition in half the time it took his next-fastest colleague. Didn’t matter whether square- or almond-toed, pure white or two-toned; and he had adapted just fine to the detailed perforations now coming into fashion. Liked the new additions even better, really, though they made his job harder. He was a man who appreciated small flourishes, a shoe whose fineness could only be appreciated up close.

I’ve wondered often whether it annoyed him, watching the professionals around him—the Negro doctor, the white tax preparer—strutting through the neighborhood in their gleaming brogues every morning and evening, while he had to spend his own workday shrouded in a serviceable apron and shoes that could withstand outsize wear and tear. But I’m told not to worry, because Thomas thrived on the daily pleasure of handling those fancy shoes, shoring up the leather when it wore through, oiling the toes and heels to a masculine shine.

He’d worked for Paul Delano since boyhood, rising through the ranks at the shop until he was more or less running it himself. Not just tackling the toughest repairs but managing the other staff, assigning the work as it came in. Quality control, customer service. Thomas had pitch-perfect manners and large white teeth he kept meticulously clean, a heart-shaped face that shone with the Jergens lotion his wife applied for him each morning. The shop’s white customers found him charming and trustworthy; the rather smaller number of Black customers related to him as a son or brother, or daydreamed about his handsome, straight-on smile.

Still, Paul Delano would blow in every Monday to provide the official oversight. He owned several shops in downtown Lanyer County—five of them still standing at this point in the Depression, down from his original eight—and he visited each on a weekly cycle, shrewdly assessing the inventory, cleanliness, and so on. Mondays he did the shoe repair, the jewel of his portfolio.

And here he was on this one April Monday in particular, one lanky knee crossed over the other, his rain-colored eyes screwed up as he sat perched on the chair in his back office, frowning at a handwritten letter he’d spread across his desk. Four pages, a man’s hasty handwriting.

Thomas had come by Paul’s office with a question about whether he had permission to order a sheet of overpriced leather on a customer’s request, or something. He’d knocked on the open door before entering, of course, and had noticed the letter in Paul’s hands by the time the boss grunted an acknowledgment. “Come in, Tom.”

Thomas stepped inside and had the instinct to wait a beat before he asked about the overpriced leather.

“Tom,” said Paul, shuffling the pages of the letter back into a stack. “Wouldn’t you sometimes like to just set fire to some of the weaker limbs of your family tree? Because I surely would.”

“Well!” said Thomas. “Would you now, sir.”

Paul used the letter to slap the edge of his desk. Thwap. “This cousin of mine,” he said. His mouth twitched in exactly the way it did when he’d come to reprimand a worker for a shoddy bit of craft. Thomas could have written volumes on Paul’s moods and their correspondence with the topography of his face. The way he’d grip a fistful of his silvering tawny hair when the books stressed him out; or lift his eyebrows in excitement, his sun-coarsened skin crinkling at the temples, when a customer came in for a second time, portending repeat business. And now he sat, talking about his cousin and wearing an expression that nakedly said, Idiot.

“Cousin,” repeated Thomas, wondering which of Paul’s well-connected relatives it might be.

“He’s got money problems,” said Paul. “And somehow thinks he’s the only one.” A crease appeared between his brows. Then he shook his head, letter-slapped the desk again—thwap—and then tucked the folded papers into a pocket. “But anyway, what’d you have for me?”

They moved on then to Thomas’s question about the overpriced leather, and the crease in Paul’s brow relaxed as he shifted his attention to the lesser stresses of inventory.

But there it was again a month later, a Monday in early May, the subtlest of furrows between his sandy brows, this time paired with a smile—not his real one—when he sauntered up next to Thomas at one of the cobbler’s benches with a question as innocent as cotton fluff. “Say,” he said. “Didn’t I hear you’d been thinking of buying some farmland?” Because he, Paul, had a cousin thinking of selling his parcel at the northern edge of Lanyer County, about a mile north of Serviceberry.

Thomas stilled his awl and glanced up at the boss, clocked Paul’s mismatched facial expression in a nanosecond, and turned back to his work before answering in the affirmative. Sure he had, and if Paul had a lead, he’d love to hear about it. Followed by about three dozen thank-yous, one for each tiny perforation in the unfinished vamp over his knee.

Cousin. Paul surely didn’t remember their conversation from a month earlier, about the family fool with the money problems. Telling them to Thomas had been a one-sided transaction, like writing the words in his diary. But of course Thomas hadn’t forgotten.
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So several days later, three men—Thomas, Paul’s fool cousin Jack Delano, and the county surveyor—convened on the parcel in question on a May morning, before the full heat of West Tennessee summer set in, to work out the details of the property lines for inclusion in a potential deed. They’d arranged to meet at the southeast corner of the land, in the little glen circled by deep green magnolias.

Thomas had walked the two miles there on foot and arrived a few minutes early, serious about the task at hand. He stood square before the two others, shielding his eyes from the sun with one arm and keeping the other crooked behind his back as they climbed from Jack Delano’s gray Plymouth sedan and approached. He waited until one of them gave a generic grunt of acknowledgment. “Sir, sir,” Thomas then greeted them congenially, and swooped a hand to indicate that they should lead the way. “Ready for our walk?”

They did not immediately understand. “What walk would that be?” asked the surveyor, narrowing his eyes.

Anyone other than Thomas and this would have been a short visit, a matter of cursory glances and a handful of the surveyor’s flags placed here and there in some imitation of rigor. As the early 1930s slid into the mids, northern Lanyer County had become a patchwork of old farms belonging to the grandchildren of white enslavers and a few newer ones belonging to educated Negroes. Most of the Negroes who’d bought land in the surrounding area had done so twitching with urgency, eager to get a signature on the dotted line while they could rely on the depressed prices. Thomas was sure this cousin of Paul Delano’s had intended to show off the particularly picturesque portion of farmland just off the main road, then press ahead into signatures and collect his much-needed payment with most of the land unseen.

But after his encounter with Paul, Thomas had reason for optimism about his chances of securing the deal. Money problems, Paul had said of this cousin of his. Thomas figured if that desperation still held, he might be able to get a good price on the parcel, which he’d been told was more than 150 acres. Thought he could afford it with his savings, all cash. The whole thing had the feeling of a fire sale. But not long ago, his friend Big Johnston had paid his life savings for a parcel that turned out to be half the advertised size. You had to be careful; there was no court that would have seen things Big’s way in those days.

Thomas had worked it out in his mind beforehand. He had the presumption of his own ignorance working in his favor and only had to pretend he thought a thorough land survey was part of every property deal. Now he continued: “Well, I look forward to seeing what I’m buying, gentlemen.” When they still didn’t move, he broadened his smile and clasped his hands behind him, letting one dangle near the fold of denim where he kept the wood-handled awl he’d brought along from the shop just in case. He was over six feet tall, strong and solidly built, but had learned a way of holding his body that shrank its appearance. He activated it now.

The surveyor, a middle-aged white man from Memphis with a gut that peeked between the buttons of his cotton shirt, tried not to look taken aback at Thomas’s pushiness. The story goes that he’d brought along a sack lunch and a deck of cards for solitaire, figuring on carrying his measuring equipment until he was just out of the prospective buyer’s sight and then resting between the thick roots of a welcoming oak. He looked to Jack Delano, a squat man whose eyes glinted with a mix of annoyance and desperation. “Well, all right,” he said. “Good day to get some exercise.”

The seller shrugged his reluctant assent. “Suppose we’ll all sleep well tonight,” he said, and gave them what Thomas would remember as a piggish but resigned sort of smile. Thomas watched him hold the smile as he turned on his heel and shoved his hands in his pockets, visibly suppressing any offense he felt at this surprise display of Negro uppitiness.

The surveyor had brought along a map, which he now withdrew from a pocket, with the land boundary marked in red. The men began walking, Delano leading the way.

In fact, 145 acres equals more than a hundred football fields, and back then the parcel was even larger than that; twelve acres larger, to be precise. Space enough to set several dozen strip malls filled with French-fry drive-throughs and sit-down surf and turf places. The parcel was something between square and circle, with the rounded edges of a cushion-cut diamond, and had once held corn and cotton fields, sassafras and magnolia and good timber. The terrain was mostly flat like the rest of the surrounding area. Still, at the outset of the trek, Thomas couldn’t see much farther than just ahead of him for the wall of oak trees at the eastern edge of the perimeter. Planted a generation earlier by sharecroppers working for Delano’s father, the oaks had grown tall and dense, reaching out arms that allowed only glimpses of bright sky. “Lot of good shade” was what Delano had to say about it now.

Thomas’s heart lifted. “Sure is.” He liked trees. Touching a gray-brown trunk in passing, he imagined his five-year-old son, Elijah, scaling it with his wiry limbs till he reached a lookout perch, with pudgy three-year-old Joah scrambling up behind him.

Trees and more trees; between them, fields overgrown with hardy ground cover. The surveyor, sweat beading on his brow, made a show of pulling out his notepad and his string of marker flags, jotting down nonsense numbers but, ultimately, laying the flags in the correct places.

They reached a segment of the perimeter where the oaks were young and sparse. A wide, dead-looking field stretched inward emptily toward the center of the parcel. This you couldn’t see from the pretty glen near the road. Thomas knew better than to ask direct questions but slowed as the seller did the same.

“This right here,” said Delano, gesturing. “Right around here was the house.” His brow softened with what Thomas thought he recognized as nostalgia. Delano scraped a foot along the ground, and the other men’s eyes followed the movement. Indeed, there was a subtle demarcation: younger, more verdant grass alongside tufts of the older blue-gray stuff. Signs of newness after a large-scale erasure. There’d been a structure here, several thousand square feet of something that had blocked the sun’s reach. The trees had thirsted for it.

“Your house?” asked Thomas.

“Family of mine. An uncle and his wife, some cousins. Beautiful house. Big porch out front. Plenty of Negroes. Had to tear the house down; there was … damage.” Delano shifted his weight from one short leg to the other. He was tiring out, Thomas saw, and they hadn’t even reached the next corner of the parcel yet, with more than three-quarters of the walk to go.

The surveyor grunted, polite but pointed. The sandwich in his sack was salted ham.

“Good land,” said Delano finally, and lurched onward.

Once the group had cleared the area where the house had stood, the walk turned briefly hilly. Thomas’s calf muscles thrummed, grateful for the work. In his youth he had kept active and limber, sprinting through the trees of Serviceberry; but lately the most exercise he got was chasing his sons around the postage stamp–sized lawn outside their small house. Now perspiration prickled under his arms, and he smiled inwardly.

As the trio climbed the hill, the surveyor laying flags on the ground along the way, Delano’s breath grew more labored. Finally he slowed and braced himself with a palm against the trunk of a tree.

Thomas stopped. “Sir?”

Delano waved a hand, Don’t worry about me, but he didn’t take another step.

Thomas looked at the surveyor, who watched Delano.

Delano waved again. “I’ll wait here.” He wheezed the words.

The surveyor shrugged. “You best get on,” he said to Thomas. He reached into his pack and fished out his ham sandwich. “We’ll meet you back here once you’ve seen what you want to see.” He paused, then added, “Don’t take too long, right? Here you go.” He pressed his map and the rest of the flags into Thomas’s hand and then plopped himself down on the incline.

Thomas waited a beat, preparing for the white men to change their minds, but when the surveyor took a lusty bite of his sandwich, it seemed settled. Thomas headed onward without them.



The land had ears that twitched as the surveyor reached into his pack again and produced a canteen, which he extended in Delano’s direction. “Willie Golden,” he said by way of introduction.

“Jack Delano,” said Delano, and waved off the water. “I’m all right. Be better still once we get this nigger’s name on the dotted line. I’m headed to Boston tomorrow. I want this settled beforehand.”

“Itching to sell, huh?” said Golden, leaning in. “Who’s in Boston?”

In his line of work, he saw it every day. Sellers who were the last of their people, family land tethering them to western Tennessee as their wallets emptied and their hearts flew elsewhere. A man like Delano, past his prime but evidently unmarried, would have a woman waiting for him up north. Perhaps a friend of a friend, widowed or never married and with family money, not interested in dividing her time such that she’d have to bear the Tennessee heat.

But Delano’s answer, when it came, surprised him.

“It’s nothing like that,” said Delano after a moment. He took several more deep breaths, then leaned in close even though they were alone, the Negro having disappeared over the hill beyond where the house had stood. “You believe in spirits, Golden?”

Golden tilted his body ever so slightly away and busied himself with the latter half of his sandwich. He was a preacher’s nephew, a praying man, and found the question distasteful. “Just the one that matters.”

Delano laughed and showed his palms. “All right. But say you weren’t so sure. Say you had a nice piece of land but you couldn’t do a damn thing with it. Used to have all sorts of crops, tobacco and corn and cotton and more, but it all shriveled up to shit. Say you tried for years, but the corn came out like buckshot, small and hard. Built houses on it, but every last time, the foundation cracked and the floorboards rotted out for no good reason.”

Golden laughed. “What’s that got to do with spirits? Land’s bad, that’s all you had to say. Reason enough to be rid of it.” He shrugged. “Nigger ought to be glad to get it even so.”



Thomas walked with the lightness of a man alone, the small weight of his wood-handled stitcher’s awl drumming comfortingly against his thigh. What was he looking for? He wasn’t entirely sure. He could approximate square feet and yards of land but not to any level of certainty. He placed flags as he went anyway, following the map as faithfully as he could.

The northern edge of the property was a wild thicket, all vines and dense trees. A fence arced along a portion of it, dividing Delano’s parcel from what the map told Thomas was a neighboring farm. Lanyer land, he knew, like much of what surrounded. He could see where, beneath the overgrowth, previous travelers had worn down a path that had once connected the two pieces of land; the fence, which ran directly perpendicular, had evidently been added later, rendering the path impassable.

There was nothing much to see that way, so he turned back to the interior. He’d reached the topologically highest point; if not for the trees, he could have seen all the way back to the road he’d walked in on.

Thomas inhaled deeply before continuing on his way. His lungs seemed to fill to double their normal capacity. He’d need to cut back some of the trees, but the sheer size of the property was thrilling. The very opposite of the grim, pungent space in which he did his repairs, and even the tiny shotgun home where he laid his head at night.

He thought of his wife, Darla. When he’d mentioned this research mission to her, he thought he’d seen, behind her dark, downturned eyes, a flash of something like resistance to the idea. But no. Surely not his Darla, who only days earlier had smiled at his suggestion that on a farm they’d have room for a hundred peach trees, her favorite.

He’d reached another wall of oaks, on the other side of which his map told him he’d find a small body of water encircled by the same. He stopped to listen, and sure enough, there, beneath the birdsong, was the liquid purl of a pond nearby.

Parting a tangle of tree limbs, he passed between the oaks, thinking of his boys and how happy they’d be to have a pond to themselves. He’d need to teach them to swim properly, but here that would be easy. A few yards away, the pond was gray blue and dazzling under the clear sky, at least twice as large as the Serviceberry swimming hole they shared with their many neighbors. Eager to get close, Thomas pushed aside a branch, one that turned out to be young and supple enough that it bent elastically without breaking. It thwacked him in the face, cracking against his cheekbone. He was rubbing his skin when he sensed, nearby, a woman’s gentle laughter.

He snapped his eyes across the water, and there on the opposite bank, lovely in a beige cotton shift dress that hung to her slender knees, stood his great-grandmother Zena.
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I’ll come back to that, but first a quick story. From when I was alive, of course.

The summer I was eleven, my mother laid out an informal curriculum to train me in the soon-to-be-needed arts of finding and keeping a man. It doesn’t sound great, I know, but you’ll have to trust me that she wasn’t obnoxious, didn’t set up any sort of MRS degree prep school or anything like that. I was in computer science camp that summer, learning to code my graphing calculator to run visuals of simple math problems in the morning and losing at volleyball in the afternoon. In the evening, though, she would down a few extra sips of coffee and then look at me and say things like All right, let me show you how to make an easy weeknight dinner.

One of the first recipes she taught me was something called Grandma’s Chicken and Dumplings with Bacon, so named in honor of her own maternal grandmother, who’d originated the recipe. No one had ever written it down, but my mother had locked the series of steps in her brain during her own homespun training. She’d make the dish in her cast-iron pot, first filling the deep bottom with oil and aromatics and lardons, then adding shredded chicken and bone broth before letting me use a cookie-dough scooper to drop in dumplings we’d made by hand from seasoned flour and warm (never hot!) water.

She had in mind that someday I’d make it for the family she hoped I’d have, one larger and more bustling than her own. She would have liked more kids, a brother for me and one or two more besides that; but there was something wrong with her cycle, something they’d studied even less rigorously then than they had by the time I struggled with the same thing twenty-something years later. And so she and my father had only me.

I apprenticed a few times making chicken and dumplings, and by my twelfth birthday, I could make it on my own without asking for help. Five years after that, I annoyed the hell out of my parents by cutting pork from my diet. Whenever it was my turn to make dinner and I chose that particular dish, I’d omit the lardons and add something else, maybe Worcestershire sauce, for flavor. Ten years after that, I’d gone full vegetarian and lived in an apartment of my own. Every so often, I set up ambitious date nights and made (Great-)Grandma’s Such-and-Such Dumplings for my boyfriend. I’d long swapped out the bone broth for vegetable stock and started experimenting with substitutes for the chicken: tempeh or seared tofu.

The one thing I never altered was the dumplings, seasoning the flour the same way every time, testing the water temperature with a practiced pinkie finger. I, who never baked anything, had bought a cookie-dough scooper just for this purpose.

My mother fussed about my alterations. I don’t know why you can’t just eat like a normal person, she said one night when I had her and my grandmother over for dinner. This needs the bacon to give it its flavor.

Across the table, though, Granny sucked her tongue and then took a big, emphatic bite. I think it’s right tasty this way. Anyway, my mother’s original recipe didn’t even have bacon. I just made that up, and I didn’t use your fancy kind, I used the regular kind. She squeezed my hand and then took another bite, ignoring my mother’s eye roll. It’s just fine, girl. You did just fine.



I mention all that to say that everyone puts their own stamp on things. There is no singular, truest version of any family story; every version comes with misrememberings and projections and savory flourishes. Just like the swapping out of bacon for mushrooms. So in life I had no way of knowing exactly what happened the day Thomas toured the farm that would become his family’s homestead. What passed through his mind or burst from his mouth when he was startled by the sudden appearance of the figure he didn’t yet realize belonged to his great-grandmother.

When the men in our family talk about Thomas, they fixate on his essential composure. His coolness. Every man will mention Thomas’s height—six foot one in some tellings, six-three in others—and his God-given musculature, the fact that he’d never had to fight any man in Serviceberry precisely because it was so obvious he could hold his own. He would maintain a sensible vigilance around white people, but he was nearly impossible to startle. And why would a man like that be frightened by the unexpected approach of an unassuming young woman, all skinny limbs and bashful eye contact? In one version of the story, Thomas saw Zena and was surprised but not scared.

Other versions, mostly the ones the women tell, focus on the strangeness of the event. How he damn near had a heart attack at the sight of her, glad Delano and Golden were too far away to hear the holler he let out.

By all accounts, Thomas had no idea who the woman was, nor would he for decades. Nothing in her face was familiar to him: not her high chestnut-colored forehead or her keenly pointed chin, the defined peaks of her top lip. If he’d run into her anywhere else, in the shoe shop or on the streets of Serviceberry, he’d have offered her a smile and a brotherly hello. But here by the pond, in the shadows of a dozen oaks on land that still belonged to someone else, he wasn’t sure what he ought to do. He wondered whether she’d hopped the fence and wandered over from the neighboring farm just a few yards north, perhaps hired help to the Lanyers. Or maybe it was simpler than that. It was obvious the land had gone largely untended for years, that Jack Delano was in no shape to personally patrol it for squatters.

He said, “Hello, there.” He started to move toward her with a palm outstretched, meaning to introduce himself and get a read on the situation, but something stopped him. Something in the way she cocked her head. Or maybe it was the strangeness of her outfit, one that even a man would realize was out of fashion. One of my cousins says it was that she had a fuzzy sort of look to her, a rubbed-out aura around her outline like you’d make by running your fingers around the same image in an old photograph for years.

Whatever it was, it caused Thomas to falter in his approach. Five yards away from the woman, he lost his balance, plunging first a foot and then a knee into the silty, sticky border of the pond. He shifted his weight and began the work of getting unstuck, peeling his leg wetly from the ground. Just as soon as he’d freed one leg, though, he lost his balance in the opposite direction and down went the other. He planted a hand for stability—squelch—which didn’t help much; he tried again with an elbow and finally found purchase.

When he’d righted himself, the woman was gone. How? He’d heard nothing, no crack of twigs beneath her leather slippers. He looked around in every direction. He got himself back onto dry land and did a hasty jog around the pond, peering between every clutch of trees for a glimpse of her strange clothing. By the time he’d reached his starting point, he’d have hesitated to bet his paycheck that there’d been a woman there at all.

He stood in silence for a moment, then used his hands to wring muddy water from each of his pant legs. He’d dropped the surveyor’s map; he gathered it up and flicked the dirt from it, hoping Golden wouldn’t notice. He walked back the way he’d come, through the oaks, back to the portion of the perimeter where the fence designated the Lanyer property border. He stood there at the fence, squinting, until he’d satisfied himself that he was alone; and then he went off to finish his tour.



“Well?” Golden smirked when Thomas returned. “You find what you were looking for?”

Thomas smiled politely and leaned down to hand over Golden’s map. “My thanks for this,” he said. “The land is marvelous, sirs.”

Golden and Delano got to their feet, the latter wheezing with effort. “Hope you agree I’ve offered you a fair price,” he said.

“Surely, sir, surely. It’s only that I think I’d better talk it over with my wife before—”

Panic and derision crisscrossed Delano’s face. “Your wife,” he repeated.

“Well, yes, sir. It’s her brothers who’ll help me build up the land. Would be good to have the whole family in agreement about the purchase. But of course I won’t keep you waiting long. I’ll talk to her tonight and come by your office in the morning, sir.” He was sure he hadn’t mistaken the look in Delano’s eye, would have recognized it even if not for the money problems Paul had mentioned weeks earlier. He held the other man’s eye, but not aggressively.

Delano let out a guttural sigh, rusty gears turning almost visibly in his mind. “The morning won’t work for me. I’ve got travel tomorrow and don’t plan to be back for months. If this doesn’t happen today, you’ll have to try me again in the fall when I’ve settled back in town. Unless, that is…” For a moment he stared back at Thomas.

“Unless, sir?”

“Well, I’ll just go ahead and say it. Unless I get a better offer before then. As we’ve been standing here, I’ve been taking note of things I could do around the property to clean it up a little, maybe ask a higher price.” He shrugged. “Anyway, if that doesn’t happen, I’ll get in touch when I get back to town. You’ll have to come to my office in Memphis. Take down my address. You got a pen?”

Thomas always carried a pen. He reached into the roomy front pocket of his jeans, meaning to find it—but stopped cold. His wood-handled awl was missing. He checked the other front pocket, finding his pen, but no awl. He searched each of the back pockets in turn. “Well, durn,” he said, and forced a laugh. “I believe I dropped something while I was walking.”

Thomas turned in the direction from which he’d come, taking in the massive acreage, and then back to the other men, who stared at him expectantly.

“What’d you drop?” asked Golden, folding his arms across his chest. “We’ve already set here an hour waiting for you. I don’t got time for you to walk the whole perimeter again unless you tell me you left your firstborn child back there.”

“Durn,” said Thomas again, softly. He was thinking how strange it was for the object to have gone missing without his realizing it. It was a tool he used daily, frequently tucking it into just such a pocket for safekeeping. He thought of the woman by the pond, how she’d startled him, sending him off-balance, and realized it must have been then that he’d dropped it. It gave him a strange feeling, one he couldn’t name or even place on the spectrum of positive to negative. He wasn’t much of a believer in signs, but this felt significant somehow.

“Well?” Delano stood a bit straighter.

“I don’t think I ought to commit to it at this price,” said Thomas. “Maybe I ought to just take the chance and wait until fall. My wife and her brothers…”

Delano’s face colored a bit; he slid a finger under his collar. “Thirty percent off,” he said quickly. “If you sign today.” He mumbled his way through the math and then named the new figure.

Thomas returned his hands to his pockets and turned back to look at the land. He hadn’t been meaning to call Delano’s bluff, but this was a happy outcome. He fixed his gaze on one of the taller oaks, imagined his boys scrabbling up the trunk. He thought, too, that it would be nice to have the time to look around for his awl, which was one of his nicer tools. Time passed; not a full minute, but close. Noisy breathing, sweat wafting from overheated bodies. “Well,” said Thomas finally, and flashed the men his thousand-watt smile, “you’ve got a deal.”

“All right,” said Delano. “I’ve got the papers here, and”—he clapped a hand on Golden’s back—“we’ve got us a witness. Let’s go ahead and finish this business now.” He returned Thomas’s smile. “I do believe my cousin Paul was right about you.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Thomas. “Likewise.”



And that’s how Thomas Lamb bought his family’s homestead at a thirty percent discount.

They pressed the documents against the bark of a huge magnolia to sign. In the faint photographs of the deed, you can see the bumps in their signatures, even in Thomas’s famously steady script.

Later, Thomas would hear from Serviceberry friends—or overhear via the phone calls Paul Delano took in his office at the back of Lanyer County Shoe Repair—scraps of rumor that would suggest that even the little bit of walking they’d done together had been too much for Jack Delano’s out-of-shape ass. Apparently after he’d done the rest of his errands for the day—the needed business with the deed recordation, and checking in with the county registrar to see to it that he had no further tax obligations on the property—Jack slept poorly that night, his body aching from the exertion. He was late rising the next morning but made it to a Serviceberry diner for a breakfast of fried eggs and diced pork, then dragged himself to his train and suffered indigestion through a cramped and seemingly interminable ride to Boston.

Well—suffered through most of the ride, anyway. As the story goes, twenty-four hours into the trip, Jack Delano’s heart conked out and he died in cranky solitude in his Pullman sleeper car, leaving everything he owned—a tiny house in Memphis, a gray Plymouth sedan, and a few other effects of modest value, but no longer the farm in northern Lanyer County!—to a dumbass younger brother who gambled it all away less than three months later.
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Darla Lamb lined up the carrots and pressed the tip of her knife into the cutting board. “So it’s done,” she said. “You’ve already signed the papers.” She didn’t look at Thomas, afraid she’d start crying. She lifted and lowered the knife in practiced strokes, separating the carrots from their knobby stems. Schwick, schwick, schwick, schwick. She’d diced countless carrots in her twenty-five years, but pretended she couldn’t lift her eyes from the task even for a moment.

“I have,” said Thomas. “That offer wasn’t going to stay on the table, Dar. He wants to be free of the place, but he isn’t stupid.”

Schwick, schwick, schwick, schwick. The window above the sink overlooked the tiny backyard; when Darla lifted her eyes, she could see five-year-old Elijah and three-year-old Joah crouched over an anthill, surrounded by neighborhood children. The same children had put a hole in the Lambs’ wooden fence to make it easier to pass through this, their home at the dead center of the Serviceberry lots. Though the neighbor children were older than Elijah, he held court per usual, waving his hands around to get everyone’s attention and then pointing bossily at the anthill with his stick. At his direction, some of the kids had gathered small stones and now began to build a protective wall around the anthill.

The boys were occupied, at least for the moment; but even at this distance, Darla could see the twitch in Joah’s calves, the way he ached to disrupt the work or dart off in some unseen direction, forcing his mother to drop her cooking and chase after him. Still more baby than child, though solidly built and with his nose all the way in the older children’s business.

God, she was tired.

“I’ll talk to your brothers in the morning after church,” Thomas was saying. “With the discount, we have more than we need. I can pay them more than I promised to help fix things up. I’ll have it running in time to seed some quick crops. Bring in a little extra money this fall.” He came up behind her, encircling her waist with his arms. “Forgive me, Dar,” he said. “I didn’t want the opportunity to pass us by.”

She let the knife slice one last carrot—schwick—and then set it down on the wooden cutting board as Thomas pressed the front of his body into the back of hers. The firmness of his muscles reminding her of how lucky she was indeed that he cared enough to solicit her forgiveness. Husbands didn’t, as a rule. He was musky from his day, from walking for hours in the sun and from perspiring through the tactical bit at the end. The smell of his sweat sent a tiny lightning bolt to the base of her belly. It also snuffed out her annoyance and pinched her lips shut. I can’t judge, because I’ve been there.

If you’d asked her at seventeen, in the weeks before she’d caught Thomas’s eye, she’d have guessed she would spend her entire life here in Serviceberry, within a short walk of her own childhood home. An avid reader, though, she’d secretly hoped for a change of scenery, and had been suffused with gratitude when Thomas had first sat her down at the kitchen table—the hand-carved oak butcher block just behind him, already set for their supper—to discuss the logistics of their preparing for a land purchase someday.

But there were things Thomas didn’t know, things she wouldn’t have expected him to include in the calculus of today’s business dealings. There was, even as they spoke, the unsettled matter of her sanitary belt—still dry, two weeks after she should have found it bloodied. There was also her mother, declining rapidly in the bed at the Mason house three blocks away; and there was Joah, mischievous Joah, ready to bolt at any minute.

She turned and clasped her hands behind her husband’s neck. “There’s nothing to forgive,” she said. “I sure am thankful you had the idea.”

Thomas exhaled. “That’s good news.”

“I can talk to them. Anyway, you remember I’ve got to go over to Mama’s after supper?”

“I remember. You think one of the boys might be there?”

She had to snort at that, the idea of her squeamish brothers finding their way to their mother’s sickbed, the post Darla and her sister had traded off for weeks now. “No. I think you’ll have to find them at church.”

“I’ll make it worth their while,” said Thomas, and kissed her. Then he frowned. “I ought to tell you, also, about something I saw on the property.”

But then there was the unmistakable thud of a child’s head banging against the wooden fence, and both parents’ heads snapped toward the window. First they saw Joah, crying bitterly on the grass as the other children looked on, irritated; and then furious Elijah, fighting tears as he knelt over what remained of a demolished anthill, the rocks he’d carefully arranged scattered across the yard—it was obvious what had happened. Joah, whose mischief sometimes ran to deviousness, had destroyed Elijah’s creation, and someone had pushed him out of the circle.

Darla sucked her teeth and started to pull herself free of Thomas’s arms, but he stopped her. “I’ll go,” he said, starting for the door. “Wouldn’t want those boys and their mess to hold up supper.”



She was too nauseated to eat much. Thomas and the boys ate plenty, though, leaving not a scrap of food behind. Darla washed the dishes quickly and then kissed the boys, telling them she’d see them in the morning.

“I want to go with you, Mama,” said Joah, pushing back from the table.

“No,” said Darla wearily. “It’s ladies’ business.”

“I want to go!” wailed Joah, and hurled his wood-handled spoon to the floor.

Lightning quick, Thomas had Joah over a knee and began levying disciplinary measures.

Even in the late eighties, my parents wanted nothing to do with corporal punishment; the thought of a parent spanking a three-year-old for a thrown spoon turns my stomach. Still, I can understand how Darla felt not just relief but a twinge of pride at Thomas’s intervention. She’d be gone for some unpredictable number of hours. How many of the other local mothers could leave their husbands in charge at bedtime? With the moment under control, she dried the last plate and then pushed her way out the back door.

Serviceberry had settled in for the evening. The children had vanished from the roads; windows revealed suppertime tableaus like the one she’d just left, and she gazed at them unabashedly as she began the short walk to her mother’s house. Through the window of the Jacobs’ kitchen, she saw Denny and Lucy Jacob sitting down to a roast with Fred and Verna Woolverton, the couples’ small children around them. The sight tugged at something deep in her chest. It was the sort of thing Thomas would love to do, break bread with neighbors after the bustle of a long week. He could fill hours with his sparkling conversation, was forever wanting to have his dear friend Big over to sample the homemade peach wine he kept in the kitchen. But Darla tired easily when surrounded by company. She and Thomas had been to their share of Serviceberry parties; as he sparkled, energized by the crowds, she ran out of things to say even before the first plates had been served.

Lucy Jacob looked harried, as did the women in the next few houses Darla passed. Her own contemporaries, mothers of small children, bustled back and forth between stovetop and supper table, setting out the Saturday meals they’d prepared. It was the one day of the week they weren’t consumed with the demands of their day jobs or with church and the long hours of socializing afterward; thus, if there were special dinners to prepare, it was as good a day as any. Today, Darla had even tried a new recipe recommended by her sister, Carrie. Something with shredded chicken and herbs pinched from the tiny garden behind their shotgun house. The smells of it had turned her stomach, but Thomas and the boys had wolfed it down.

Sunday was another story entirely. On Sundays, Darla awoke with the intense feeling that God was watching and judging, and returned always to a staple recipe: her own mother’s pot roast. She gagged now at the thought of the hunk of meat she’d have to purchase at the market after church. She stopped and steadied herself against a tree for a moment. She took a deep breath, then continued onward.

Reaching her childhood home, she looked up to see Carrie moving around behind the open window of the master bedroom. Shaking out the sheets and such, which wasn’t a good sign. Only the night before, Darla had moved her mother carefully to one side of the bed, pulled off the soiled bedclothes, and taken them downstairs for washing—a process that had consumed much of her night, lasting well past when Thomas would have wanted her home.

Her mother, widowed years earlier, had always been an incredible housekeeper, truly a jewel of the neighborhood, able to welcome visitors any day of the week without needing even a few minutes to neaten beforehand. In the past few months, though, since the illness that had weakened her mind and one side of her body, she’d been unable to manage even basic housekeeping tasks—and now her personal hygiene was failing, too.

Darla let herself in the front door. Inside, she found the family room and kitchen in alarming disarray: piles of still more laundry on the floor and sofa, a half-cooked supper simmering on the stove. She sighed and called up to Carrie, sat on the floor, and began gathering the laundry.

“Don’t start.” Carrie appeared at the top of the stairs with an armful of sheets, sweat beading on her high forehead and across her upper lip. “I was getting to all this and then”—she gestured at the sheets—“I got called away. Mama isn’t well today. I mean it, don’t start in on me about it!”

“I won’t.” The change in balance had set something spinning inside Darla. She shut her eyes to stop it. Before she even opened them, she felt the funny look Carrie was giving her on the side of her face. Sisters.

“You all right?”

“No.” Her voice had come out funny. She cleared her throat. “Not really.” She was about to explain herself, but bilious liquid surged in her throat and out came an impolite esophageal noise instead.

“What is it?” said Carrie.

Darla started to answer, but just then a voice floated down the stairs—their mother’s, warped with discomfort and confusion. Both sisters’ faces turned toward the sound. An owlish, unintelligible sound, from the mother who had taught them everything they knew about elocution by giving them Paul Laurence Dunbar poems to recite. Darla covered her eyes with a hand, overwhelmed. It was Carrie’s time to leave, to go home to her small daughters and son, who were probably crying in bed for her. It was Darla’s turn. But Darla felt sure she would vomit at any moment.

“I’ll go up and check once more before I leave,” said Carrie, reading her sister’s face. She set the sheets on the sofa and went. Darla didn’t stop her.



I never had a sister, of course. And mostly I never wished for one, except when I thought of moments like this one between Darla and Carrie, a story I had handed down to me many times over.

The funny thing is that I always focused on the wrong part. I heard this and what caught my attention was that they were helping their mother in turns, alternating night shifts so neither one burned out too soon on eldercare. When that wasn’t really the biggest thing at all. A sister can do a hell of a lot more than relieve you of bedpan duty. She can save your life if you let her.



By the time Carrie returned, Darla had taken the sheets to the back porch for washing and gathered the remaining laundry into neat piles on the sofa. She’d also made a decision. “Carrie,” she said.

Carrie dropped her slight weight onto the sofa and let her eyes drift heavenward.

“We’re going to be moving away from here,” said Darla.

Carrie gasped. “Away from Tennessee?”

“Just away from Serviceberry. Thomas bought us a piece of farmland about a mile up-county. Room to grow. He’s going to talk to the men tomorrow about helping us build a house there.”

She filled her sister in on the details. When she got to the part about Thomas’s having signed the deed without consulting her, Carrie frowned.

“But it’s for the best,” finished Darla. “It’ll be nice, having land. And Lord knows Thomas needs a real challenge.”

“A challenge for him? Tuh. For you, I’d say. Building a house from the ground up, turning it into a home for the children? Who do you think that will fall to?”

Darla’s ears prickled. But what did Carrie know, anyway, about building a house from the ground up? Like Darla and Thomas, Carrie and her husband rented their home from Serviceberry neighbor relations. After their wedding, they had walked into a house whose small, narrow rooms had been predecorated for them, furniture and appliances and linens purchased by the community and arranged for use by a group of semiretired women with time on their hands. Carrie hadn’t even had to choose a color scheme. Like Darla, she had never been faced with more possibility than she knew what to do with.

“And you with those little boys,” Carrie went on. “That Joah who can’t listen to save his life.”

As though Carrie’s children were perfect angels.

“I don’t mean to be rude about Thomas’s plan,” she continued, a crease between her eyebrows. “All I mean is you’ve got a real hard summer ahead of you. I don’t mean to say it’s anything you can’t do, if it’s really what you want.”

“It doesn’t matter anyway,” said Darla sharply. “It’s already decided. I only brought it up because I wanted to ask you something.”

“All right, then, ask me.”

She took a deep breath. “That tea you made yourself last summer. I’d truly appreciate it if you’d fix me up a batch of it.”

Carrie turned away and began fiddling with her neat, thick braids.

“You know the tea I mean?”

Of course she did. She nodded so subtly her sister almost didn’t see it.

“Thank you,” said Darla.

“But, Dar. You sure?”

“I am. When do you think you could have it ready?”

Carrie shrugged and found her gaze. Brown eyes penetrating. “Sooner is better. I could get you some tomorrow.”

“Then tomorrow is when I want it,” said Darla, surprised by her own certainty. Later, she would remember this moment as though her body had been overtaken by a soul more clear-eyed than her own. She would also think, fervently and often, of how grateful she was to that soul, for piloting her through this interaction with Carrie, who always questioned and sometimes judged.

“You remember last summer,” said Carrie. “I—there were days—”

She didn’t need to remind Darla, who remembered just fine. Carrie, laid up for two days, then feeding her family half-cooked suppers for several more after that. The white family whose house she cleaned nearly firing her for showing up late and surly four days in a row. Darla herself had helped out, quietly bringing plates of biscuits to her sister’s house, leaving them on a counter the children could reach.

But Darla wasn’t like Carrie.

“I remember,” said Darla. “I’ll be all right. Afterward, I’ll be right back here to help with Mama. I know you need me.”

Carrie paused before adding, “It’s only that you haven’t got a girl yet. Don’t you want one?”

Of course she did, that was true. But so too was it true that whatever was inside her, the thing squeezing her innards at a time when she needed them at their steeliest, was not that girl. She was sure of it. And there’d be time afterward. After they settled into the new home, after they were on the other side of their mother’s health crisis. Darla gave a firm nod.

“All right, then,” said Carrie. “Stop by my house after church tomorrow.”

Down came another sound, a heaviness on the hardwood overhead. Their mother, formerly of the most delicate and graceful feet in Serviceberry, and who should have been in bed.

Carrie reached out a hand and Darla squeezed it, grateful, then let Carrie pull her to her feet because of course she hadn’t forgotten it was her turn to go up.
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Thomas never did find the awl he’d dropped on the land. He had to ask Paul Delano to buy him a new one and deduct the cost from his next paycheck.

Paul, glad Thomas’s nest egg had found its way into his cousin Jack’s estate before it was too late, didn’t chastise Thomas the day he handed over the new awl.

Actually, he was rather generous: Along with the awl in its little leather sheath, he handed over a pamphlet he’d picked up at the white church. Sears, Roebuck had house-building kits you could send away for. Reasonably priced houses with cutesy names that had piqued Paul’s interest. The Goldenrod, a three-room vacation cottage with a fancy porch; the Argyle, a frilly bungalow that could sleep a married couple and several children. All the names were funny, lofty proper nouns suggestive of various shades of luxury. The Orchid, the Wellington, the Foursquare.

Paul wondered whether Thomas had heard of the varietals they were marketing especially to Negroes: smaller, cheaper, and less fussy than some of the others?

Thomas hadn’t.

“Well, then,” said Paul, jabbing a finger at the centerfold page of the pamphlet. A sweet, square little structure with a classy but sensible name: the Aubrey.



Thomas mobilized Darla’s brothers and had the house built by the end of June. It would have been finished even sooner, but his brothers-in-law could be a little unruly; and Darla, usually an excellent go-between, was touchy and unpredictable all month. Thomas figured it had to do with the stress of moving, or maybe with her mother, whose health was in free fall by mid-June.

Eventually, though, up went the kit house, in exactly the place where Thomas had been shown the ghost of the old Delano homestead, covering up roughly the central quarter of the nappy newer grass. Darla’s oldest brother pitched in with the foundation; her middle brother, the siding, flooring, and millwork; her youngest brother laid every last shingle across the roof. Even Carrie’s rather unhelpful husband was shamed into doing the walls. Fairly quickly it came together: a humble but sturdy and attractive single-story structure, elevated off the ground and encircled by a porch perfect for looking out across the property.

On the last day of June, Thomas and Darla hammered in the last nail together, the one at the northwest corner of the frame around the front door. Their friends and family watched and cheered, then spread across the massive lawn for a potluck picnic. Carrie missed it, tending to her mother’s accelerating needs. But her daughters and son ran footraces against Elijah and Joah Lamb, weaving between the other picnickers; Darla watched them from the brand-new porch, glad she only had to be responsible for so many small children for a few hours. People approached the porch, brought her things. Linens and farm implements, effects she’d either find uses for or sell to buy seeds in the coming weeks. Thomas’s friend Big Johnston brought a set of wicker chairs he’d made by hand.

That night, their first in the house, the visitors gone, Thomas and Darla put the boys to bed in the new bedroom they shared. Then they went to the porch and plopped onto Big’s handmade chairs, each with a tumbler of Thomas’s peach wine in hand.

Darla was too tired to say anything; so Thomas, charged by all the visitors, did all the talking for both of them. Bursting with homeowner’s pride, he gestured around in all directions, drawing her attention to every possible view. Wasn’t it all so beautiful? Had she had a chance to look this way? That way? You couldn’t see anything but land, their land, in all directions. The waxing moon glowed bright and yellow overhead; stars twinkled their congratulations.

Darla sipped at her peach wine and watched her man, drank in the radiance of his pride. He’d accomplished what most of the current generation of Serviceberry children never would, and she understood why he couldn’t quit going on about it.

“What a thing, Dar,” said Thomas finally with a sigh. “Something to leave to the boys.” He set his tumbler on the floor and reached out a hand.

“What a thing,” she echoed, and took his hand. They took deep breaths, their lungs filling. If Thomas had never felt prouder or happier in his life, Darla had never felt freer, never further in psychic space from the small town of her birth, which had already begun receding in her mind. Serviceberry and its nosy neighbors, its cloying social politics, now only there on an opt-in basis.

Thomas gave her hand a tug; Darla flew into his lap, wine splashing onto the brand-new porch. She wanted the rest of her wine but set her tumbler onto the floor beside his and let him rearrange her body, putting arms and legs and hips where he wanted them. God, it was quiet here! The ultimate privacy, not so much as a neighbor’s porchlight to be seen. And thank God, because soon the new homeowners found themselves testing the tensile strength of Big’s handmade chairs in a way they couldn’t ever have done in the judgmental fishbowl outside their little shotgun house in Serviceberry.



Life in their new home was uneventful for a while. Thomas trotted the mile to work at the shoe repair each day, leaving earlier in the morning and returning later in the evening due to the longer distance. Darla also got up earlier to prepare breakfasts, pushed her sons’ suppertime back so there’d still be something hot when their father got home. At Thomas’s request, she started planting small crops as an experiment, marshaled the children to help tend them. It would all be different once school was back in session, of course; but she figured she’d give him July and August, that the house deserved her undivided attention for as long as she could spare it.

On alternate days, she walked the boys back into Serviceberry, Joah whining and whimpering through every inch of the journey. She’d leave them in the front yard with whatever neighbor children were nearby while she went into her childhood home and relieved Carrie; emptied their mother’s full bedpan or, more often, changed the soaked sheets; fixed something simple in the kitchen and did her best to get her mother to peck at it. The tasks didn’t change much, but they got harder to execute. Darla was a person who didn’t perspire terribly, but this particular summer would lodge itself in her memory as one she spent swimming in her own sweat, her muscles aching from the exertion.

Back on the farm, the new house was manageably sized, but the land was vast and mysterious. The boys hungered to explore it, the largest open space they’d ever known. Darla encouraged them to stay nearby, but their forays from the house got bolder and bolder. She tried to set limits—Stay on this side of these trees, Don’t climb too high, and so forth—but in the end they were as impossible as all men big or small could be, often turning up in the topmost branches of oaks tall enough to leave them paralyzed if they fell. Which fortunately they never did.

Did she ever give another thought to the tea she’d gotten from Carrie? Exactly once.

Their mother died in the middle of July; they’d been in the new house less than three weeks. She passed quickly, as they’d hoped she might. It meant Darla didn’t have to drag Elijah and Joah into Serviceberry the next day. Carrie and her husband were with their mother’s body, and the undertaker had been called; Darla could wait until Thomas got home from work before heading into town to coordinate the next set of arrangements. It was a singular moment of freedom.

Darla half-assed breakfast and then spent that day on autopilot, letting the boys skip their chores and run wild through the yard and the untended area just beyond. She supervised them loosely from the porch, thinking various thoughts she wouldn’t have said out loud. Like that maybe she’d have done things a little bit differently if she’d known the worst of the intense caregiving period would have been over within a few weeks, long before she got big or had to shift her focus to preparing for a new arrival.

The tea, which she’d had to drink in three nasty portions a few hours apart, had had a bitter taste that Carrie had tried to mask with lemon. A quaking had started deep in Darla’s gut between the second and third cups, and her sister had read it on her face before Darla was sure it was happening, pulling her just in time to the tiny lawn behind the Mason house.

Standing there remembering, Darla sank onto one of Big’s chairs and let her eyes unfocus with the self-torturous wondering, and didn’t notice when the boys disappeared from view.

She’d been sitting there for something like twenty minutes, lost in thought, when a noise got her attention. A person with two children under age six didn’t necessarily worry about every small sound. But this one—her ears pricked up. There it was again, a strangled-sounding sort of yell. Elijah, the elder of the boys.

She jumped up from her chair and started running, realizing as she reached the bottom of the porch steps that she had left her shoes behind. She ran in the direction of the sound, accelerating when she heard it again, another yowl from Elijah. The grass under her feet was too hot, and she could tell she was trampling the oakleaf hydrangeas she’d planted only a week earlier. The lawn—hell if it didn’t stretch out endlessly in every goddamn direction. She plowed through a row of trees, oaks Thomas had said they were, and cursed him as though he’d planted them there himself. She ran for a little ways in the wrong direction, heard the sounds again, and righted her course.

Sweating, heart thumping, and with her toes cut and bleeding, she found herself at the edge of the pond Thomas had in fact mentioned—but only once!—was part of their property. Out toward the center of the water, a few yards from her, Joah’s little head bobbed wildly; his hands thrashed and grabbed at nothing. Darla lifted her skirt and plunged in, closed the distance to her boy in a few breathless seconds. When she reached him, the water barely crested her rib cage; she hoisted him easily over her shoulder like the infant he’d so recently been and let him cough half the pond down her back.

Only now did she spy Elijah, beached and wailing, on the opposite edge. She walked in his direction, keeping to the shallow perimeter. At its deepest, the pond wasn’t even five feet, but Elijah was only hip height and Joah even smaller. She laid Joah on the grass beside his brother and patted his back until his gasping coughs subsided.

Elijah eventually stopped crying and pulled at her waterlogged skirt. “I was trying—” he whimpered in his still-babyish voice with its faint lisp. “I was trying, I was trying to—”

She shushed her older boy. He too was soaked to his earlobes. She could piece it together: Joah wandering too far into the pond, Elijah trying his best to stop him. Both of them accustomed to the Serviceberry swimming hole, which was not only surrounded by watchful eyes but too crowded with neighbors’ bodies for this sort of danger to exist. Even if you wanted to, you couldn’t sink. “It’s all right,” she said to them both. Joah was breathing more like normal. She pulled him into her arms and stood, motioned to Elijah to do the same. Relief consumed her. She didn’t have the brain cells left over to wonder how, in fact, Joah had stayed afloat long enough for her to find her way to the pond. She wouldn’t wonder that for years.

Back at the house, she put the boys on their beds, letting their quilts get wet. Her plan was to wrap them both in extra-large towels and then make them something special to eat, but she had no idea where those towels were. The box containing them was one of the many that hadn’t yet been unpacked. Nor could she find the little glass Jergens bottle, which contained the richest lotion they had in the house; she didn’t want the boys ashy, looking like they’d narrowly avoided disaster, when Thomas got home in a couple of hours.

There were a hundred things she hadn’t sorted out yet. Spending so much of her time with her mother back in Serviceberry, she hadn’t had the hours to dedicate to unpacking. The new house felt, suddenly, like it contained an endless litany of unfinished tasks; and the land around it felt downright adversarial. Joah was lucky to have come out of that pond alive. And what if she’d been even ten seconds later to reach him, cramping or nausea slowing her reaction time?

The tea had been bitter, but in fact the lemon had done its job. She hardly remembered the drink’s harshness, only that she’d managed to choke it down. There was no taste that lived on the tongue as long as relief did. Or as long as grief did, for that matter.



As that week progressed, she buried her mother, and then she got busy setting up the rest of the house. Finding the rest of the boxes where they’d been stashed, filling up the linen closet, putting the Jergens bottle front and center in the master bedroom, and so forth.

She didn’t tell Thomas about the ordeal—he wouldn’t have liked to know she’d taken her eyes off the boys for that long, even right after her mother’s death—but she did insist that he administer swimming lessons on evenings and weekends. They couldn’t just splash around in the large, crystalline pond like it was nothing more than a puddle.

By the same time the following summer, she was pregnant again, this time with the child of her heart, a daughter they’d call Darlena. But by this time it was all right: Her mother was gone and buried with dignity in the cemetery by Mount Carmel; the house was unpacked and organized to within an inch of its life; and both boys were self-reliant swimmers, every day jackknifing into one end of the pond, then swimming cutthroat races to the other.
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The last thing Aubrey needed while traveling was a UTI, but here was one anyway, her infuriating penance for a month of drinking too little water and passing out in tight jeans. On the plane she had to summon her best bedroom eyes and beg her neighbor for the aisle seat.

Then the next great annoyance: Her flight was twenty minutes late into Memphis International, where bars had shuttered only ten minutes earlier. A custodial worker pushing an industrial-size mop caught her staring forlornly at the locked-up Chili’s storefront. “Sorry, Red,” he said, casting an unapologetic look at her ass.

Resigned, she charged toward the exit with her single bulging carry-on, passing the Fauvist paintings of B. B. King and Al Green, the giant map of historic Beale Street, the informative plaque about the Lanyer family that I watched her blow right by. Jeans Senior through III, lionized for everything they’d done to build up the nearby suburb. Even if she hadn’t been cranky and distracted by her hunt for a bathroom, she wasn’t in any sort of reading mood. Soon after finding one, she was inside a Yellow Cab with the AC going full blast.

“Where you from, honey?” The cab driver was a stereotype, all mahogany skin and linen-clad gentility, too much sandalwood cologne. He lowered the volume of the stereo to hear her answer, shushing Mahalia Jackson mid-trill.

“DC area.”

“DC!” echoed the driver. “Got a nephew there.” As she’d thought he might, he launched into a critique of the city, its embedded stratifications and sycophancies, pausing only briefly to merge onto the interstate. Within a few minutes, the Memphis skyline disappeared behind them, pinpricks of yellow light on bluish velvet sky, and they were on a two-lane highway. Blackness. “Things really gone downhill since Obama left out of there,” he mused.

According to Aubrey’s map app, they still had a fifty-minute ride ahead. While the driver continued his rant, she checked her email, texts.

From her sister, photos of the kids doing kiddy things; no apology and no acknowledgment that they hadn’t spoken in days.

From her boss at ACK, an agitated query:


I know you’re OOO for the next four days, but we have a time-sensitive need for the Saybrook documents, which should have been saved to the appropriate location on the shared drive. Please check in and let me know where they are?



From her cousin Hays, texted confirmation of their plans for the next morning. He’d drive out from Midtown and pick her up from the hotel; together they’d head to the Lanyer County property, where their cousin Samson had kept up the original family farmhouse. The other co-owner, their mutual cousin Darlissa, had flown out from Richmond a day earlier and would join them there. At lunchtime, they’d meet with somebody from the Hightower Group to go over the recent offer. In the evening they could all come back to the farmhouse to relax over dinner, maybe with cocktails? Hays’s text closed with an apology for the tightness of the schedule, but emphasized that nothing had to be decided about anything on the spot. Aubrey’s head, frankly, spun at all of it. But, cocktails.

From Boyd, of course, nothing.

“Miss?” said the cabdriver.

She realized she’d missed a question. “Hmm?”

“Your first time in Memphis?”

She set down her phone and thought of her previous trip. “Not exactly,” she said. “My dad is buried here.”

“Buried here! He didn’t want to be laid to rest up there with 45 and them, huh?”

His eyes, brown and mirthful, were on her in the mirror. She accidentally held his gaze a beat too long, not meaning to be aggressive but regretting it when after a moment he looked away in palpable embarrassment.

His joke had been a strange one, too familiar for the circumstances; but also, it was the first time she’d thought to wonder why Micah had wanted to be buried here, over a thousand miles away from his late wife in Philadelphia, almost nine hundred from his living children and grandchildren near DC.



She had booked a room at the Lanyer County DoubleTree, one of only two hotels within walking distance of various chain stores. The cabdriver put her right at the main entrance and then withdrew her single heavy bag from the trunk with a steady hand. “Thank you, sugar,” he said as she dropped five twenties into his palm. More than half the cash she’d withdrawn for this trip.

The hotel’s interior was sleepy and quaint, very much unlike the city DoubleTrees she and Boyd had visited for all those stick-up-the-ass District fundraisers. At this late hour, the handful of guests milling around wore slippers and joked with each other at the vending machine.

At home you had to ask an employee for one of the hotel chain’s signature cookies; here, Aubrey spotted a plate of them on the corner of the desk, steaming under a glass cloche. She reached for one, but her hand collided with someone else’s. A woman in her sixties whose pear-shaped figure was wrapped tightly in a long-line cardigan that Aubrey suspected covered a pajama top, her hair dyed a classy bronze. The woman was distracted, her attention trained on a cell phone in a sleek Chanel case. “Sorry, honey,” said the woman without looking at her, and withdrew.

“No, after you,” said Aubrey.

Age before beauty. She waited—all manners—as the older woman took a cookie and then held the cloche aloft for her. She took her own and carried it up to the check-in counter.

“Aubrey Lamb,” she said to the woman at the desk, handing over her debit card. “Checking in for three nights.”

The bronze-haired woman, who’d been headed back out of the lobby, stopped in her tracks and turned to look at Aubrey, waiting for her to finish at the front desk.

The employee tried once, twice, to run Aubrey’s card. Then she handed it back and leaned in close. “Do you have another one?”

The bronze-haired woman took a careful step toward the desk.

“Do I have another what?” asked Aubrey. “Another card?” She felt the urgent need to pee again. “You can’t use that one?”

The employee was young and white and discreet. She flipped her computer screen wordlessly in Aubrey’s direction, showing her the stern message: Declined.

“Fuck,” said Aubrey, and pulled up her banking app. Over-fucking-drawn after the last few days’ unplanned expenses, including her Uber to the airport and the unlimited in-flight Wi-Fi. Payday was three days away; or, in fact, two, if the grandfather clock just this second striking midnight in the DoubleTree lobby was to be believed. She looked at the employee. “I don’t have another card,” she said. “Can I—”

The employee looked ready to deliver a prepared spiel when Aubrey felt a hand on her arm. At her side was the bronze-haired woman again. “There’s no problem here,” said the woman. “This is my cousin. She’ll just come stay in my room.”

She gave Aubrey a gentle tug away from the desk, grabbing a second cookie on the way. Aubrey followed, confused but obedient.

At the elevator bank, the woman turned on Aubrey with a sharp look that was nonetheless full of concern. “Baby,” she said. “You came all this way with no money to your name?”

Aubrey was sleepy and confused; her crotch burned. “I didn’t realize…”

The elevator door opened and dinged, and Aubrey followed the woman in. “That was trifling,” said the woman. “But I meant what I told her; you can stay with me.” She paused and then leaned in for a hug, which Aubrey shrank from, confused. The woman tilted her head and then smiled, understanding. “You don’t remember me.” She stuck out a hand. “Darlissa Massey. Your daddy’s cousin, and yours, too. And you’re the famous Aubrey who’s too busy to answer emails. When I saw you walk in, I thought, That might be her, but I don’t have my glasses with me. Circumstances aside, I’m glad to see you.”

Aubrey accepted the handshake, noting the softness of the woman’s palm against her own, dried out from airport-bathroom soap. “Right, I guess. And, same.”

The room had two queen-size beds, one already turned down. Darlissa took Aubrey’s bag and set it on the carpet beside the still-made one, then waved a hand toward the bathroom. “I’m sure you need a minute to get yourself together.”

All too true. In the bathroom, Aubrey made a painful attempt to empty her bladder, swallowed her twice-daily antibiotic pill. While washing her hands, she considered Darlissa’s sundries, which were laid out in impeccable order in the pockets of a paisley-print toiletry kit that sat splayed across the sink. Tiny vials of cleansing scrub and eye serum that looked unassuming but that Aubrey knew were expensive; an understated pot of Crème de la Mer Miracle Broth. And then, just beside those: a tube of Crest toothpaste, unscented lotion, and what looked like a four-dollar tub of plain Vaseline. Aubrey took a pump of the lotion—Jergens, nothing fancy—and rubbed it into her hands as she exited the bathroom to find her cousin tying a brown silk scarf around her hair.

Darlissa had removed her cardigan and laid it over the back of a wooden desk chair; indeed, she’d been wearing pajamas underneath. Nick & Nora coordinates, a camisole and palazzo crops dotted with purple irises. Her figure was actually a rather nice one for her age, Aubrey thought, a little like Bellamy’s since the babies. She had hardly any laugh lines on her lively brown face, which Aubrey supposed had to do with the La Mer. On her ring finger, Darlissa wore a modest wedding set in a style from the 1980s.

“Thank you,” said Aubrey, meaning it to cover everything but thinking especially of the blessed nearness of a clean bathroom.

“Don’t be silly,” said Darlissa. “I wasn’t going to let you sleep on the curb outside, was I?”

“I’m getting paid on Friday.” Aubrey sat on the unclaimed bed and spoke in a rush. “The check actually usually posts sometime on Thursday, and I can book a new room as soon as that happens. I’m really, really sorry about this.” She paused. “Will you still be here on Thursday?”

Darlissa had disappeared into the bathroom but now poked her head out. An electric toothbrush hung whirring from her mouth. She held up a finger, withdrew, and shut the bathroom door. When she reemerged sans toothbrush, an aura of mint came with her. “Don’t worry,” she said, climbing into the other bed. “When I come to Lanyer County, I always stay awhile. I’m here through next week. If you get sick of me, though, you can get your own room after your paycheck hits.”

Aubrey dug through her bag and found her own toothbrush, but she’d of course forgotten to pick up a travel toothpaste after airport security. “Shit,” she murmured.

“You have to watch your mouth, though. That’s the only rule in my room. Well—that, and keep your dirty drawers off the floor. I don’t look like an old lady, but I am one if you believe the Social Security people.”

Aubrey’s stomach tightened, but Darlissa’s eyes were twinkling. “Sorry,” she said anyway, and pushed into the bathroom, where she discreetly squeezed some of Darlissa’s Crest onto her toothbrush, a category of theft that until this day she would only have committed against Boyd or immediate family. She brushed and spit and rinsed out the sink a lot more carefully than she ever would have at home, then exited the bathroom and climbed into the empty bed.

Darlissa propped herself up on an elbow, frowning. “You’re just going to sleep in those same leggings you wore on the plane?”

Of course that had been Aubrey’s plan. It was far from the most questionable choice the child had made that week. She just stared back at her newfound cousin, unused to answering to an older woman who wasn’t her sanctimonious sister.

Finally, Darlissa shrugged and lay down. She turned off the lamp between their beds and chuckled, the sound somehow louder in the dark. “All right, then.” She yawned, turned slightly in the other direction. “Your daddy did say you kinda needed someone to, you know, look after you. So I’m glad we ran into each other. I do want to hear more about you tomorrow, but now it’s after midnight.”

She fell asleep faster than Aubrey had ever seen anyone do it, her breathing audible but unencumbered. Aubrey was briefly paralyzed, afraid to scroll on her phone as she usually did lest the blue light wake Darlissa. She lay there in silence, that one line—Your daddy did say you needed someone to look after you—ponging off the walls of her mind, taking on ever-brighter colors. From a pale, curious pink to a screaming fuchsia. What had Micah meant by that? And what had Darlissa meant, sharing it? Very annoying, judgmental, Bellamy-like shit, which of course was the last thing a person needed when her bank account was overdrawn, her urinary tract on fire.

She made a compromise with herself and decided that while she wasn’t going to subject sleeping Darlissa to the glow of her phone, she also wasn’t going to worry about waking her with frequent trips to the bathroom. Throughout the night she ended up going four times in total, one of which did cause Darlissa to stir, and she let herself feel a little bit guilty but not terribly so.
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Hays had suggested he pick them up at 7:00 a.m., far too early after a postmidnight bedtime, but it would allow them to reach the family property before it became, realistically, hotter than we city folk would want to deal with. Aubrey had set an alarm for 6:45 but woke at 6:20 to Darlissa’s return from the continental breakfast in the DoubleTree lobby.

“Oh, good morning,” said Darlissa, setting two plates of underwhelming food—orange slices, dry-looking croissants, pats of yogurt—onto the desk. “One of these is for you.” Then she shut herself in the bathroom and started the shower.

Maybe due to the hour she’d gained in travel (though I suspected it had more to do with her first cocktail-free night in a while), Aubrey felt better rested than she had in recent memory. She sat up in bed and checked her phone. Nothing from Boyd.

From her sister, more pictures of the kids, followed by an infuriating message: Wait, are we in a fight? I’ve been busy with end of school year stuff and I can’t keep up. I just hope the silence doesn’t mean you relapsed with Boyd?

From the substitute who had covered her Tuesday-night SAT class, a brief report that she deleted without reading closely, sure it had gone fine.

From her boss at ACK:


Second request re: Saybrook documents. Aubrey, this is urgent.



But now here was her cousin Hays, texting in real time. He’d created a new group, titling it Farm Owners. The inaugural text was a selfie, in which he smiled unironically, white teeth and Wayfarers, captioned Me before a trip to the farm!

It got Aubrey out of bed. She swallowed her morning antibiotic pill and undressed, pulled on a sleeveless top and oversize shortalls. She loaded her important cards and her tiny wad of cash into the leather crossbody bag Bellamy had bought her for her last birthday. She piled her hair into a bun on top of her head and ran a hand across the back of her neck, wondering whether there was any need for sunscreen this early in the summer and then deciding against the effort.



In the DoubleTree porte cochere, she and Darlissa, who wore a breezy linen midi dress, stood wiping sweat from their brows. “It’s so hot,” said Aubrey, then felt instantly stupid.

Darlissa didn’t answer but reached into her enormous University of Richmond tote bag and produced a fan of the sort you’d get from a funeral home. She held it between them and pumped it without stopping until Hays’s car appeared.

He drove a cherry-red Cherokee SUV, his left hand protruding from the open sunroof, and tapped the horn as he approached. Darlissa shoved her fan into Aubrey’s hand and raised her arms over her head, waving back with full-bodied excitement. “Hey, you!” she called out. Her smile—her real smile, not the bemused smirk Aubrey had seen a few times now—was toothy and unselfconscious.

When Hays reached them, he threw the car into park and jumped out, sweeping both women into a tight hug. Aubrey shrank in the crook of his elbow, suspecting she stank and wishing she’d showered. But Darlissa wrapped her linen-clad arms around Hays’s neck and rocked back and forth a few times; Aubrey moved with the tide. “My cousins!” said Hays into Aubrey’s hair, his larynx buzzing against her shoulder. “Thrilled you made it safely!”

Only when he finally let go and started asking Darlissa about her flight did Aubrey have the chance to get a good look. He was taller and more muscled than she’d realized from his social media, his build accentuated by a fitted salmon-colored T-shirt and jean shorts that hit at mid-thigh. She’d thought he looked like a younger version of her father—in fact, she’d wondered whether their meeting might feel like an uncanny resurrection—but the Hays who stood before her was his own person entirely, his face probing and direct, where Micah’s had been passive and often highly preoccupied.

Darlissa and Hays, though, undeniably shared a nose. Both noses glistened with perspiration after just a few moments in the early-morning sun. Eventually, Hays swiped at his with the back of a hand and said, “Well, shall we?”



Aubrey tried again. “So my dad was your … second cousin.”

Darlissa shook her head. “First cousin.”

“And for me, first cousin once removed,” added Hays. He steered the car out of the DoubleTree parking lot and out onto Rue Street, a narrow road turned red with the dirt kicked up by a small number of slow-moving cars and pickup trucks.

“My mama’s middle brother was your daddy’s father,” clarified Darlissa, twisting around in her seat to see whether this helped Aubrey’s comprehension.

“And the other brother—one of the other brothers, the one who lived—was my grandfather.” Hays, with his eyes locked on the road, drew an indecipherable diagram in the air with his index finger.

“So you’re his second cousin,” said Darlissa. “And my first cousin once removed, just like Hays was to your daddy.”

Aubrey looked down at her lap, hopelessly confused. “Got it.”

Darlissa turned back to the road and pointed at something. “See that there?” she muttered to Hays, gesturing off toward a little rock-paved road that forked off from Rue Street and disappeared into the dense sweetgum trees that lined the edge.

“I see it. Lanyers bought that, too?”

“Mmph,” humphed Darlissa.

Hays sighed, then cleared his throat. “Anyway, Aubrey,” he said, catching her eye in the rearview mirror. “I’ll draw you a family tree when we find a moment. It’d be good for you to have.”

Aubrey broke his gaze and looked out the window. They were passing through what Hays had said was the downtown area—but downtown, to a city dweller like Aubrey, suggested bustle and rush, ethnic diversity, bikeshares. Elbows leaning on blaring car horns and rows of bars that stood idle by day but brimmed with the promise of happy-hour cocktails under caps of egg-white foam.

This place had not even a whisper of that. The town’s sparse population seemed to be ninety percent Black, mostly working-class, people boarding buses in uniforms. There was a Piggly Wiggly flanked by two no-name gas stations, an antiques shop that took up an entire block, a couple of motels. Nearly everything looked at least a hundred years old, though Aubrey wasn’t good at estimating things like that, as did two-thirds of the single-story houses that lined the street, all of them dusty redbrick. Certain buildings looked newer, as though they’d been air-dropped in just weeks earlier: a few houses much larger than the others (smaller than McMansions but similar in style, their aluminum siding bright against the brownish backdrop), a sprawling Mexican restaurant with outdoor seating. Down the street a ways, a Sonic.

Aubrey did a double take as they passed the Sonic, craned her neck to watch it recede. On the day of her father’s funeral, as she’d sat squished between car seats in the back of the rental car, she had desperately needed to pee. But they’d been in a rush to get to the church, and the kids, thrashing on either side of her, had needed to be fed or put down to nap or whatever, and Aubrey’s needs simply hadn’t made it onto the priority list. They had approached this very Sonic, and she had found herself about to ask if they could just let her out for a second. But Shane had been navigating the car so tensely, and Bellamy had seemed so stressed, so perpetually near tears on that impossible day, that Aubrey had kept quiet as the neon pavilion disappeared behind them. And then, thank God, Mount Carmel AME Church had appeared before them a moment later.

Just as it did now. An austere little building, redbrick like the older houses, with white pillars and a steeple. There it was just off Rue Street, surrounded by a quiet stretch of meticulously trimmed lawn. A handful of large headstones peeked over the hill behind the church. “Oh,” said Aubrey. “That’s where my dad is buried.”

Hays and Darlissa had been murmuring to each other, but they stopped and looked. “Right,” said Darlissa. “That’s right, baby. Do you want to stop for a quick minute?”

“Isn’t the other guy waiting for us? Our cousin?”

“Samson, yeah, he is,” said Darlissa. “All right. Maybe later we’ll come back.”

“We’re close now,” said Hays. “It’s this turn right up here.”

The headstones had receded behind the hill, so Aubrey pulled her eyes away. She followed Hays’s gesture to a narrow gap in the sweetgum trees and spotted the discreet mouth of a gravel driveway. As he slowed the car in preparation for a turn, she marveled at how well hidden it was; you’d never find it if you didn’t know it was here.
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I got to see the farm twice when I was alive. Once in summer and once in winter.

I was nine on the first visit, so the heat didn’t bother me like it was now bothering Aubrey. I didn’t have boobs or thighs or any of that business yet, hadn’t aged into adolescent self-consciousness about how my clothes clung to me or whether I smelled.

The occasion resembled a family reunion, except we weren’t calling it that because invitations had been doled out sort of selectively. Someone wasn’t speaking to someone else that summer, or something—I didn’t have all the details then; remember, I was nine, self-centered like all children are, and not yet the sort of nosy listener I would become—and so the story was that it was an impromptu Independence Day cookout at the farm, should anyone ask about the guest list, which had been cherry-picked by my grandmother and my great-aunt.

(Impromptu my ass; we drove twelve hours to get there. The sort of road trip my parents couldn’t get enough of in the first half of that decade, constantly installing me in the back seat of the Volvo with Sweet Valley Twins paperbacks and homemade turkey sandwiches. I didn’t even have a Discman yet, so it was Ladysmith Black Mambazo and Kool and the Gang on the car tape player the whole way.)

No one was living in the house then, so the few dozen of us attending had brought everything: meats, buns and condiments, plates, cutlery. It was a good cookout. Someone had rigged a boom box and speakers and had the Blackbyrds going, the bass cranked up high. My parents and my mother’s cousins had set up a card table on the big wraparound porch; there was a spades tournament happening, with a robust clutch of onlookers perched on the railing and the arm of my grandmother’s weather-beaten chaise. The men of the grilling generation, my father among them, were taking turns cooking chicken and ribs at a safe distance from the action, piling them into disposable trays and stacking them on another card table for serving. On the lawn below the porch, a cousin’s husband whose name I never knew was leading some of the kids in a game of catch with a partially deflated football.

Hays was one of those kids. A pudgy, pigeon-toed seven, with buck teeth in need of braces. Whining at the heels of his older brother, Tyson, who was ten and the subject of one of my benign one-day crushes. Tyson, Hays whined every time Tyson caught the football. Tyson, it’s my turn. Let me hold the ball. Tyson ten miles too cool to respond other than to plant a hand on Hays’s face and shove him away. It was like that for the first half of their lives, I hear.

I wasn’t playing, because I hated sports; but I was curious and oblivious, so I was constantly underfoot. The third or fourth time this cousin-in-law stepped on me while rearing back to throw the ball, he turned and frowned. “Say,” he said. I don’t think he knew my name, either. “Go on in there and see about the baked beans.”

Off I went, dutiful in my candy-striped sundress, up the porch steps and through the open front door, to find my grandmother and great-aunt.

Granny and Auntie Naomi were the backbone of everything in this era. Each time I entered the house that day, I’d find them standing shoulder to shoulder at the kitchen counter in their linen coordinates, their heads bowed, plunging their hands into grocery bags and spinning all sorts of side dishes out of what looked like nothing.

This time was no different. From the back, they looked like sisters, from their posture and the way they’d tucked their heads together. Everything else was different, starting with their clothes: Granny in her chic beige linen, Auntie Naomi in a dress printed with lively orange flowers. Naomi was built shorter and squatter, compressed (so my mother said) by the embraces of all the children and grandchildren she shared with Granny’s brother; while Granny—the mother of an only child who was also the mother of an only child—was a classic hourglass with perfect posture and a narrow waist, her considerable hips cocked to one side as she stirred potato salad. They were tutting about one of my cousins and the outfit she was wearing that day.

I couldn’t immediately get Granny’s attention, which back at home I had all to myself. I called her name—Granny? Granny?—and tugged at the beige fabric of her outfit, but got nowhere; she was focused too intensely on her sister-in-law. So to speed things along, I grabbed the hem of my dress and flipped it up to cover my face, the humming AC cooling my bare torso and little-girl chest. It wasn’t the sort of thing I’d have done at home, but then there wouldn’t have been any need. Plus, this house with its smells and faded wallpaper, its lawn that stretched into eternity, was a sort of neverland, a place where my grandmother gossiped like a schoolgirl and my mother drank Zima. “Granny,” I said from behind the fabric of my dress. “Granny. Boo!”

I heard her and Auntie Naomi fall silent and turn around to look at me. “Lord,” muttered Granny, and yanked my dress down, covering my chilly nipples and the rest of me. “What on earth are you doing, silly girl?”

The sharpness in her tone surprised me, and my eyes fell. “Somebody asked me about the baked beans,” I said. “Are they ready?”

Granny sucked her tongue. “The beans been ready. They’re on the table over there. Were you like that outside?” She gestured toward my rumpled dress.

“I—no, I just wanted to cool off,” I said.

“Child, there’s men here,” said Granny. “I’m just standing over here telling your Great-Aunt Naomi how smart you are. Please act like it.” She rested a hand on her hip. “Anyway, you having fun?”

“Yeah?”

“Get the beans,” she said gently, and pointed again. “Right there. And then go and tell your mother to freshen you up a little.”

Then she turned back to Auntie Naomi, and they went back to talking about so-and-so and the high cut of her skirt.

I know now that it wasn’t a big deal. That at nine years old and sweating bullets and too old to be shirtless, I had embarrassed Granny only mildly. But I was her only grandchild, and normally all she could tell anyone was how brilliant I was, how I could play the piano, how I’d been conversational in Spanish since age five. Auntie Naomi had something like ten grandchildren by then, including dreamy Tyson and awkward Hays; and so there was no particular freight attached to any one of them. But Granny only had me to worry about. Which was normally a good thing.

My cheeks burned. Feeling deeply rejected, I left the kitchen pouting and without the beans. I stalked down the porch stairs, past the spades game that my mother and one of her cousins seemed to be winning. My mother reached for me as I passed, but I shrugged off her hand.

I passed the football game; passed the Weber grill and my daddy, who stood before it, a spatula in one hand and a Corona in the other.

I tried to look casual and kept walking until I’d exited the lawn. A semicircle of magnolia and oak trees bordered it; I ducked beneath the waxy leaves of the magnolias and kept going.

Beyond the wall of trees, there was more land than I could take in at a glance. The trees were some of the tallest I’d ever seen, their leaves a bright and healthy green. By this time, the family had cut back some of the trees and ground cover, making way for three generations’ crop additions. What in Thomas’s time had been a network of impassable thickets were now miniature orchards that I could navigate without much trouble. Peach and lemon, someone had told me.

I wandered for a while, my nine-year-old body keenly awake. The thing that first look at the farm stirred in me was something I’d never felt before and wouldn’t again while I was alive. It had to do with the vastness; the quick way the sounds of the party were subsumed by the loudness of the hot, quiet air, the leaves, the crickets. I, a suburban child, a lapsed Girl Scout who’d already begged off a camping trip earlier that summer, was nonetheless slapped breathless by the wild way the land seemed to spread in every direction. Logically, I knew the motel where I’d sleep that night was less than three miles away. But I felt like I’d stepped over the edge of the world.

I thought I heard water and chased the sound, letting my ears lead. The music from the cookout was still audible but faint; I worked at listening for the lapping sounds instead. I felt the sweat pooling beneath my skinny sun-crisped arms, felt relieved my grandmother was too far away to mind it.

I ducked again, clearing an especially tight wall of leaves, and found myself at the edge of a large pond. Across the water, several yards away, I saw the handsome young man I’d later learn was my great-uncle.

He was shirtless and in repose, taut slender arms crossed behind his head, one denim-clad leg crossed over the other. He looked to be about twenty years old, and he was twirling something, a little green shoot, between his fingers. He heard me and turned his head my way, a relaxed smile on his face. I had no idea who he was, but he was good-looking like my cousin Tyson and resembled him, too. Something in the forehead, the cheeks, the chin. That was why instead of reacting with the sort of alarm you’d hope a nine-year-old girl would exhibit encountering a strange full-grown man where she expected nobody, I just sort of plopped down on the edge of the pond and smiled back at him. Why I didn’t scream for the people who were already frantically searching for me back at the party, from which I’d been missing for an hour without realizing it.

Eventually, he tossed his little scrap of plant aside, got up, and knelt at the water’s edge, splashed water onto his face, and then walked away. I watched the switch in his back muscles as he went. He threw a look at me, grinning over one shoulder. Lord, I thought, echoing one of my mother’s favorite exclamations, as I watched him go. Jean cutoffs and bare feet. Even if you wanted to, where would you ever see a charmer like that in real life?



Finally, when my hunger started to overtake my petty embarrassment, I stood up and followed the sounds of the voices calling my name. I had a pretty good sense of direction, and it didn’t take long for us to find each other. Regardless, they treated my reappearance on the lawn like some sort of miracle. Cousins I’d only met earlier that day whooped in excitement as Granny swept me up into her embrace, my juicy armpits and all, and whispered into my ear that I had better not do anything like that ever again.

“I wasn’t gone that long,” I said, confused by their outsize reaction, but I got shushed from several sides, my mother and father adding to the crush of bodies around me.

I could have told them I’d seen a handsome young man, college age, lazing on the bank of the pond. But something in me wanted to punish Granny for the rebuke she’d given me in front of Auntie Naomi. So I turned my back on her and whispered it to some of my cousins instead, widening their eyes and seizing as much social capital as I could with my little story. By the time I was back at our motel that night, my mother in the bathroom applying her eye cream while my father dozed in front of the TV, I’d halfway forgotten it had even happened.



Second visit to the farm: I was twenty-seven, with other places I wanted to be.

It was January. Granny had passed away a month earlier, just missing her seventy-seventh New Year’s Day. My mother had been down twice since then, handling the burial and related business, but now there was the house to deal with. Granny had still owned her condo out east, but she’d been spending lengthening stretches of time at the house on the farm and had left many of her things throughout its rooms.

My mother called me up. Did I want to come this time and help her out?

I didn’t. I was in Alexandria that year, interning in DC and living in a cute little apartment off I-295. I had started dating Khari and had every intention of marrying him. He was a few years older, had worked on the Obama campaign, and now ran a chatty politics-and-culture blog with reputable, well-paying advertisers while he slogged his way through business school at GW. Right next door to his apartment building in Old Town was a rooftop restaurant that made the best frosé I’d ever had, a nice diverse place that played Lana Del Rey and Kendrick Lamar. And you should have seen Khari. Idris Elba’s facial structure with the darkest, deepest-set eyes of all time. We used to drink four or five rounds of that frosé and then go back and fuck in his bedroom with the door open, not caring whether his roommates could hear us.

But my internship was unpaid, and my parents were covering my rent. I told her I’d go.

My mother and I flew together into Memphis International, bickering the whole way about small things, which I regret now. For whatever reason, I counted myself—a person who’d lost her beloved grandmother—as singularly bereft. I had loved Granny very much; I was the child of her heart. But no one ever said a heart can only have one child.

My mother had brought onto the plane a folder full of documents, including a handwritten to-do list, and I found a way to take that personally. Mid-flight, she took out the folder and started shuffling through those documents, tracing words with her fingers and sighing heavily, which irritated the living shit out of me. Seems like you really want me to know how upsetting this all is for you, I said at one point, and she scowled at me and turned toward the window. We didn’t speak another word to each other until the next morning.

I don’t know what I was thinking, except that mixed up with my grief was an unnameable anxiety about something Khari had said just before dropping me off at the airport: I’m sure you’ll be busy while you’re there, helping out with the house and stuff. I have a lot going on with the semester starting up, too. Don’t feel like you need to check in. We can catch up when you’re back in town.

It was one of lots of data points that had been accumulating. I never really saw them for what they were, which is the way that sort of thing always goes.

My mother and I stayed on the farm, right there in the house. Granny had fixed it up adorably over the past few years, part-time homemaking perfectly even at the very end of her life. We arrived after dark and let ourselves in using my mother’s spare key; we were greeted by a kitchen that was immaculate other than one particular detail: perched on the table, a glass bottle Granny had turned into a bud vase, a desiccated spray of wildflowers hanging from the mouth.

My mother wordlessly claimed the master bedroom, while I picked the least tiny of the three other bedrooms and slept under an afghan I knew Granny had knit herself. I was sad but also preoccupied, trying to decipher whether Don’t feel like you need to check in meant that in fact I shouldn’t call before bed.

It didn’t matter, though, because I could never get consistent cell reception in that house and fell asleep trying.

In the morning, I woke to Great-Aunt Naomi rapping on the screen door at the back of the house, the sound of my mother inviting her in. I got dressed and found them in the kitchen drinking black tea. Now in her eighties, Naomi had shrunk a lot but still had the compact, utilitarian look of a pat of high-quality clay. “Good morning,” I said to her.

My mother got up and rummaged around, found me a mug. “You want some tea?”

I wanted coffee. Assuming there was none to be had, I shrugged and took the cup she offered me. I didn’t want to be there; I wanted to be in the woods outside, which peeked in tantalizingly through the kitchen windows. On the whole, the proportions of the place were different than I remembered from eighteen years earlier—the house smaller, the ceilings in every room within reach of my fingertips—but the land around us still seemed remarkably expansive, unlike every round of multigenerational small talk I’d ever endured.

Naomi looked me over and smiled. “Look how grown this child is! And cute as anything.”

“Ornery, though,” said my mother, swatting playfully at my butt. She winked at me. I figured it was a reset and sat at the table. She’d dumped the dead flowers but left the bottle itself; I ran my finger across the letters and ridges.

“Tell me how you want me to help,” said Naomi, gripping my mother’s hand. “If you want me to start going through her clothes or the dishes or anything like that. She had things she wanted left for the church. On top of plenty of things for you, of course.”

“That’s exactly what I need, Aunt Naomi,” said my mother, grasping her hand. “For you to come with me to start going through the clothes.” She looked at me. “Maybe you can just look around on the farm and see if she left anything there? Like a chair, a watering can or gardening tools, anything like that?”

“Okay,” I said, giving my tea bag a couple of strong dunks. “Is the pond still out there?”

“Well, yeah, it’s still out there,” said Naomi. “Where would it go to?”

I took a sip of my tea, finding it bitter and heady. I never drank tea. “Nowhere, I guess,” I said, deciding against lecturing a member of that generation on climate change. “I love that pond.”

Naomi leaned in and wrapped a hand around my forearm. “You know your great-grandfather saw a ghost by that pond?”

My mother rolled her eyes, but my lips stilled against my teacup. “He what?” I asked.

“A ghost. He really did! Before he even bought this place. He saw the ghost of this woman. We think she was a slave here, back when this was … you know.”

I hadn’t heard this before. I leaned in.

“He would tell us she stole his little—Liss, what do you call that thing?”

“His awl,” said my mother. “Little thingy you use to punch holes.”

“Right.” Naomi tightened her grip on my arm. “She just strolled right up to the pond while he was walking around over there. He thought she was, you know, a regular person, maybe a trespasser. Couldn’t figure out why she was there at all. Thought it was a little bit strange, and then realized what she took from him. The whatchacallit, the awl was in his pocket, and then after he saw her it was gone.”

“Huh,” I said. “Over there by the pond?”

“So they say,” said my mother.

“Because you know when we were here for that cookout when I was a kid? That day I got lost and everyone had to look for me?”

They both looked at me, and I could see that they remembered.

“I saw someone then,” I said. “Also by the pond.”

Finally Great-Aunt Naomi released her grip on me, leaned back in her chair, and folded her arms together. “Really, child?”

I told them about it, describing my ghost in the greatest detail I could manage after all that time. The texture of his denim cutoffs and the exact shade of his smooth skin. The way he’d seemed like both a boy and a man all at once, the winking look he’d thrown over his shoulder as he walked away.

Naomi covered her mouth with a hand. She looked at my mother, who seemed to be assiduously avoiding eye contact, and then back at me. “I’ll be damned,” she said. “I can’t be sure. But I do believe that was Peter.”
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Hays had been pointing out landmarks throughout their short drive, seeming to think Aubrey might someday want to find her way back to the farm on her own. As they waited for a break in the cross traffic along the main thoroughfare, he pointed up at a street sign. Aubrey followed his gesture with her eyes, registered the name of their next turn: Bellamy Street.

Her chest and throat tightened. Wasn’t that just wonderful. “That’s my sister’s name,” she groused.

“What is?” said Hays. But he didn’t wait for the answer; after the initial turn, there was, quickly, another, and suddenly they were in front of a wooden house. “Here we are,” he announced, throwing the Cherokee into park.

Aubrey studied the house. It was small and trim, similar to one of the more modest homes in the development where she’d grown up. Where Bellamy now lived. The core structure looked worn but sturdy, a single level elevated by stairs, and what Aubrey clocked as a few more recent additions: a second story that covered half of the first, a dormer, brick reinforcements on some of the exterior walls. A wraparound porch—also visibly renovated—circled the whole house. Seated on the porch was a guy her father’s age or thereabouts, thumbing at his phone. A stocky man in an unfussy linen shirt and cargo shorts, with strong calves and slightly ashy shins. As the car quieted, he stood and nodded his head ever so subtly.

“That’s Samson,” said Hays.

Aubrey recognized his name from the group emails but couldn’t begin to think how they’d said he was related; she felt herself starting to wish for better mooring with all these near strangers. They piled out of the car, and Hays gave Samson a firm handshake. Darlissa waited her turn and then leaned in for a side hug.

“Uncle Samson,” said Hays, “this is Aubrey.”

She had to pee again and was distracted by the likely promise of a bathroom on the other side of the house’s aluminum façade. But she offered Samson a flimsy hand.

“Aubrey,” said Samson, pumping her hand slowly. “The famous Aubrey. Micah’s girl.”

“That’s me.”

“Welcome,” said Samson. “Sure is good to finally meet you.”

Darlissa had slipped ahead into the house. Inside, they found her banging around in the kitchen, opening and closing cabinets, adjusting the little lavender blossoms in the bud vase on the table, checking the refrigerator contents. “Just want to see how things are looking,” she muttered from inside the fridge. Then she straightened and sniffed the air. “Who left McDonald’s in here?”

“I did, this morning,” said Samson. “Don’t worry about it, though.”

Darlissa sucked her teeth. “What else am I gonna find? I’m checking the bathrooms next.”

“All I can say is keep an open mind, cousin,” said Samson, and guffawed.

Hays looked at Aubrey. “We can give them a few minutes,” he said. “Go look around the land a little bit. I mean, if you’re curious.”

She was, mildly, but she had something else to deal with first. “Let me use the bathroom, and then I’ll meet you on the porch.”



When she found Hays again, he stood outside on the grass with his back to her and his hands shoved deep in his pockets, bouncing on the balls of his feet. He suddenly struck Aubrey as the spirit of a very young person inside the body of a polished adult. “Hi,” she said, startling him.

“Oh, good,” he said. “Ready?”

She nodded, and he led her across the lawn and through a row of tall trees.

“They built that house,” he said.

“Who did?”

“Our great-grandparents. Thomas and Darla Lamb.”

“Ah, okay. Cool.”

He turned and squinted at her. “This is rude, so forgive me,” he said. “But how old are you?”

“Thirty-two,” she said. “You?”

“Thirty-eight.”

She studied his face. “Holy shit. You don’t look old. I mean, you don’t look thirty-eight.”

He smiled and held aside a magnolia branch for her. “Well, neither do you. Look thirty-two, I mean. Good genes.”

She thought of Bellamy, who was younger than Hays but who exuded matronliness and who had developed deep frown lines she blamed on her children.

“Anyway,” said Hays. “I ask because—and this won’t feel great to hear, but—would you believe they bought this place when they were younger than we are now? Thomas was right around your age, and his wife was still in her twenties. Then they built that house we just left.”

Aubrey laughed. “Great! I live in a three-bedroom apartment with four roommates, and I’ve already been late on my rent twice this year.”

Hays steered them around the peach orchard, sidestepping the last of the fallen fruit on the ground. “I hear that. Not quite the same thing, but—my husband has been trying for a while to get me to commit to buying a place in outer Memphis. We have the savings, but—I don’t know what it is. Justin goes around to all the open houses in our price range, brings back these brochures … but there’s a part of me that would rather rent forever than commit everything I have to some little lot in the suburbs.”

Aubrey trudged ahead, staring at her feet. Envy had crept into her blood at the word husband, though of course she’d noticed the thick tungsten band on Hays’s finger.

“But then,” Hays continued, “I think of these two people, what we today would think of as two very young people, already established, already parents, taking on a place this size. Turning it into a generational homestead. Meanwhile, I can’t commit to a thirty-year fixed rate.”

Aubrey stayed silent. Hays sounded like some sort of overly prim sociology professor or something. So he was married—good for him. Having someone who wanted to share a mortgage with him didn’t exactly sound like a crisis.

They walked around for another fifteen minutes or so, traveling in widening circles but never far from the house. The scenery repeated itself, well-trodden paths winding through thick grass, tall trees. Every so often Hays pointed out a landmark to her.

The third time they circled past the edge of the peach orchard, Aubrey cut Hays off mid-sentence. “What time did we say for lunch with the Hightower people? Shouldn’t we be meeting up with the others?”

Hays stopped walking and checked his phone. “So we should,” he said. “Put a pin in this—more on the farm later.”



The Hightower Group had sent what must have been their two most charming attorneys—a muscled Black man in his mid-thirties, his hair shaven all the way down to his nut-brown scalp; and a white woman, fifty or so, wearing a fitted skirt that somehow suggested nudity while covering everything down to her kneecaps—to the sole Mexican restaurant in Lanyer County. As Hays explained en route, the corporation had suggested it as a venue. He’d reminded them, as the quartet walked from the parking lot into the restaurant, that this was a purely informational meeting, that no decisions had to be reached immediately.

The Hightower attorneys had arrived early and were already standing behind a table, to which the host led the quartet without delay. Aubrey marveled, not remembering the last time she had been seated so quickly at a restaurant.

“The Lamb family!” exclaimed the woman attorney, all pointed eye contact and balayage. “We are so glad to meet you.”

“Likewise,” said Hays, stepping forward and putting out a hand.

Aubrey marveled at it silently, the smoothness with which Hays had subverted the presumption of age-based seniority. After everyone shook hands, they seated themselves around the table and exchanged pleasantries. Who had traveled from how far and so forth. “DC!” exclaimed the attorneys in unison after Aubrey’s answer. The woman, who introduced herself as Chantal and whose accent suggested a white suburb near Memphis, said she’d thought of trying to find a job there, but that of course it was too expensive on an associate’s salary. Everyone laughed, including Aubrey, who didn’t see exactly what was so funny.

A server came by and took their orders. Aubrey’s chest tightened as she awaited her turn, scanning the menu for something cheap but filling; she’d been hungry since the mediocre continental breakfast and had only eighty-five dollars cash to last her the next two days.

Darlissa touched her arm and leaned in. “Don’t worry,” she murmured at a frequency well below the cacophonous mariachi music. “They’ll pay the bill. It’s all a big show for them.”

Aubrey felt herself unclench, a little humiliated that her older cousin had remembered the state of her wallet, but grateful. When it was her turn, she ordered soft tacos and a side of polenta, and then it was back to listening to the others wax indignant about the cost of living in coastal cities.

A few minutes of this, and then the Black attorney, Trey, cleared his throat and raised an eyebrow in Hays’s direction. Trey reached into the pocket of his suit jacket and produced a map, which he unfolded and laid across the table. “Folks,” he said. His voice was congenial and proper, scrubbed of any sort of accent. Aubrey could imagine the HR team at the Hightower Group taking note of how articulate he was. “Can we talk a little about this farm of yours?”

From his other pocket, he produced a Sharpie, the cap of which he tapped against the table to draw their attention to a section of the map. Their four heads leaned in dutifully, while Chantal silently leaned back to make room.

“I’ve recently had a chance to drive by,” said Trey. “Your land is beautiful, and so well maintained. Which of you is handling that?”

“My nephew, mostly,” said Samson, clapping a hand on Hays’s back. “He goes through at least once every couple weeks to see if anything needs fixing. I help out with anything that does.”

“Indeed,” said Hays. “There are sections of it we’ve been renting out for a few years now on a seasonal basis for logging and deer hunting. I’ve been managing that part. It’s nice to have the revenue. Covers the property taxes, which—you know. Aren’t nothing.”

“The land itself is paid off free and clear, though,” cut in Darlissa, loudly enough that the couple at the next table looked over.

“Well, right,” said Hays around a laugh. “Which of course we don’t take for granted, given how much all the land around us has appreciated, especially recently. It’s a wonderful—”

“Blessing,” said Samson.

“Sure, a wonderful blessing our family was able to pass down. One we’re exceptionally proud of.”

“Right,” said Trey. “Of course! Right.” He turned the map in their direction. “You may already be following some of this by way of the news and the county registrar,” he said solicitously, looking right at Hays. “But in case not, and so that we’re all on the same page, I wanted to point out that these”—he pressed the nib of his pen to the map, drew dotted lines around a portion of it—“are, as of right now, Hightower owned, or soon to be.”

“Y’all buying everything,” murmured Samson.

Trey let out a throaty, disarming laugh. “Well, no. Not nearly everything. You all are familiar with the area; you know all about the stranglehold Lanyers have had on so much of the county for generations.” He waved a hand around another segment of the map. “They own all of this over here.” A crease appeared in his brow. “Speaking of which,” he said lightly. “Have you all heard from the Lanyers?”

Darlissa snorted.

Trey glanced in her direction, then looked back at Hays. “We know Trevor and Tolliver Lanyer are still working on buying back up a lot of the land their family lost in the Depression. So we wondered if you’d been approached.”

Hays smiled wryly. “I don’t think there’s a local landowner who hasn’t gotten a call from them.”

Chantal cut in: “Getting a little old, isn’t it? New investors means more diversity. More opportunity for the Lanyer County community.”

“Exactly,” said Trey. “And the fact is that the Hightower Group realizes the value of your family’s beautiful, well-maintained land.” He touched a spot on the map. “Your neighbors just to the south had another family-owned farm that had been passed down for close to seventy years—not quite as long as yours, I realize, Mr. Lamb, but still a long time. We did a deal with them in March, and I think everybody agrees it was a very good one. Life-changing for the family.” He leaned back and crossed his arms across his chest. “Full disclosure, I have a daughter in nursery school with their grandson, so I see them around. Happy campers, now that they know their legacy is in good hands.”

“Happy campers,” repeated Darlissa. “You didn’t mention what the Hightower Group wants to do with it.”

“You’re right,” said Chantal. “We didn’t. And we can talk about all of that, if you’re curious. But I feel like you might like to know about the offer that other family accepted? It was a piece of land about half the size of yours. This is all public record, of course.” She reached under her chair and pulled a folder from her mahogany leather briefcase. The folder contained a single sheet of paper, which she slid in front of them. Again, they leaned in.

Now, Aubrey didn’t know the first thing about land deals. And, for the record, I don’t, either. I was bad with money in life, and I’m worse with it now; a dollar today isn’t the same thing as a dollar the day I died. But the number on the paper was a large number, and hadn’t Chantal said it was for a smaller piece of land?

“Of course, every deal is different,” Chantal finished.

“For example,” said Hays, “our land is bigger, more centrally located, and less hilly. Wouldn’t you say?”

“Of course,” said Chantal and Trey in unison; and then she continued: “One hundred percent definitely, it is.”

“And it’s looking more and more likely we’ll eventually be hearing from our buddies the Lanyers again. Right? If they’re also buying up everything they can get their hands on, moving westward, getting more ambitious about making deals?”

Trey cleared his throat again. “We would build that likelihood into the offer, of course. We aim to propose something you’d like enough that you didn’t need to consider any other offers.” Again he uncapped his Sharpie and scribbled a few numbers upside down on Chantal’s paper, just below the sale price for the other family’s land. The number he wrote now was three times the first figure; larger, also, than whatever Aubrey had expected, though her understanding of the situation was fundamentally vague. Was she right to think some of the money was being offered to her?

She did the arithmetic and determined quickly that a quarter of that number would rent her an apartment as nice as Boyd’s for damn near the next five years. “Whoa,” she said.

For the first time, Trey looked directly at her. “Right?” he said, and smiled. She was relieved. He didn’t seem to be mocking her, but rather genuinely delighted to be the bearer of good news. He leaned closer to her by an inch. “It really reflects how serious Hightower is about—”

“Trey?” Hays lifted a hand and met the lawyer’s bright gaze with his own. “I just want to remind you that we’re only here to talk today. We’re not here to negotiate or sign off.” He shifted his eyes between the attorneys. “We’ll need time to discuss it as a family.”

“Of course,” said Trey, leaning back in his chair. “We wanted you to see the number today, that’s all.” He and Chantal smiled in practiced coordination.

The server appeared and began setting out fragrant plates piled with black beans and enchilada sauce. Trey moved hastily but wasn’t quick enough to keep a healthy dollop of crema from landing on the corner of his map. To everyone’s surprise, he dipped an index finger into the sauce, then lifted it to his face and licked it off.

“Hightower doesn’t pay me enough to waste food,” he quipped, winking at Aubrey, and then finished folding his map.

The moment breathed life back into the conversation; from there the group moved to discussing the weather, the overly loud mariachi music, the restaurant’s colossal portions. It was far from authentic, as Mexican restaurants went—Aubrey thought wistfully of the ones she and Boyd had frequented over their four summers together, salted chips warm from the oven and margs with flecks of chili silting the bottoms—but her bowl of polenta was, all by itself, more food than she’d normally eat in a single sitting, and she had the tacos besides.

There was so much of it left over that, when the server eventually brought the check—and indeed Trey did pay with his corporate card, waving off sincere-seeming offers by both Hays and Darlissa—Aubrey wasn’t even embarrassed to accept not one but two takeout containers and collect every last speck of food. She had somewhere to sleep, thanks to Darlissa, and she had come to understand that Lanyer County was not an expensive place. Still, she had to stretch eighty-five dollars until Friday. If worse came to worst, this would make for a filling dinner, maybe even two.

Scraping the last of her polenta into the second container, she leaned forward in such a way that her little steel money clip—which she’d bought online to replace the wallet she’d lost not two weeks earlier—slipped from the front pocket of her leather crossbody bag and onto the table.

It landed face down, so that the grayish card at the top of her small pile of cash blended in with the mottled laminate surface of the table. Thus no one saw it until the four members of the Lamb family, including Aubrey herself, had left for the parking lot. At which point I imagine Trey or Chantal—ostensibly waiting to sign the check, and because, with this item checked off their to-do list, they thought they might like to have something with tequila in it—spotted the clip. They could still see the Lambs through the restaurant’s large glass doors. Chantal had on heels; Trey, though, in his cloud-soled wingtips, could certainly have caught up with them. But he didn’t. Instead, he probably raised an eyebrow at Chantal, who shrugged back at him, then slipped the clip into his pocket before the server approached with a pair of the restaurant’s signature palomas; and though it was not even three o’clock, that was the end of their workday.
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Everyone was quiet in the car on the way back, buried—aside from Hays, who drove with his hands at a conscientious ten and two—in their respective phones. Samson, in the passenger seat, read sports news with the font at double size; next to Aubrey in the back seat, Darlissa had donned reading glasses and texted with, Aubrey presumed, her husband. Reminders about the internet bill and some meat in the fridge. Darlissa hadn’t mentioned a spouse, or children; neither had Samson. But both wore wedding rings and—though it looked different on older people—a sort of overall self-satisfied smugness, like Bellamy’s.

Aubrey had gotten some texts, though fewer than she’d hoped, and none from Boyd. But speak of the devil, here was her sister again: ok relapse if you want but please confirm alive????

Fine. Aubrey texted back: Alive. I flew down to Tennessee to visit with some of our cousins. Here until Fri.

A reply came almost immediately, but she pressed the button to dim her screen, not wanting to see it or to be tempted to respond. Let Bellamy wonder. Let her be shaken, if only for a moment, in her security that she knew everything there was to know about everything. Bellamy, whose name apparently derived from the name of the street where Micah’s beloved ancestral homestead stood.

They turned onto said street and pulled up in front of the house. Hays craned his neck around to the back seat and reached behind him to touch Darlissa’s arm. “We should all debrief. Maybe you two can go in the house and rest for a minute while Uncle Samson and I go out in search of libations for this evening?”

Darlissa darkened her phone and slid her readers up onto the crown of her head. “Keep your phone handy,” she said. “I bought groceries yesterday, but if there’s anything I forgot…”

“Text me,” affirmed Hays. “Aubrey, any requests from Lanyer County Liquors?” He moved his tongue slowly over the store’s name, as if to send her a message: Don’t expect anything fancy.

But of course she’d have drunk absolutely anything he brought back to the house, be it Cheval Blanc or knockoff Goldschläger. Plus, though she’d peed twice at the restaurant, the inconvenient sting was again climbing the center of her body. “Surprise me,” she said, fumbling with the door handle.

“Cousin Darlissa?”

“You know me. A red that’s not too cheap.” Darlissa pulled a fifty-dollar bill from her purse. “Here.”

“No,” mumbled Samson, eyes still trained on his phone. “We’ll treat the ladies. Anyway, y’all making dinner.”

Darlissa withdrew the bill and climbed from the car; Aubrey followed in a hurry.

Only once Darlissa had opened the door that connected the porch to the house did Hays and Samson drive off. Aubrey rushed inside, beelined for the bathroom. Despite her urgency, the sting was diminishing, the meds finally doing their job. She emptied her bladder completely, washed her hands, studied her face in the wood-framed mirror over the sink. Less than an hour in the sun with Hays earlier and she was already a deeper-than-usual brown, her hair—still in a bun atop the crown of her head—a burnished bronze snarled with sweat. She scowled at her reflection and went back into the kitchen.

“Hey, you,” said Darlissa. She’d kicked off her espadrilles and stood barefoot at the counter, across which she had spread the contents of several grocery bags. “I like to get my cooking started early so it’s done before folks get cranky. Are you good with a knife? Can you dice this nice and small?”

“Sure.” Aubrey came and stood beside her, let herself be handed a plastic cutting board. In fact, it had been a while. She didn’t cook much for herself; at most, she’d fry an egg to lay over the top of a takeout salad or teriyaki bowl. She had, occasionally, cooked for Boyd: recipes from the Bon Appétit website that required special trips to the grocery store. But she took the Spanish onion and garlic bulbs Darlissa handed her, set them carefully on the cutting board, and began the process of dicing them as her cousin set out a bowl and filled it with flour and water.

“What did you think of that, today?” asked Darlissa as they worked. “Those people at the restaurant.”

“Chantal and Trey?” Aubrey laughed. “It was weird. What should I think?”

“Weird is one way to put it. Greedy is another.”

“They own the whole area around us, sounds like?”

Darlissa shook her head. “That was posturing. The Hightower Group is doing what they can, but you saw the map. The Lanyers, they’re the real issue.” She was silent a moment, laying thin-sliced chicken breasts across a long ceramic plate. She dusted each breast with flour and turned it over three or four times, coating it completely. “Hays will tell you more about it. He’s got his eye on the whole thing.”

Aubrey had found a rhythm. She pressed her knife into the cutting board again and again, producing delicate garlic slivers. Schwick, schwick, schwick, schwick. “Are you close with Hays?”

“Oh, I love me some Hays. He’s a really good young man. And I do try to be in contact with him more, especially since—you know. Since my baby died.”

“Oh.” Schwick, schwick. Aubrey wasn’t sure what to say. Darlissa had said it like it was a fact Aubrey already knew. A dead baby? “I’m sorry,” she said.

Darlissa didn’t respond. After a minute or two, she walked over to the stove and set a large cast-iron skillet on top, turned up the heat, and added a pat of butter. “You done with those?”

Aubrey scooted her cutting board out in front of her. “Garlic and onions, check. What are we making, anyway?”

“Dinner.” Darlissa laughed and tipped the contents of the cutting board into the skillet, discreetly holding back the skins Aubrey had left behind.



“Nazdorovye!” rang Hays’s voice from the door a while later. “Libations here, ladies!” He and Samson blustered in, each carrying multiple paper bags; they evaluated the countertops and set the bags on the floor. Hays extracted a bottle of generic whiskey.

Aubrey, who’d been idle for a few minutes as Darlissa proceeded to the next steps of her dinner preparations, checked the cabinets and procured tumblers and wineglasses. “À votre santé,” she said, and reached for one of the bottles of chilled rosé the men had bought.

“Dinner will be ready before too long,” murmured Darlissa, dipping a spatula into her skillet. An efficient bartender, Hays made quick work of the uncorking, then poured a glass of red and set it beside her at the stove. The food burbled.

“Smells like heaven,” said Samson, taking the glass of whiskey Hays offered him. He drank from it lustily and sank into a chair. “That’s real good,” he said in Hays’s direction, as if the younger man had personally distilled the drink.

Hays took the rosé from Aubrey’s hand and poured her a glassful. “Okay if I share?” At her nod, he filled a glass of his own, sipped, and sighed. “Better than you would think,” he said.

Aubrey took a swig. “Pretty good,” she agreed.

Hays cleared his throat. “Family toast?” His cousins held up their glasses, and Hays lifted his own. “To Thomas and Darla Lamb, grandparents to some of us, great-grands to others. To this land and the beautiful home they built. And to us, its current stewards.”

Stewards. Aubrey giggled, imagining the four of them in old-school Delta Air Lines uniforms. “Skol,” she said, tapping her glass against each of the others.

“Hear, hear.” Darlissa turned off the stovetop burner and took a dainty sip of wine.

“To y’all health.” Samson drank.

Hays took a long sip and then raised a finger. “Mm!” He rose, reached into his pocket, and pulled out his phone. Then, to Aubrey’s surprise, he crossed the room and reached behind the aged Frigidaire, withdrawing a black cord attached to the wall. He plugged it into his phone and music filled the air.

Aubrey looked up, following the sound: two speakers on the ceiling, catty-corner. She didn’t recognize the music—something from the seventies, bongos and flute over a mellow disco beat—but both Samson and Darlissa whooped and began to sway, their shoulders pulsing in time.

“All right,” said Hays, satisfied. He returned to the table and sat, refilled his glass. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but this feels like a celebration to me. We have Aubrey here! We have everyone here! I don’t want to waste this opportunity.” He gripped Aubrey’s hand. “Tell us! Tell us what you’ve been up to. What you do back home in DC, who you spend your time with, all of it.”

Aubrey’s stomach somersaulted. She refilled her glass and tugged at the inseam of her shortalls. “It’s not that interesting.”

They laughed. “Please, child,” said Darlissa. “A pretty girl like you in the city? At the very least there must be men.”

“Or women, or other,” murmured Hays.

Samson rolled his eyes.

“My life isn’t interesting,” said Aubrey. “It’s actually extremely not interesting. It’s one of like three archetypal life stories you would hear from a person who lives in DC. I don’t even really know what to say about it. I grew up in the suburbs, went to college in the city, stuck around and got, you know, a desk job.” She shrank, bashful. “What about you all? I mean—Samson. What about you? What’s your deal?”

Samson chuckled. “Don’t know that I have a deal. I do IT out in Jackson.” He pantomimed typing on a keyboard, drumming his fingers against the butcher block wood. “Wife and I have two daughters out on their own. One in school. Whatever’s left over after I pay the bills, pay her tuition, I get the best Grizzlies tickets I can.”

“School?” repeated Aubrey, puzzled. She had noticed the daughters in question on the lock screen of Samson’s phone, curvaceous curly-haired women who’d appeared to be her own age or older.

“Seems like she won’t never leave. PhD program up north. Dr. Lamb, when it’s all done.” He folded his arms across his chest, pride shining on his face. “We keep her in a nice little place near Philly so she can study and don’t need to wait no tables.”

Well. Aubrey hadn’t given all that much thought to Samson except to note that he reminded her mildly of her father, if Micah shopped at outlets and hadn’t maintained a bare-bones gym membership. Now here was color seeping into the picture. A successful tech career, a long and seemingly happy marriage, smart children. One of them a future PhD! She’d had Samson all wrong. She felt herself blushing, thinking of the cousin who’d made her father so proud simply by never leaving school.

“Anyway,” said Samson. “That’s my deal. Heh heh.” He clapped a hand a little too hard against Hays’s back. “Your turn, nephew.”

“My turn!” Hays pondered. “I don’t know what to say that everyone doesn’t already know.” He drank from his wineglass. He had a way of holding it that struck Aubrey as powerfully elegant, a pincerlike grip at the base of the bowl. She tried to imitate it without being too obvious, but spilled a bit down her shirt.

Samson drew his hand back. “Don’t tell us anything we don’t want to hear about, now,” he said.

Aubrey folded her arms, prepared to back Hays if the conversation veered into Boomer homophobia, but he just shrugged Samson off and chattered on. “Well, you already know where I work.” He said the name of a company Aubrey had never heard of, the words suggestive of pharmaceuticals. “Twelve years total, three as CFO.”

“I didn’t know that,” she said. “I don’t know anything about any of you. All I know is what Samson just told us.”

Hays tilted his head. “I could have sworn,” he said. “Remember, we met at—at the service for your dad?”

Actually, she didn’t. She remembered masses of strangers. She remembered the repast, feeling at a disadvantage every time someone waylaid her by the buffet table, having no context for these people who claimed connections to Micah that dated back to before her birth. She remembered feeling unsure of who was a relative, who just a Lanyer County local and church member who’d come to show support for the bereaved family. She didn’t remember Hays at all.

“Well, anyway,” said Hays, “I love the work. And you’ll never find me at a basketball game”—Samson scoffed—“but in my spare time I teach musical theater to middle schoolers. If it paid, I’d do it full-time.” Now it was his turn to share photos on his phone: first a shot of himself at the center of a group of tweens on the stage of what appeared to be a community theater; then, at Darlissa’s prompting, a wedding photo, Hays and his husband, Justin, in matching tuxedos, arms slung around each other like bunkmates on the last day of summer camp. Aubrey felt the tight fist around her heart loosen, her envy receding. They looked happier and more at ease than she and Boyd did in any photo she could’ve pulled up on her own phone.

“Enough of the pictures,” said Samson finally. “Dinner got to be ready by now.”

Darlissa, who Aubrey suddenly realized hadn’t shared a thing about herself, hopped up and began pulling large-bottomed bowls from the cabinet. She set one in front of each of them. Into them she spooned something that smelled delicious, rich and garlicky, and that Aubrey could just tell was immensely fattening.



Old people. What can you say?

But in fact, Samson had gotten better over the years, scowls and all. I didn’t mention this, but he’d been at that cookout on my first visit to the farm. He just wasn’t on my radar, like most of the men of my parents’ generation weren’t. All he was to me was the father of the two little curly-haired cousins I’d been playing with for most of the afternoon, just another set of hands on rotation at the grill.

I noticed him exactly once, when it was his turn to toss the football around with the boys. Cousin Samson, who was light on his feet for a man his size, drilled one pass directly into Hays’s little-boy chest, knocking him backward onto the ground. “Come on, boy,” said Samson, helping him up, an edge to his voice and a hard look in his eye. “Find those little-ass nuts you got. Shit.”

Hays let himself be pulled to his feet with tears in his eyes, dusted the reddish farm dirt from his butt. And then I watched Tyson spend the next few minutes coaching his little brother on how to plant his feet and prepare to catch a pass, and it was just about the cutest thing in the world to me then, but I otherwise didn’t think of it ever again until now.
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“Your turn,” Darlissa said from the kitchen sink, where she stood rinsing plates. She turned and fixed a look on Aubrey. “I still want to hear about DC.”

Dinner had been predictably delicious, its savory smells of bacon and butter and sage still hanging in the air, and Aubrey was on her fourth glass of rosé; she felt full of warmth. “DC? Okay, fine.” She sketched out her situation at a high level: her many jobs, the apartment full of roommates, the hours she spent on the Metro.

Her cousins listened attentively until Samson cleared his throat and interrupted. “What do you pay in rent up there? To share a place with all those people?”

She told them.

Eyes widened, though not Hays’s; he nodded in recognition, and Aubrey wondered where he’d lived before Memphis. “Child,” said Darlissa, a hand on her décolletage.

“Sucks,” Aubrey agreed.

“Well,” said Samson. “What about a man? You got one? You ought to get one, help you out with that.” He narrowed his eyes and perched his chin on a fist—trying, though Aubrey didn’t realize it, to work out how old she was. He was thinking she couldn’t be too much younger than his daughters, and he’d begun to worry about their prospects. But of course it was different for his girls; they had him, whatever he could make happen with his salary or his 401(k), while what Aubrey’s father had left to her was finite.

“A man,” repeated Aubrey, deflating. “Nope. No man.”

“Doesn’t make any sense at all,” said Darlissa. “As pretty as you are, and all those young professionals in one place. You ever watch Living Single?”

“A few episodes,” said Aubrey. “But it isn’t like that, not for people like me. Maybe not for anyone in real life.”

“But—”

“Okay, okay,” said Hays. “I would think it goes without saying that not everybody wants a man—”

The warmth in Aubrey’s solar plexus was souring, her head starting to hurt a little, but she reached for an unopened bottle of wine all the same. “It’s not that,” she said. “I mean, it’s not about wanting versus not wanting a man. I actually had a boyfriend until last month. We were going to get married, I thought, but he ended things a couple weeks ago.”

“Aha!” Darlissa slapped the table; the drinks rattled. “I thought I smelled a breakup on you. What happened?”

Aubrey fumbled with the corkscrew, sweat beading at her hairline. The AC was going noisily, but all of a sudden it was hot as shit in this little old house, all these brand-new relatives talking so loudly at her.

“Because, you know,” Darlissa continued, “there’s he left me and then there’s he left me for another girl and then there’s he left me for a white girl and all sorts of other shades besides those, and they all look real different.”

Darlissa, understand, rarely drank as much wine as she’d had, which at this point was one overly generous glass. But when she did, it was only a matter of time before she careened into the Land of Twenty Questions. Relative stranger or not.

Hays touched Aubrey’s hand. “We can talk about something else if you want.”

Aubrey was feeling the wine. Her cheeks burned as she wondered what to tell them about Boyd, whether her older, traditional-seeming relatives would understand. But now the speakers crackled overhead and here came a quick assault of brass and bongos, Cuba Gooding Sr.’s voice launching into its monologue about the futility of sinking too far into heartbreak. Both Samson and Darlissa squeezed their eyes shut and whooped in exultation. Darlissa drew close and wrapped an arm around Aubrey’s shoulders, mouthing the words along with the fifty-year-old track. Okay, so you’re heartbroke.

Hays wrapped his hand around Aubrey’s and squeezed, held on until Darlissa had done the whole monologue along with Gooding, her lovely, weathered face perspiring and the scent of fancy lotions rising from her skin. Aubrey had never been good with old music, but this particular song she knew by heart. Micah had had it in rotation for Saturday housecleaning, and now so did Bellamy.

Dig this, finished Darlissa with a flourish, and Samson took over, not mouthing but full-throated singing, first the all-group chorus with its planned improvisations and then the melodious first verse. He had a remarkable voice, a clear and emotive baritone, which he used to harmonize with the singers.

Aubrey was shocked to feel tears prickling her eyes. It wasn’t anything in particular. It wasn’t that Samson’s singing voice reminded her of her father’s—similar timbre but Micah had never cared to try to carry a tune—and it wasn’t even the resonance of the stupid, pandering lyrics. If anything, it was the physical hold Darlissa and Hays had on her overwarm body, the way they both squeezed lightly each time Gooding’s voice swelled into its highest register. By the second repeat of the chorus, she was hyperventilating, determined not to cry in front of these strangers.

Before the song was over, she jerked her hand free of Hays’s grip—he looked over at her, surprised but accepting—and headed for the tiny bathroom at the rear of the house, mumbling her intentions as she went.



She peed for what felt like the hundredth time that day and then looked in the mirror. Her hair was cataclysmic, sweat-slicked to her forehead but Van de Graaff–wired everyplace else. Her nose ran. She washed her hands and smoothed down her flyaways, pumped lotion from a sinkside glass bottle into her hand.

She went back into the kitchen, stoic, and took a seat again. The music had switched over, deep-cut Marvin Gaye. Aubrey picked up the wine bottle and went right back to trying to penetrate it with the dented and slightly wobbly corkscrew.

Darlissa was sheepish. “You all right, child?”

Of course she was. “Yeah, for sure. Ow.” The compromised corkscrew had slipped, slicing a filament of a wound into the skin of her thumb. “Thanks a lot, Suzette.”

They all stared at her. “Corkscrew got a name?” asked Samson.

“No, no.” She shook her head, not wanting to explain.

Darlissa lifted an eyebrow. “That was your mama’s name, wasn’t it?”

Aubrey huffed and set the bottle down a little bit too hard. “Can we—can we just—”

“Here.” Hays took the wine from her, then pulled a silver waiter’s friend on a keychain from his pocket. He plunged it into the bottle and twisted. “All right,” he said as he removed the cork. “Who’s ready to talk about the Hightower proposal?”

Samson and Darlissa sat up straighter.

Hays leaned over and refilled Aubrey’s glass, stopping before the liquid reached the widest part of the bowl. “I’ll start off by telling you up front that I still feel the way I’ve felt since the beginning.”

“Same here,” said Darlissa, slapping the table. “I tried to keep my mouth shut at the restaurant, y’all, so I was really glad to hear Hays tell those lawyers today wasn’t for making decisions. But I’m still at a no.”

“Lot of money,” murmured Samson. “Lot of money. Even more than the last two times.”

“What’s money, though? We make a little bit of money from it now. And anyway, my grandparents put this place together,” said Darlissa, cutting her eyes sideways at him.

“Well, mine too, cousin. Mine too.”

Aubrey tried to follow the conversation, attempted to read the postures of the three others at the table. She wondered about that little bit of money, but it didn’t seem the right moment to ask. Darlissa, seated directly across from her, emanated anxious energy. At her right, Samson was a stone wall, thick arms folded across the breadth of his chest. Hays, to her left, sat perched on the edge of his seat, fingers steepled, ever the mediator.

Samson cleared his throat. “The other thing I thought about was, what if we figured out how to use this with the Lanyers? Leverage.” Darlissa sighed, but he pointed emphatically at Hays. “I think that’s what we ought to be talking about, nephew. Get the Lanyers to come up even higher than we did back when—”

“But that’s no different. Definitely no better.” Darlissa, wringing her hands. “Part of the question, at least for me, is what do they want to do with it.”

Samson shrugged, scowling. “No question there. You know exactly what Hightower wants to do with it.” He picked up his phone and tapped something into it, turned it around to show the others a photo of a strip mall gleaming with newness. “This. This is what they’ll do with it. And it’s none of our business, once they write us a check.”

Aubrey kept her mouth shut, though it was the same photo that had come up during her internet search of the Hightower Group. A row of bland dining chains for people like her sister who only got out once a month, ordered the same drink every time, and didn’t need the place to stay open past ten.

“And meanwhile, Trevor and Tolliver Lanyer want to preserve,” Hays continued, disdainful. “They’ll add it to their sprawl, cut a few trees down, and start up the twenty-dollar hayrides. All within two weeks.” He cleared his throat again and sat up just a little bit straighter in his seat, fractionally taller than his uncle. “I’ll say it again: I’m not interested. Not in the Hightower proposal and not in any juiced-up offer we might get from the Lanyers. We have no reason to sell. The rental income covers the property taxes. If any of us wants it to do more than that, we can get more aggressive with timber rentals, though it would take time and research on someone’s part. But either way, from where I sit, we say no to a big payout from Hightower—graciously, of course—and we go about our business. No good reason we can’t start up our own twenty-dollar hayrides one day, give the Lanyers a little bit of healthy competition.”

“Come on, boy.” There was a sudden, sharp edge to Samson’s voice, though he corrected himself immediately. “Nephew. Come on, nephew, what the hell do we know about hayrides? I have my children. Grandchildren eventually, I hope. One day I might need liquidity more than I need land with my name on it in a town I don’t live in, and an offer like this might not be on the table then. If you had children, you’d understand that right easy.”

A silence fell over the room. Darlissa rose and busied herself wiping down the countertops all over again with a shell-pink sponge.

Samson took a long drink and then frowned over at Aubrey. “What you think, child?” he asked. “You understand the issue here?”

Darlissa muttered something.

“I—” Aubrey threw a desperate look at Hays. “Well, I think I do. We could sell it to those people and let them build their Olive Garden or whatever. Or we could try to get a better offer from—what did you call them?—Trevor and—”

“The Lanyer brothers, Trevor and Tolliver Lanyer. Old Moneybags themselves.”

“And we—what do we do, do we all vote?” Aubrey looked between Hays and Samson, feeling her heartbeat accelerate. It was rare she felt people were listening to her so closely, so ready and keen to pick her words apart. The fact was that the number Chantal and Trey had written down had lodged in her brain like a pistachio shell between the teeth. Money was money. But there was the strong threat of Hays’s disapproval; and, as a secondary matter, Darlissa’s.

“No,” said Hays. “We don’t vote. We’re tenants in common, which means each of us can do what we want. Which for me means nothing.”

Tenants in common. Aubrey knew the term from filings she’d reviewed at work. It meant they weren’t like a married couple, lovingly nurturing the property together until one of them croaked and the other inherited the whole thing. They were just a random assemblage of individuals who happened to be blood related and whose names were listed, one after the other, on the deed.

But then that meant—

“I could sell my quarter? Without your permission?” The words burst from Aubrey’s mouth. She hadn’t meant to sound so eager, so thirsty, but how did you speak about a dollar sum like that as though it was pocket change?

Hays sighed. “If you wanted to.”

“Ain’t a quarter, though,” said Samson.

“Well, right,” said Hays. “Your third. Though your selling it could create a whole set of complications—”

“My third? But—” Aubrey made a show of counting the four of them. Samson, Darlissa, Hays, herself. “What am I missing here?”

“Oh, child.” Darlissa snorted, then touched Samson’s arm. “Hey.”

“Cousin?”

“Let’s you and I walk through the house, check to make sure everything’s running. Hays, you get this child up to speed. Micah didn’t explain not the first thing to her.” Without waiting for Samson to agree, she slapped the sponge on the edge of the sink and sauntered out of the room, disappearing down the hallway.

Samson shrugged, gathered up his tumbler, and followed.

Aubrey and Hays exchanged a look. “What the fuck is going on?” she asked.

Hays rose from his seat and nodded toward the front porch. “I need a little bit of air. Come out there with me?” He went through the screen door. Aubrey sat confused for a moment, then followed, bringing along her glass.

Night had fallen thickly. On the porch, the bullfrogs’ song was a deafening symphony, the heat a straitjacket. A chunk of moon hung heavy, the color of liquid amoxicillin, over the silhouetted magnolia trees. Hays had reclined on a porch chair and kicked off his shoes; Aubrey followed suit, sinking onto the other chair and pulling her knees up to her chest. Hays fished a bottle of insect repellent from a basket next to his chair and offered it to Aubrey, who spritzed her already bitten legs.

He waited until she’d finished, then said, “Okay. So, 1933. Our great-grandfather, Thomas Lamb, buys this land and moves his family onto it.”
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The years that followed were a golden era for Thomas and Darla Lamb, if not the rest of the country. Someone gifted them a tractor and a horse; someone else, a wagon full of chattery white leghorns. Thomas called up the brother-in-law with the best woodworking skills and together they built stables and coops. Darla regularly visited the Serviceberry markets and brought back various seeds and saplings. Eventually, they got the land to produce enough vegetables and fruits to make a respectable showing at those same markets, always holding back at least a few ears of corn for Thomas’s boss, Paul Delano, an expression of thanks for the lead on the land they’d almost missed.

The New Deal infused Serviceberry with a swell of new business. Two years after the arrival of baby Darlena (Lena, they called her), the Lambs had rebuilt a robust-enough portion of their savings that they were able to add a small wing to the house that they purposed into two new bedrooms. Elijah and Joah, who had never learned to get along since the days when one destroyed the other’s precious anthills, no longer had to share, and there was still another room left over for the baby. Energized by the project, Thomas marshaled his in-laws again; they squeezed a stairwell into a back corner of the house, then added a second story just large enough to sleep one more person. And so Darla relaxed her vigilance in bed at certain times of the month, and another baby—Peter—was born.

The four children had a true farm childhood. As idyllic as anything you’d see in a picture book. Elijah and Joah helped their daddy and uncles with some of the coarser tasks, shoveling shit and chopping off chicken heads, while Lena and Peter collected eggs and peaches and considered themselves lucky they’d escaped the dirty work. Weekdays in the cooler months, all four followed their mother down Bellamy Street and trotted back to Serviceberry to attend the school at Mount Carmel, where she’d resumed teaching all the grades once Peter was old enough.

There was the war, the sudden disappearance of young men they knew and loved. Two of Darla’s brothers enlisted. One was killed in the Soviet Union; the other, only a few years older than Elijah, came home with a pronounced limp, behaving as though someone had scooped out his insides with a paring knife. The crowded fraternity of Serviceberry grated on him, triggering brand-new nervous reflexes, so he spent half a year sleeping on a cot in the family room of his sister’s farmhouse.

Thomas and Darla spent the first three months babying him, bringing his meals out to him on the porch and spanking the kids if they bothered him; then, by unspoken agreement, they decided they’d done that for long enough.

Thomas built a little shed near the western edge of the property, a place to bring home long-term projects from work. He dragged his brother-in-law out there, along with his older sons, and taught them a thing or two. How to pry the holey heel from a shoe, how to put on a new one. How to work Blue Grizzly Neatsfoot Oil Compound into a particularly stiff leather panel for softening. He paid his brother-in-law a little bit to do a handful of simple cobbler tasks, then got him an entry-level job at Lanyer County Shoe Repair.

The brother-in-law told a friend, who told a friend. It became a thing, just as it had in Thomas’s grandfather’s day: teaching bedraggled veterans a craft they could use to find purchase in a transformed community. He soon had dozens of pupils, then hundreds, let their parents pay him less than the tutelage was worth, but more than nothing—which, when stacked on top of his salary, made Thomas Lamb one of Serviceberry’s most fortunate sons.

As for his own sons, neither Elijah nor Joah especially took to the craft of shoe repair, despite hours of exposure. They had their own things going on. And Lena was a girl, of course, and Thomas never got as far as measuring Peter’s interest.



Elijah and Joah fought like wildcats this whole time. Over every single thing you could possibly think of. Most of the conflicts started with Joah’s provocations, verbal or physical, earning him his lifelong nickname: Poke. Each of us here has a story about Elijah and Poke; even I, after all this time spent listening, have favorites of my own.

There were the small toys Thomas carved for them, which Elijah would gather up and hide in magnolia branches too high for Joah to reach. Joah would kick at his brother’s shins until he relented, climbed up, and let the little figures rain down, sometimes thumping the crowns of his younger siblings’ heads in the process.

There was the time Elijah got the Christmas gift Joah wanted, a plump bag of molasses candy pulled by a friend of Darla’s from school. This wasn’t maliciousness on the parents’ part, more negligence. When you had two close-in-age sons, one older and taller and more naturally charming than the other, it was hard to keep perfect mental files on the other’s preferences. Darla may have remembered deep down that Joah was the one who loved molasses; but when she’d been presented with the treat, gift enough for a single child, the child whose face filled her mind was her magnificent firstborn. Resentful, Joah waited until after the whole house had gone to bed, then snuck into the kitchen, where he found the bag, ate everything in it, and vomited it all up, aiming carefully for the foot of Elijah’s bed and, on it, the quilt Darla had sewn by hand.

There were countless episodes in the Mount Carmel schoolhouse, where Darla and her colleagues educated all the children, regardless of age, in the same open-layout classroom. Elijah had no aptitude for numbers; Joah was a terrible speller. But where Elijah was a champion networker, able to grease his classmates for homework help, Joah generally had to resort to cheating off his brother and seemed resigned to the schoolyard beatdowns Elijah gave him for it.

You see? Some of it was garden-variety sibling rivalry—but a lot of it was Joah, with his innate inferiority complex. Elijah was far likelier to extend a hand and call a truce when the fighting grew inconvenient. He didn’t like the whippings he got at school after their scraps, tried his best not to lose his temper. But, brothers. Poke could give him a certain sort of look or cluck his tongue at him a certain way and the fire would start again in the soles of Elijah’s feet. He gave his brother more than one black eye and broke his right radius before, at age ten, he began to evolve into the manly forbearance his father had been modeling all his life.

Joah, however, didn’t grow out of it. Whether or not he’d been born an asshole, a childhood spent in his older brother’s shadow hardened him into one. He got whipped, too, by Thomas and by Darla and by the other teachers at Mount Carmel, but he’d take those lashes with his teeth bared right in Elijah’s direction. No fucks given.



Lena, their only sister, watched their long feud with disdain. When she had the misfortune of sitting under a particular magnolia tree at the wrong time and found carved wooden figurines raining down on her head, she looked at her brothers—the one on the ground and the one in the tree—and marveled at the foolishness that boys found so compelling. When they got in trouble at school, she wondered at their foresight, whether in fact they had any; she had already internalized the message that their education would determine the shape of their future, in Lanyer County or elsewhere. And when they got into fistfights in their teen years, the other boys at school sometimes inserting themselves, throwing punches without understanding the central conflict, she felt sure that the entire explanation was that boys were just idiots.

And that was fine with her. She did well in school, tried to be helpful at home and on the farm. The spring she got her first period, as her father was off teaching shoe repair in some remote section of the land, her mother was busy trying to get peaches going close to the house. They had their talks out in the grass, planting saplings.

“You’re a woman now,” said Darla, effortfully wedging a trowel in the ground. “That means there are things I need to tell you.”

She started with new information: hygiene products and pain relief and all that. She then moved on to confirm what Lena already knew: that boys were, in fact, idiots. She said it more gingerly than that, but maybe a little less gingerly than the way my mother said it to me years later: You can’t trust them to—well, end of sentence.

Darla was characteristically diplomatic. “Boys are made of need,” she told her daughter. “You can’t imagine all the things they’ll need from you. What you need to do is make sure they don’t take anything you don’t want to give.”

Lena was a quiet and restrained girl. The plaits in her hair, which she’d recently begun doing herself and into which she smoothed pats of Walker’s pomade, were neater than actual rows of corn. She just listened, all while scooping soil aside with her strong little hands.

“There’s one thing I really want to tell you,” added Darla. And as Lena listened, Darla sketched out a hypothetical scenario that didn’t make any sense at all to her twelve-year-old ears, and wouldn’t until a while later. It was about what she should do if a boy’s need ever got too great. That part Lena understood, but the solution she found completely confusing: If that ever happens, I want you to go and find your aunt Carrie and ask her to make you a cup of special tea. She’ll help fix everything right up.

That part of the conversation didn’t make a lick of sense. What did tea have to do with anything? But Lena was a good listener, and listen she did. She knew her mother loved her more than she loved anything except Jesus, because Darla told her so all the time. And so Lena knew the advice, non sequitur though it seemed, must hold some hidden meaning that she would understand later. She kept her thoughts as clean and orderly as she kept her tidy bedroom in the back of the house. She took the advice, and she let her brain fold it up like an ironed dish towel, and she stuck it on a shelf in the corner of her mind and kept it there until she needed it.



Did it bother Peter that, as the youngest of four—and the third son, several years younger than both the heir and the spare—he never got to experience the full beam of his parents’ attention? That they never knew him as well as they did their firstborn, their attention-seeker, or their only daughter?

Depends who you ask. Peter himself says he didn’t even notice. But of course you can say anything you want here in the Great Wherever. There isn’t any special requirement for honesty here, just the same self-protective bullshittery you find everywhere else.

It’s certainly true, though, that Peter wasn’t concerned with what his older siblings were doing during those first two decades the family spent on the farm, the only home he would ever know. At first Peter did what was asked of him, loosely. For example, when it was time to collect eggs, he followed dreamily along behind his older sister with a hand outstretched, pleasantly surprised each time she pulled an egg from beneath a brooding leghorn and placed it in his palm.

He didn’t feel like he was stealing the credit due Lena when he handed the eggs over to his mother. He just didn’t give the task that much thought.

School didn’t mean anything to him either, even with his mother standing at the front of the classroom with a switch ready in her hand. It floors me to think about it, because I spent every year of my education scrambling to push my GPA toward the almighty 5.0, and that was without my mother’s foot in my ass. Peter learned plenty in his elementary classes at Mount Carmel, was one of the strongest readers, and could long divide circles around children twice his age, but didn’t care enough to raise his hand or ask for extra work.

He was young when his father started teaching shoe repair on the farm. Too young to be trusted with some of the sharper and more exciting cobbler’s tools, his attention span too flimsy to sit watching while the other students practiced on leather scraps Thomas had liberated from his employer. So while Elijah and Joah had the start of a trade pressed upon them, one that was theirs to reject, Peter was exempted.

Instead, he spent his boyhood days playing with friends or wandering the family land. Sometimes he followed his Mount Carmel classmates home from school. The Serviceberry boundary lines were beginning to blur, the once tight-knit community relaxing its borders. Some of the boys he played with lived in Memphis proper, sharing bedrooms with more siblings than they could count on one hand in the working-class Negro tenements that were beginning to be transformed into commercial apartments. Peter thought that didn’t seem so bad, because he found his friends glorious, handsome, witty. He thought that there must be fun to be had, living squeezed together that way.

Even so, children are relentlessly self-centered. His thoughts as he trekked from one end of the Lamb farm to the other, full of frenetic energy, sprinting and then sauntering as it pleased him, weren’t Isn’t this piece of property amazing? but rather Isn’t the world amazing? He had never known anything other than this place. The height of the oak trees and the waxy majesty of the magnolias.

After his mother and sister started the peach saplings, he noticed that the ones at the ends of the rows were planted too shallowly. On a day when he had nothing else to do, he spent a good hour pressing extra dirt around the bulbs and staking the slender trunks with sticks he found in the woods. He surprised even himself with his attentiveness to the task, which he never mentioned to his family. He enjoyed the resultant fruit tremendously.

He often saw Zena’s ghost by the pond, where his father had spotted her all those years before. He didn’t know that’s who she was, nor did he care. She looked pretty to him, standing there by the pond—his pond, as he’d always thought of it, the place where he went for his daily swim while his siblings did who knew what else—in her strange, ill-fitting dress, a twisting rope of braids hanging over her shoulder.

He didn’t question or mind her being there. Whenever he saw her, she’d wink at him, and he’d wink back. She’d curtsy, and he’d do the same, lifting the roomy fabric of his cotton pants with two fingers of each hand.



Hays didn’t tell Aubrey all of this, of course, because he didn’t know all of it; I’ve filled in lots of the details. But he gave her the general dates and the broad strokes: Elijah and Joah’s rivalry, Lena’s status as her mother’s favorite, Peter’s detached freedom. He did it quickly, careful to wrap up before Aubrey’s eyes glazed over.

“Okay,” she said as he paused to sip his wine. “Four kids. So why wasn’t the land split into fourths? I’m still not understanding why this makes me a one-third owner.” She paused. “Or, what, is this one of those things where they left it to the boys because of patriarchy?”

“No, no. I’m getting there.”

“Okay, not rushing you. Still listening.”
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Around them, things happened. Change that a lot of people would call progress. Serviceberry continued to exist, but the muddling of its borders and demographics sped up. What had once been a tight-knit kinfolk community, friends and relatives of the original Lanyer-enslaved Negroes, now opened its arms to whoever wanted to live inexpensively near Memphis: families of Black professionals, white blue-collar workers, clandestinely mixed-race people with old Choctaw and Chickasaw roots emboldened to reclaim small pockets of the town. People no longer referred to the area as Serviceberry so much; these days, it was just “southern Lanyer County.”

The parcel directly to the south of the Lambs had been bought by a Black tradesman and his wife; their children were among Darla’s students at Mount Carmel. Another nearby parcel changed ownership several times after World War II, finally landing in the hands of a mediocre white agriculturalist who would spend his life trying and failing to make the land profitable. Never could get his hands on the right irrigation system, couldn’t systematize the crop schedule. He held on to it anyway, living there in a tiny womanless house, perpetually hoping to emulate Lanyer levels of productivity and acclaim.

Speaking of Lanyers, the land to the north of the Lambs’ still belonged to the same people who’d owned it back when Thomas bought in. Patriarch by the name of George Lanyer, another one of those who descended from lavish antebellum prosperity and associated his land with the same. His grandfather had maintained a successful cotton plantation on the site, wielding business acumen and unfettered cruelty to extract every penny of profit from it for generations.

George Lanyer himself had not a clue of the best way to separate cotton fibers from their seeds or of how to manage involuntary labor, but he knew he liked the money in his account at First Tennessee Bank. What he saw when he closed his eyes at night: cotton fields filled with cotton-picking Negroes. This was nothing he’d ever seen himself, as he’d been born after the area’s prime sharecropping era, but it still gave him a sort of comfort, a sense of order and purpose. Formed a cottony pillow where he could rest his head.

He had plenty of children, a sextet of Lanyers yet another generation removed from the major moneymaking. Among the six, not one had a clue as to how to separate cotton fibers from their seeds. But they were nonetheless confident of their supremacy as they moved through the increasingly integrated Lanyer County society, proud of their last name and their better-than-average looks, their hair whose color ranged from pale flax to a brown that burned gold in high summer.

George’s kids spread out everywhere, dentists and lawyers and entrepreneurs marrying well and making homes throughout western Tennessee and beyond, but first they lived on the family farm. Every so often they’d peer over the fence their father had erected, slapdash, to separate their land from that of the uppity Negro family who lived immediately to the south.



On a spring afternoon in 1948, Lena, a stoic fourteen, wandered the land in search of wild onions. It was a Saturday, which meant it was her turn to prepare dinner for the family, her tired parents and three greedy, ungrateful brothers. She had an idea: chicken and dumplings, a recipe she’d watched her mother prepare a number of times over the years. Sometimes Darla omitted the onions, but it was Lena’s personal opinion that the recipe suffered without them. So she was wandering in search of the crisp green shoots and—frankly—wishing she’d sent her younger brother, as Peter had a nose for what grew from the earth. But he was off somewhere with his school friends.

Usually she could find wild onions scattered randomly but plentifully within a few yards of the house, but for whatever reason—the time of year, or maybe she’d overpicked in recent weeks—her usual haunts were a bust today. No onions to be found.

She wasn’t in much of a hurry. Dinner had to be served by two o’clock, in time for her father to make his way back over to work afterward, but it was barely noon now. She took her time in moving northward, systematically checking the ground for shoots. The few she found within striking distance of the house were withered from the heat, so she kept moving until she found a clutch of the plants, fragrant and brightly colored, in the northern section of the property. She smiled to herself and knelt to collect enough for the dish.

As she worked, she heard the crack of a twig nearby. She thought first of a deer, and her hands tightened around her onion bulbs. But no: When she looked over her shoulder, she saw a young white man with yellow hair that flopped over one side of his face like a curtain. He was looking at her quizzically, as if wondering whether she belonged here on this land she knew for a fact was owned by her parents.

Lena straightened, her arms full of bulbs, and waited. She’d been warned about the hooded monsters that sometimes roamed streets and trespassed on homesteads not far from here. She didn’t think this man—who looked to be a few years older than her and whose whole face was visible, freckles smattered across his upturned nose—was one of them. But she also understood that she should let him speak first.

He looked her over, bulbs and all. He had his hands in his pockets. “Hey,” he said, sounding casual and unhurried.

“Hello,” she said back. What are you doing here? would have been her next question, had she not known better.

“Think I’m lost,” he said.

She let her gaze unfocus and refocus in the middle distance over his shoulder. She could see the fence that separated her family’s property from what she assumed was his. The fence had been there her whole life, a fixture that blended into the scenery; she never had reason to get any closer to it than this. But for the first time, she noticed a gap in the wood, three or four feet wide. Plenty of space for this young man to slip through. “Is that your place back there?” she suggested, pointing.

He cast a half glance behind him but didn’t start walking in that direction as she’d hoped he would. Instead, he looked back at her and doubled the intensity of his gaze. Honey-colored eyebrows hooded his eyes. “What you up to today?” he asked.

Her heart tripped. “Nothing,” she said. “Getting ready to fix dinner.”

“What you fixing?”

She watched him take a step forward and didn’t answer.

“I said, What you fixing?”

“Ch—Chicken,” she stammered. “Chicken and dumplings.”

He’d taken another step forward; she was within his reach. “That sounds good,” he said.

Lena didn’t know what to say, so she turned on her heel and started walking back toward the house, a pinprick in the distance. She felt the white man hesitate behind her and then follow, maintaining a casual clip like hers but soon closing the distance with his longer strides. This had never happened before, and she didn’t entirely understand. She thought of crying out for help, but it was only noon; her mother would be just now starting the walk back from shopping in town, her father clear on the other side of the property finishing a last-minute detail before returning a shoe to a lunchtime customer. She had no idea where her older brothers were. She walked as fast as she could toward the pond, parting oak branches to pass through, and found herself at the bank. This wasn’t a place she visited often, unlike her brothers, and it caught her off guard, the surface of the water blinding in the sun. She slipped on the slick ground and hollered an expletive her father would have whooped her for. “Damn!”

Down went her center of gravity, her knees landing—squelch—in the sticky mud. She landed right by the water’s edge, felt the pond lapping at her upper knuckles. Her onions littered all around her.

As she landed she saw, protruding from the silt, something that gleamed silver. An object both blunt and sharp, thicker than the tip of an embroidery needle. She’d just missed it; it could have punctured a palm or a knee but instead twinkled in the sun inches away. She reached out and dislodged it easily, finding that it fit neatly into her hand, which she curled into a fist.

“You all right?”

She whipped her head around to confirm that, indeed, the strange interloper had followed her southward on her family’s property, down here to the edge of the small glittering pond. He stood staring at her, hands still in his pockets, as casual as though he’d never moved. As though he hadn’t exerted himself at all in tracking her here.

He reached out a hand. “I’ll help you.”

She couldn’t think what else to do, so she took his hand with her empty one. But instead of pulling her to her feet, he dropped to the ground—his blue-jeaned rear end landing in the mud—and scooted close to her, lining up her torso with his own. “I’m all right,” she said.

“Sure you are.” He was looking at her funny. The same way her male classmates sometimes did lately. Eyes roaming down one side of her body and up the other, lingering here and there in a way that mortified her. “How old are you?” he asked after a moment.

The strategic thread in her brain split, offering up two options. She could say she was twelve, Peter’s current age, and this man might think she was too babyish to bother with. Or she could call herself seventeen, adding a few years to her actual age, and maybe that would make her seem more formidable.

Though in fact that second plan didn’t hold up to scrutiny. The older girls she knew had more facility with their own womanhood, sure, were more fluent with their words and body language; but Lena had noticed that they were every bit as vulnerable, prey for teenage boys until they were nearly as old as her mother. Calling herself seventeen might in fact make the situation, which she already understood was not good, even worse.

But then of course there was a secret third option. The option represented by the mystery weapon hidden in her left hand.

“I said—”

“Twelve,” said Lena.

The white man’s eyes widened incredulously but not disbelievingly. “Twelve!” He whistled. “And nice as anything.”

He said the word nice like he meant something else, something sinful. She leaned backward by an inch, trying to put distance between them without his perceiving it. Tightening her grip around her secret object and trying to picture herself plunging it into some soft part of his body before he could stop her.

“I’m Luke,” he said.

If you’re holding your breath, the way I did when I first heard this one, I’ll spare you: Nothing happened. We can only guess why. Maybe Luke Lanyer was spooked by mid-century age-of-consent laws, even with so many advantages on his side; or maybe the word twelve had just put him in mind of one of his own younger siblings. But either way, the moment had turned slightly sour-smelling, and curdled entirely when Lena whispered her own name in reply.

Luke climbed to his feet and cracked his knuckles, staring away from her as he did it. “Don’t know why you were all the way up there,” he said, gesturing up north to the field where she’d found the onions. “Y’all never come up that far.”

It struck her as an odd thing to say, considering they were in the place where she lived, but she kept quiet. He took a step away from her and knelt to scratch at a bite on his ankle. She used the moment of his distraction to rid herself of her object, which now felt like a dangerous liability, tossing it off in an unseen direction and feeling her own desperate bravado disappear along with it. When Luke turned back to her, her hands were empty. She gave him a polite smile—the same one she used when she visited her father at the shoe repair and crossed paths with Paul Delano—and smoothed her dress around her knees. Then she steadied herself on her trembling legs and scrambled southward to the house without looking back.



Dinner turned out fine, even without the onions she’d left by the pond. No one in Lena’s family was as hard as she was on her own cooking.

She held on to the story of what had happened with the young Lanyer at the northern edge of the property. Not only did she not want to worry her parents, but something about the encounter—and what it implied about her own burgeoning womanhood—filled her with shame. At dinner, with her whole family gathered around her at the butcher block table, when Thomas asked them all to share anything interesting that had happened during the day, she made something up. A story about reading an interview with Mary McLeod Bethune she’d seen reprinted in an issue of the Lanyer County Register. Democracy and opportunity as pertained to the American Negro. In fact she had read such an interview, a few days earlier, so she was able to quote it directly, and both Thomas and Darla shone proud smiles on her.

“Wonderful, baby girl,” said Darla, and the boil beneath Lena’s behind abated. She felt the face of Dr. Bethune fill her mind, pushing away her thoughts of Luke Lanyer, and relaxed enough to take a bite of a dumpling.

“Now you boys,” said Thomas, addressing the lanky trio on the other side of the table. “’Lijah?”

Elijah, ropy and broad-shouldered and with a gleam in his eye, said he’d been over in Serviceberry because something something schoolwork. Everyone around the table knew that meant girls, and left it alone.

“Poke?”

“Still looking for a job, sir.” Joah’s voice cracked on the word job, and he hunched miserably over his plate, avoiding his parents’ eyes. Summer was around the corner, the end of school coming with it, and he’d been hunting for work since March. He’d outgrown the shoe repair, where he’d reported to his father for short-term tasks. Never mind that it was guaranteed spending money. Joah didn’t like shoes, didn’t have the patience for piercing eyelet adornments into leather. He’d applied so far to assist the Serviceberry physician, who’d hired a nephew instead; at the auto repair, where he’d been told he didn’t have enough mechanical knowledge; and as of today, a barbershop a mile up Rue Street. Not to mention the places he hadn’t tried because they’d already hired his older brother in this and previous years: the county registrar’s office, the mailroom at city hall. He felt stymied and impotent.

“You’ll find something,” said Thomas. “Peter?”

Peter had been late to dinner. He stank of dirt and something else, though Darla had made him wash. “Didn’t do nothing much today,” he said around a huge mouthful of chicken. “Just went up to see my friends at the apartments.” He smiled with those charming dimples of his; Elijah reached over and shoved him for the rudeness of speaking with his mouth full, but not all that hard.



Two days later Thomas found his old wood-handled shoemaker’s awl, which he’d written off as lost a solid fifteen years earlier, lying on top of the grass by the pond. Hardly any dirt on it or anything. Like it had been there all along.



Aubrey didn’t realize she’d dozed off until she felt pressure on her bare knee, a hand shaking her gently. “Girl, get up,” a voice was saying. Fucking Bellamy, she thought with irritation, but when she opened her eyes the nudger was Darlissa, her purse over her shoulder and a stern look on her face.

“Sorry,” Aubrey slurred. One of her feet had fallen asleep.

Darlissa said something through the screen door to Hays, who’d gone back into the house. Then she turned back to Aubrey. “Samson went home,” she said. “Hays is fixing to take me back to the hotel. You can come with me if you want.” She paused. “Or if you want a little space tonight, you can sleep here. There should be clean linens on all the beds and towels in the linen closet. Might be a little dusty, but you should find everything you need. Should even be an extra toothbrush in there.”

The thought of piling back into Hays’s Cherokee, of hot night air slapping her face all the way back to the DoubleTree, made Aubrey tense. “Sleep here,” she mumbled, shaking her ankle.

Darlissa helped her stand. “Take the bedroom right behind the kitchen,” she said, pointing. “Lock up after us.”

Hays held open the screen door for her. The kitchen, miraculously, had been restored to immaculate cleanliness, the speakers silenced. No signs of the group’s presence except for the empty wine bottles in the recycling bins. Drunk, Aubrey followed Darlissa’s directions and made her way to the nearest bedroom. A room the size of a glorified closet, it was nonetheless as nice as any place she’d slept in recent memory.

She slumped onto the twin bed and pulled her phone from her pocket for the first time since Hays had begun his long-ass saga. There were texts from Bellamy, from her roommates. Still another email from her manager at ACK about the Saybrook documents. She was just about to open it, finally, and reply that she had saved the documents to a backup location on the shared drive—

But then here was a LinkedIn notification: a message from a Trey Guilford of the Hightower Group’s Office of the General Counsel, whose profile picture depicted the same handsome face that had smiled charmingly from across the table at the restaurant a few hours earlier. I think this belongs to you, read his message, and attached was a photo: Trey’s own outstretched hand palming the money clip Aubrey hadn’t even realized she’d lost. Beneath it, out of focus, Trey’s crotch and part of a thigh in closely fitted chinos.

Hays poked his head in. “Time for me to take Darlissa to the hotel and get home myself. You’ll be all right here…?”

She was only halfway paying attention, so she didn’t realize he was asking, not telling. “Definitely,” she agreed. She shoved her hands into the pockets of her shortalls, utilities first and then the bib, confirming quickly that her money clip was gone. She began tapping out a reply to Trey.

“Text me tomorrow morning,” said Hays, “and I’ll be back over whenever you want.”

And then he left, and it was just us and her.






THE
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Like I said, we can be where our people are, or where they’ve been. At the workman’s bench in the Lanyer County Shoe Repair and then an instant later perched on Hays’s shoulder, so to speak, as he tries to coax a decent Baron von Gaigern from the tween who’s never heard of Grand Hotel. The moment a relative is designated a farm inheritor, the rooms of their mind are ours to enter. Like a key turning in a lock.

And then we can linger. Or we can leave when we want to. Or need to. When the scene is too horrifying or cringeworthy or just plain boring. But we can stay as long as we want. And we do, as long as there’s meat on the bone.

When I first saw Aubrey, I didn’t think much of her and didn’t care to stick around. Wasn’t interested in watching her bumble through her day job, botch her at-home leg waxes. But not long after that, the morning her father died, I watched her sitting in a Metro car stalled just past the Fort Totten station with her legs tucked up underneath her, waiting to be transported home from Boyd’s side of town. It was a Wednesday, a workday, and she was stressed about the time and worried about Micah’s recent illness but otherwise fuzzy warm from her Tuesday night—the half-off carafe, the sex, the protein bar Boyd had had ready for her when she woke up. She was reading Washington Post headlines on her phone when the call from Bellamy came. Micah was gone.

Immediately I was able to know her intentions, that she hadn’t realized until now that this was the end. She’d meant to get over there to Holy Cross to visit him later that same day, as she had every other day since he’d entered, but had imagined it would be another routine if depressing visit. She had noted the escalating updates from Bellamy, who was with him constantly; she saw the extent of Bellamy’s stress. She just hadn’t put together what it all meant.

I watched her face freeze, her shoulders tense. I saw, all at once, that her relationship with Micah had been a complex one. That she wasn’t the prototypical daddy’s girl, didn’t feel like the sun had suddenly burned out. Sometimes she felt like she’d raised herself; more often than not, she forgot Father’s Day. A few weeks earlier, before Micah’s illness, he and Aubrey had argued for the hundredth time over her lack of a plan to apply to law school, the fact that she’d missed another LSAT registration deadline. But all of this made it worse, as you can imagine. She’d lost her mother way too early, even before her fifth birthday; and now she’d unexpectedly lost her father while her attention was elsewhere. I saw it sink in and watched her crumple, burying her face in her arms. Another embarrassing subway cry.

There I was, watching. And there was nothing I could do but watch. Not that there was anything else I knew how to do. Both my parents outlived me. And frankly, I was fascinated. What did loss look like from the other side?

So I sat with her for a while, days that turned into weeks, as she fumbled and fought truth and drank and overslept and woke up only to have to re-remember. As Boyd struggled to play the supportive boyfriend, as Bellamy bossed her around and cajoled her through the process of buying a black funeral dress that wasn’t too slutty. I stayed until the end of her trip down here, but when that was over, I have to admit I needed a break. I found the child exhausting, and it was hard sometimes not to be able to intercede. To fix the run in her tights (or to tell her she wouldn’t need tights for a funeral in Tennessee); to talk her out of some of the sillier fights she picked with Bellamy and Boyd during that time. There was nothing I could do.

That’s what it’s often like for us as passengers out in the world. But here in the house—the one Thomas and Darla and their people built, in the epicenter of the land Thomas bought off Paul Delano—we have a little more potency. It’s something in the bones of the building. The old Sears kit house, with its classy but sensible name. With its decades of memories, which we walk into and out of as easily as our living relatives pass between its rooms to retrieve left-behind keys and wallets. A brain trust of all that’s happened here since the oldest of us was a tween, sentient and more or less savvy enough to make sense of what was going on around her. We’re here in it, all of it as alive to us as it was the first time around. And we can do more than nothing. Not a lot more. But more.



We’re also nosy. Always hungry to see what happens when someone comes to the house. Even if it’s just Samson come to check the plumbing. And the arrival of a new person? It’s our Christmas. The sort of excitement there isn’t enough of for sometimes years at a time.

And thus I’ll confess that when Aubrey invited Trey Guilford over that late night, too much wine emulsifying her judgment, the disapproval I shared with the others had a hot little core of exhilaration. Remember that I too used to find myself wanting unladylike things after a number of pink drinks.

Not that Aubrey was exactly thinking of it that way, to be clear. Four years of monogamy and a lifetime of fending off all sorts of unwanted attention had atrophied the part of her brain that considered the implications of certain things she did. She texted Trey with a feeling of naughtiness, but it had more to do with inviting a representative of the Hightower Group onto the land she now understood they’d been salivating over for years than anything else. Maybe she even imagined taunting Trey with an up-close moonlit look at this vast place, a sampling of cricketsong to take back to his bosses after he’d handed over her money clip. Remember that the child shared an apartment with too many roommates. It was the first time in a long while that she’d had anything to dangle.

And she was drunk. In fact, an hour later when he came knocking, first gently and then—after waiting thirty seconds—more assertively, she realized she had dozed again.

She got herself together and followed the sound of his knocks. They led her back out of the little bedroom, down the hall, and into a sitting room she hadn’t seen until now. She realized that the clattering metal door she and her cousins had been using to pass from the kitchen to the porch and back was a side door. Here was the main entrance, a taller and more substantial wooden door, ornate with glass transoms circled by carved filigree.

She stood on tiptoe to confirm that it was Trey outside. Even in the dark she could tell he’d showered and changed into a pair of jeans that cost more than her phone bill.

Samson had weighted the door as a theft deterrent, and Aubrey struggled to get it open even after she’d unlocked it. In the end, Trey had to give it a gentle push, for which he looked apologetic. “God. Sorry,” huffed Aubrey once they had it open. “This place is—well, you know. I’m new here.”

Trey turned and looked out across the front lawn, toward the half-moon that hung over the row of enormous oaks. When he looked back at Aubrey, he was smiling. “But what a place.”

He was even better looking than she’d admitted to herself, all supple skin and white teeth. Biceps you could see much better in the T-shirt he was wearing now. Manners bred from seven generations of Southern Baptists. Even when Aubrey took a step backward, leaving a berth wide enough for him to enter the house, he waited until she said, “You can come in if you want.”

He made a show of hesitating, then of peering into the house and lifting his brows in frank curiosity. Laying groundwork—she figured—for the claim that all he wanted was a better look inside, just in case she was the type of chick who might need such cover. Only once he’d crossed the threshold did he toss an appraising glance in her direction, taking her in, from her messy hair to her delicate but chipped toenails. Lingering noticeably on the in-between, which she knew curved pleasingly even behind her shortalls, which were stiff with salt from the sweaty day.

It had been a while, but muscle memory kicked in. She sent a hip out to one side and slowed her blinks.

“The house is beautiful,” said Trey, waving a hand around. “The size isn’t obvious from outside.”

She followed his gesture with her stare. Was it? The sitting room had been modernized a few times over—in the seventies, the nineties, and just a few years before Micah’s death—but it still registered to the child’s eye as profoundly ancient. She wasn’t trained to notice the details some of us still find remarkable: the generous height of the ceiling, the elegantly understated crown moldings. The shelf her great-grandfather Thomas had installed in the northern wall to house the leatherbound family Bible, which stood sentry just above her eye level. The transoms Elijah and Joah argued over, a rare win for Joah. The doorknobs Lena picked out, with their fancy sunburst patterns. All of it lost on Aubrey.

“Mind showing me around?” asked Trey, letting a hand graze the small of her back.

Heat zipped all up and down her center. “I’ve only seen a few of these rooms myself. But do you want to look around together?”

Trey’s fingertips were still on her body, and now he levied some pressure, the slightest push forward. “Let’s.”

And so we watched, existentially slack-jawed, as Aubrey led Trey falteringly back into the rear hallway. She moved slowly and stilled often, leaving him plenty of opportunities to bump into her from behind. They passed the main bedroom, which had first been Thomas and Darla’s and was filled with old wooden furniture, an armoire lined with photographs of people Aubrey didn’t recognize. Two smaller adjacent bedrooms, Elijah’s and then Joah’s. And then the narrow bedroom—Lena’s—in which Aubrey had dozed. The back hallway was poorly lit, and the floorboards creaked beneath their feet. They slowed as they followed the carpet runner, stopping before they reached the stairwell at the far corner of the house.

“Wow,” said Trey as they peered into each room. “Wow, wow, wow.”

“Wow,” repeated Aubrey. “Wow what, exactly?”

Trey didn’t answer. “What about this one?” he asked when they reached a closed door.

Aubrey tried to open it, but her palms were sweatier than she’d realized. She grunted and pulled, but the door didn’t budge.



My great-uncle Peter, who’d been scoffing silently this whole time, suddenly seemed like he might blow a gasket. Lord, this child, he said. Hasn’t she ever seen a doorknob before?

Or, I said, a man, for that matter?



“May I?” Trey reached an arm around her body and nudged her hand aside; he closed his own around the knob and gave it a firm twist.

“Oh,” said Aubrey, as the door drifted open. It was just a linen closet, though a highly orderly one. Towels of all sizes, precisely folded handkerchiefs, and sheets atop shelves labeled with sticky notes. Queen, full, small, read the notes in faded ornate handwriting.

“Who’s living here?” asked Trey, running a finger across one of the stickies. “One of the relatives I met at the restaurant today?”

“Nobody does, I’m pretty sure,” she said. “There are four of us who own it right now—”

“Right. I know.”

“—but all of us live somewhere else. Richmond and Jackson and Memphis. And then me, in DC.”

“Of course. Got it.”

She found herself wanting to be helpful. “But I think Samson and Hays do a lot of the upkeep. They’re the ones who live the closest, so they come out here on the regular to check on things. And Darlissa may take care of stuff like linens.” Aubrey waved a hand at the shelves. “She said she was going to cycle out some of the sheets that had gotten holes in them.”

“And you?” Trey’s dark eyes were locked on hers. “What’s your job?”

The heat traveling along Aubrey’s midline pooled at her clavicle and between her hip bones. “My job—ha. I just showed up yesterday. I truly have almost no clue what’s going on here at any level. I’m just taking over for my dad. My late dad.”

“Ah.” Trey shut the door to the linen closet. “Sorry to hear about your dad. You’re along for the ride. Got it.”

“And barely even that.” They’d reached the side entrance to the kitchen. Aubrey strode ahead and opened the refrigerator. “There’s wine left. Do you want some?”

Trey brightened. “I really shouldn’t, but…”

Aubrey filled two glasses with salmon-pink rosé, handed one to him. “Cheers?”

Trey flashed that smile again and stepped closer. “Cheers.”

They tapped glasses. Dimly, she remembered that he was married. He had his left hand shoved into the front pocket of his jeans, but she recalled his mention of a preschool-age child and her own subsequent glimpse at the ring. She imagined a powerhouse of a wife, straitlaced, with hair always perfectly laid. A Bellamy type, maybe even another lawyer.

Trey sipped and looked around the kitchen. Darlissa had scrubbed it back to Lysol-scented pristineness, but a warm aroma was still baked into the clapboard. Ghosts of past meals, including the one from earlier tonight. “Someone just cooked,” said Trey. “You?”

“My cousin.”

“What’d you have?”

“Chicken and dumplings.” Her mouth filled as she remembered it. “The full Southern experience. I’m going to gain twenty pounds down here.”

Trey grinned and lifted an eyebrow, looking her over again. “You think? How long are you here for, anyway?”

She thought for a split second before answering. “Just a few days. I’m going back to DC on Friday, and you’ll never have to see me again.” She turned and walked back into the sitting room, feeling the thrill of victory as he followed.

At the rear of the room was a cozy L-shaped sectional, and Trey and Aubrey settled side by side on the shorter leg. They drank quietly for a moment, forearms rubbing up against each other, and then Trey set his glass on an end table. “Never?” he said. “Really?”

“Never what?”

“You said I’ll never get to see you again after you go back to DC. I’m just hoping that’s not the case.”

She flushed. “Oh yeah?”

Trey stretched his arm along the length of the sofa behind her head, a believably casual gesture. “Well, if you all end up taking our offer, for example, you’d be back in Tennessee for walk-throughs and signatures and such. Wouldn’t you?”

She thought of her cousins’ faces over the kitchen table, Hays’s resolutely closed expression and Samson’s defensive posture as they’d debated the offer. “I mean, are you getting the impression that it’s likely to happen?”

“From the others? I don’t know. You Lambs can be hard to read. But I s’pose that doesn’t mean we couldn’t sweet-talk one or two of you.”

She was about to ask what he meant, and then she half remembered. We don’t vote. We’re tenants in common, Hays had said. Each of us can do what we want.

She turned to look at Trey, and he was looking back at her. He had a strong brow, naturally thick lashes of the sort she’d spent hours in the mirror trying to achieve, and plump, well-shaped lips. He was the first man she’d sat beside this closely since Boyd. She’d been nunnish since the breakup, too depressed even to fish her red Jack Rabbit out from under the bed.

She lifted a hand and tickled the palm he’d draped just north of her shoulder. “You think we can be sweet-talked.”

His eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled. “Some of you might, I think.”

“You don’t think we’re a united front. An impenetrable wall.”

“No such thing.” He didn’t go for the obvious joke, and I respected him for that. He didn’t need to, anyway; she gave his hand a little tug, inviting it down the front of her shortalls to graze her cleavage. He grunted and drew his hand away, reached into his pocket and produced her money clip, which he showed her and then set on the end table. Then he slid that hand back where it had come from, beneath her shirt, and circled her waist with the other and came in close to plant his lips on hers, her first first kiss in years.

And even as we here groaned and wrung our hands, figuratively speaking—concerned with her drunkenness and whether either had a condom, a worry we could have skipped over, because Trey, embroiled in some ill-defined thing with his coworker Chantal, had taken to always traveling with one—Aubrey herself was purely glad it was happening. Glad for his certainty and the weight of his muscled upper body. For his full lips that were like nothing she’d tasted in recent memory. And most of all for the silence that enveloped them, all hundred and however many acres of it, not a roommate or a judgmental older sister within miles. For the absolute privacy.



My Lord, wailed Zena. The things these girls do these days.

Oh, just stop it, we others said. Zena likes to act scandalized, but we don’t buy it. She’s seen more than any of us. No point in fretting over what girls these days are doing when there are bigger things to worry about.

Well, I like it, said my cousin Fern. She should get to kiss a man if she wants!

Or more than that, I said. But does it have to be that man, is what I want to know.

Don’t matter, added Peter. Done now. And it’s her business anyway.



Of course it was her business, all of it. Her grown-ass, newly single business. We had to swallow our incredulousness, because of course this was exactly the sort of thing the child was famous for. Inviting a man—a married man—into the house and expecting any different. It was her business.

Except for the part that was our business. Because while Aubrey—stupid Aubrey—had taken for granted that he was using his professional interest in the property as cover for a baser interest in her, we others knew it was exactly the reverse.

And now finally he was gone, practicing his apology and his lie as he drove back to a single-family house in downtown Memphis where a wife waited, frazzled from having put the children to bed on her own.

And Aubrey lay on the sofa, staring at the ceiling and fiddling with her money clip, all the day’s new information running laps around the perimeter of her mind. Her phone was full of unread messages from her sister, her roommates, and so forth, but it was after midnight and she was drunk and satisfied. What did she need her phone for?

The sitting room had grown hot and stuffy, and she had to imagine the tiny bedroom with the twin bed—separated by several walls from the nearest window—must be even worse. No one had shown her how to work the air conditioner, and she certainly wasn’t going to figure it out herself, so eventually she made her way back to the kitchen and through the screen door to the wraparound porch. She climbed onto one of the chairs and let the world spin around her. Finally she felt as drunk as she was, parts of her body singing, others screaming. She let her head fall onto the back of the chair. The heat and the bullfrogs had bothered her terribly before, but now the world around her was water, and she was asleep before she could register a complaint.
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Zena, I had to ask. Don’t you ever get tired of it?

Get tired of what?

Of acting like you don’t know how young people are and how the human body works.

She scoffed at me. Young. Young people weren’t always like this, anyway.

Enter Peter. Weren’t they? he said with that twinkle in his eye.

They were, I said. I know I was.

That’s you, said Zena. That’s not everyone. I wasn’t.

And then we let it go, because even though Zena was a mother many times over by the time she was Aubrey’s age, every one of us knew that was different.



Peter, though. Playing coy about it but knowing there’s not one new thing under the sun. Because way back before any of the rest of us were here—back when it was Zena, alone, watching, bored as hell for years that stretched into decades—it was Peter sneaking good-looking guests past the threshold of the house. Did he ever make choices that would have scandalized his vigilant family, particularly under cover of night? Like shit.

They’d built baby Peter what amounted to his own apartment: a part of the house shunted to a back corner and separated from the rest by an entire stairwell. Adolescent Peter appreciated the gift. It had a low ceiling and a window that overlooked the porch; it was the easiest thing in the world for an invited guest to climb up, enter, and later leave the same way without notice.

Further, the family had practice turning a blind eye to their boys’ dalliances. Elijah, handsome with a sense of humor that had an alluring raw edge to it, brought dozens of Serviceberry girls over during his teenage years. Even Joah, far less charming or lucky, had sneaked a classmate or two through his own main-floor window. And so when it was Peter’s turn, wasn’t it only fair that the parents should ignore the occasional groaning floorboard or creaking overhead mattress?

(Mind you, the rules were entirely different for Lena, whose bedroom lacked a window and who was expected to account for every hour she spent out of school until they’d packed her off to college. For what good that did.)



Aubrey awakened to the sound of a car engine shutting off and the sun beating powerfully on her exposed knees, and felt sweat pooling under her arms and a crick in her neck. Her money clip had stuck to her thigh.

“You okay?” Hays, climbing from the driver’s seat of his Cherokee, a vexed look on his face. “I called you a hundred times.”

She sat upright, her money clip slipping to the porch floor, and felt for her phone in each of her pockets. But of course it was somewhere in the house, where she’d left it before—

“It’s okay.” Hays took the porch stairs two at a time and, in a swooping gesture, plucked the money clip from the floor and set it on the edge of Aubrey’s chair. “It’s after ten. My fault for the heavy-handed pours.”

“No, no.” Aubrey stretched her arms over her head. “I should have—I don’t know. Set an alarm.” She peered around him. “Where are Samson and Darlissa?”

“Home, hotel. We thought we would regroup later to finalize our response to Hightower.”

Aubrey stood. “Okay. I—blergh.” The world spun, the prelude to a dismal hangover. She looked down at her body, damp armpits and knees slightly bruised from the previous night. Regret sank into her stomach and curdled there.

“Do you need to get back to the hotel?” Hays cleared his throat. “To wash up, change clothes?”

She considered the offer. Though she’d mostly grown up without a mother, she had Bellamy as a reference point. There would probably be some price to pay with Darlissa for a reckless late-morning arrival. “Maybe not just yet,” she said.

“Well, we should get you some coffee.” Hays gave a firm nod and strode past her, opening the door to the kitchen, and she followed wordlessly. Inside, he reached into a cabinet and pulled out an old but dependable-looking coffee machine. In a second cabinet, he found a newish bag of grounds; in a drawer, paper filters. “Water of life,” he said brightly. “Coming right up.”

As he worked, she wandered from the kitchen in search of her phone. When she reached the doorway to the sitting room, she stopped short. Couch cushions strewn everywhere. Two used wineglasses on the sycamore coffee table and the torn corner of a Durex wrapper inside one of them.

And there was her phone on the floor beneath the sofa, where it’d landed after slipping from the pocket of her shortalls as she pulled them off.

She got to straightening up. By the time Hays came and found her, bearing a steaming travel mug in each hand, she’d restored the room to its former state and slipped both the phone and the bit of condom wrapper into her pocket. “God, thank you,” she said, taking one of the coffees.

“You’re welcome.” Hays blew on the other mug and watched as she did the same. “You have an okay night here?”

“Weirdly quiet.” She took a sip, burning the hell out of her tongue.

“Fair enough.” Hays crossed the room and stared out one of the front windows. “You missed the sun rising over the property. Worth seeing if you can manage it some other time.”

“I’ll try.”

He gave his body a shake and bounced on the balls of his feet. “I could use a walk,” he said. “Want to finish the tour?”

If it would get them out of this room, of course she did. “Let’s,” she said, sliding her feet into her flip-flops. “Lead the way.”



This time he steered her in a different direction, around the peach orchard, past a small clearing in which someone had arranged white-painted wrought-iron garden chairs in a circle. They passed poplars taller than trees were allowed to grow in the city. A small herb garden bordered by low bricks, a grimy watering can lying on its side. Hays stopped to right the can.

“Who’s gardening?” asked Aubrey.

“Samson’s wife, sometimes. And you see over there?” Hays pointed into the middle distance, between the oaks and poplars: another clearing, in the center of which stood a wooden structure that reminded Aubrey of the huts she’d slept in on Girl Scout camping trips. “That’s a deer blind. We hire folks in to hunt whitetail. For population control.”

Aubrey shuddered. “Gross.”

“But necessary.” They kept walking, Hays now slugging his coffee. “All right,” he said after a few minutes. “So where’d we leave off yesterday?”

“Something about onions,” said Aubrey. “Thomas and Darla had the one daughter, and she thought the white neighbor kid was going to rape her while she was gathering onions, and somehow that explains why our shares of the property aren’t equal.”

Hays exhaled as if he’d been punched in the stomach. “Wow. Okay, you were listening.” He snuck a glance at her. “Not that I thought you weren’t.”



The next important thing that happened was that Thomas’s lifelong friend Big Johnston died. A swift infection, the result of an untreated dental abscess. It was 1950, and Big, like Thomas, was only fifty years old. In a place like Serviceberry—where the food was homegrown and high-quality and where there were several Meharry-educated Black doctors—it was an aberration to lose a man so young.

Big had died intestate—no will. Who could blame him? Notwithstanding the pain-in-the-ass toothache he’d been suffering for months, he’d expected to live another twenty years. He left behind a younger wife, Judine, and several children, two of them still minors. His estate consisted of the small parcel of farmland he’d bought north of Serviceberry almost three decades earlier. (The famous swindling: a surveyor fudging the measurements, the seller gone overnight with Big’s money.) Big had built a house on it as a wedding present to his wife, and they’d raised their family there. The law in Tennessee at that time said that without a will to dictate otherwise, one-third of the property went to Judine, with the remainder divided among Big’s seven children.

Fighting set in almost immediately among the children, some of whom had designs on moving up north and had no interest in owning less than ten percent of a battered shotgun house on a modest piece of land. The oldest child tried to push for a forced sale, wanting money to establish himself in Detroit, where he planned to relocate, but his siblings resisted. The matter wound up in court, with the bored judge ruling for a partition—the little square of land carved into still smaller pieces, each one a little slice of nothing, with which each of the children could do as they pleased. Which was fine for the Detroit-bound son, not so fine for the others. Much fighting ensued; two of the Johnston siblings found themselves in city jail after a brawl on Main Street, brother attacking brother in broad daylight. A noisy, public embarrassment, perfect gossip fuel.

Thomas considered this a cautionary tale. Especially since he happened to know Big had always planned to leave the land and the house to Judine and just hadn’t gotten around to formalizing it.

All right, Daddy, said sensible Elijah. Then don’t let the same happen to you.

There were, by this point, a plethora of lawyers in Serviceberry, including a handful of very good ones, one of whom was a regular customer of Thomas’s. In exchange for complimentary customizations to his favorite church shoes and a bottle of homemade peach wine, the lawyer had Thomas over for supper and free legal advice.

In bed that night, Thomas told Darla about it. He’d taken notes, which he fished out of his bedside drawer.

“Wait a minute,” said Darla, holding up a steadying hand. She’d been sitting beside him in the large oak bed, rubbing lotion into the delicate skin behind her knees, but now she stopped. She could see the fiery energy in his eyes, the volume of the handwritten text on the page in his lap. After more than twenty years of marriage, she understood this was his way of processing Big’s death. Still, it was a school night. “Give me the short version.”

Thomas paused, editing down his thoughts, and then nodded. “Lawyer Man said it’s common, what them Johnstons are going through. The probates and all the fighting. He said I’ll want to keep it cleaner than that.”

Darla nodded. “Cleaner sounds right. After everything we’ve done to maintain this place, I’d hate to think what it would mean to do it messier.”

They were both momentarily silent, imagining Elijah and Joah brawling on one of Serviceberry’s main drags.

Clunky sounds floated down from the second-story bedroom at the western end of the house, interrupting their shared reverie. Fourteen-year-old Peter, coming in late from a night out with friends.

“Gonna talk to that boy about the time,” said Thomas. “Get his behind here by dark on school nights.”

“Leave him be,” said Darla. “Go on about Lawyer Man.”

Thomas looked at his bride, with her serious brown eyes that were the windows to a sharp intelligence, comprehension as sure as a knife through butter. “I’ll tell you what I told him,” he said. “I told him you come from people who have their own.”

Darla nodded, granting him this obvious truth. Besides which, she had her teacher’s salary, which wasn’t like what you or I would imagine, anchored to the insulting twenty-first-century standards. She was one of the better-paid people in town, men and women alike.

“So if anything were to happen to me—”

“You wouldn’t need to worry about me,” said Darla, impatient. “I understand that. Go on.” She waved him to his next point.

“But of course there’s the money, too. I’ll make sure that you get most of the money.”

“And I’d use it to eat and help the children, of course. Go on.”

“I’d split up the rest of the money so Lena would get most of it. For now, at least, until we know who she’ll marry.”

Although Lena herself didn’t seem in a particular rush to answer that question. She had spent tonight the way she spent most evenings: holed up in her bedroom, hunched over one of her worn textbooks. She had every intention of following her older brothers to Tennessee State. But they’d need the tuition money for that, too.

“There would be the business assets.” He meant regarding the limited liability company he’d set up to deal with the private classes he still taught out of the shed on the edge of the farm. “Lawyer Man says I’d want to”—he swooped his hand in a gesture of finality, wiping the whole of something away—“liquidate all of that. And I’d split it between Elijah and Joah.”

Darla understood. “Enough to help them out. But they’d still need to make their own way.”

It was exactly what Thomas had meant. Elijah had graduated the previous year with the civil-engineering degree he’d been planning on; Joah was on a general-studies track, having rejected his parents’ advice that, for lack of a better idea, he should try something in the physical sciences.

“Well, I agree,” said Darla.

“And so, of course, all that leaves is, well.” He turned the papers in her direction. The notes were rough, having been scribbled out over the course of Thomas’s meandering conversation with the lawyer. But Darla could see, at the bottom, in her husband’s endearingly steady handwriting:

[image: ]

“All of it, you think,” said Darla. It wasn’t a challenge, or even a question.

“It’s the best way,” said Thomas. “Wouldn’t you say?”

Of course she would. Peter knew every inch of the farm, as if a map had been printed on his brain. Every crop they’d ever tended to a successful harvest, Peter was largely to thank. Plants grew beneath his hand. Peter with his otherworldly smell of rich soil. Darla pressed on: “Does it matter that he’s only fourteen?”

“Lawyer Man says no. Says we just write in that if need be, the courts can choose someone to watch over it until he’s grown. Maybe even you. Might could write that in, too.”

Darla nodded and went back to kneading the backs of her knees. “And you don’t think the others will mind.”

“’Lijah and Poke wouldn’t know what to do with it anyway. Couldn’t say about Lena, though. What you think?”

The child of Darla’s heart. She pictured her daughter poring over those books the other Mount Carmel teachers had borrowed specially for her from the big fancy county library. Lena’s body might still live on the farm, but her mind was sprinting toward college. She was on track to graduate early and had already started drafting her applications. “No,” said Darla. “She won’t mind. She’ll be happy for Peter.”

“Then … that’s settled?” Thomas refolded his paper and searched his wife’s eyes.

She smirked. “You don’t need my permission. I just want to dice the carrots.”

It was an old joke between them, a reference to the day he’d come home and announced he’d bought the farm without consulting her first. He saw that it meant all was well and leaned in to kiss her forehead, which smelled of Jergens and other unguents. “May not need permission,” he said. “But Thomas Lamb knows not to make the same mistake twice.”

Darla let out one of her rare and precious laughs, then sank beneath the quilt. Thomas climbed out of bed and stuck his papers inside the front cover of the journal he’d crafted from spare shoe leather and kept on his desk. Then he climbed back into bed, feeling alive in a way his friend Big no longer was; feeling weightless as he imagined lifting some physical version of the farm from a stoic filing cabinet and placing it in the hands of his deserving youngest son.

There was a muffled thud overhead. Thomas took it as a sign of Peter’s accepting the bequest.
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“So Thomas meant for the land to go to Peter,” said Aubrey. “Peter, who I’ve never heard of. He wrote it down and everything. But then … what? He lost the paper he wrote it on, or something like that?”

Hays laughed. “Losing track of important papers wasn’t the kind of thing Thomas did. Eventually he wrote out the whole plan, exactly the way he said it to Darla, and had it witnessed and all that jazz. But that first draft, he tucked into the Bible by his bed. Did you get a chance to look around? The original nightstand is still there—that’s where he kept it for years.”

Aubrey cast her mind back to the previous night. She and Trey had peeked into the house’s various rustic bedrooms, but she didn’t remember a nightstand. “Well, anyway, then what did happen?”

Hays hesitated for a moment. “Certain things changed over the years and Thomas had to redo his whole plan.”

Something about those words sent a stone sinking into the pit of Aubrey’s stomach. Only weeks earlier, she’d felt sure she had her own future sewn up. When man plans, God laughs was something her father had liked to say, mocking the very notion of certainty.

“But we’ll always know, won’t we?” continued Hays. “That the place was intended for Peter.”

They’d come to a barn-size shed enclosed on three sides, circled by trees noticeably shorter than the others they’d passed. The side closest to them was the open one; Aubrey had the thought that the structure was a grinning face, the surrounding trees its hairdo. Inside stood furniture draped with what looked like weather-resistant vinyl, a few scattered bales of hay. “What’s this?”

Hays stepped into the shed and lifted the corner of a drop cloth to show her the ends of a wooden table and bench. “Every so often we’ll use these for picnics and stuff. But a long time ago”—he dropped the vinyl and waved to indicate the entirety of the structure—“this is where Thomas taught his classes. I always feel this, I don’t know, this gravity in here. I’ve seen some of the cobblers’ sewing machines they used to use; they moved them over to the Lanyer County Historical Society for display. They’re these big, heavy, intimidating things. But also very delicate and precise, with these sharp little needles. And over here”—pointing to one of the side walls—“there was this wall covered with pegs to hold strips of leather when they weren’t using them, and these”—a vertical series of installed shelves, one of which he swept a hand across; dust billowed, then drifted and settled—“they’d line up the finished shoes. We did a big cleanout of this place when I was a kid, and over here we found this old, old shoe that had fallen and gotten stuck behind a machine. A woman’s shoe. Covered with dust, and torn, and still just stunning, truly. This beautiful, rich cherry brown. My grandfather said it had to have been there since his dad’s era, meaning Thomas would have owed a shoe to some Lanyer County lady, and, God, but I obsessed over that thing all summer. Couldn’t stop thinking what it meant to be able to touch something that had walked all over the young Lanyer County and maybe even the town of Serviceberry before it integrated. We’d drive around town and I’d look at all the people and wonder whose grandmother never got her shoe back.”

Aubrey listened, trying but failing to latch onto whatever had Hays so fascinated by this topic. She wasn’t sure she felt the gravity of which he spoke. Mostly, she felt hungover and oppressed by the encroaching heat. Even in the still shade of the shed, she could feel the creep toward yesterday’s midday temperatures. She worried she was developing a case of swamp crotch that couldn’t be ignored much longer. She hadn’t eaten. And the dust Hays had called up with the palm of his hand had quickly found its way into her sinuses.

“Anyway.” Hays took a backward step out of the shed and stared up at it, hands in his pockets. “Until next time. Keep going? We’re almost to the edge.”

Once they were out of the shed, the walk turned briefly hilly. Hays took the incline sideways, for traction. Aubrey followed on wobbling legs.

“Okay, and now here’s this.”

Just after they crested the hill, they were met with the sudden appearance of a long fence made of metal pipes. The grass that covered the entirety of the Lambs’ acreage ended abruptly where it began; on the other side, dirt-covered flatness from which all vegetation had been erased. Peering between the pipes, Aubrey could make out, at a distance of several yards, what looked like an off-season county fair: cartoonish red barns, haystacks, a handful of beached John Deere tractors outfitted with child-size saddles.

“Lanyer’s Orchard,” said Hays, gripping a pipe in the fence. “Almost three hundred acres of family-friendly fun.” His smile was wide and sarcastic.

“Did it close down?”

“This isn’t the busy season. Too hot. But in four months, it’ll be a circus.”

Aubrey rested her head heavily on the fence and squinted. She could see, just barely, hand-painted signs directing visitors to the apple and peach orchards. She and Boyd had visited a place like this exactly once, during their first autumn as a couple. They’d gone with a tentative but promising new group of friends, then peeled off to sample ciders in the tasting room. When eventually they’d rejoined the group, wandering through the overpicked rows that were nearly empty of Gala apples, they’d agreed it was an annoying racket that drew the worst sorts of patrons. Asshole children starting rotten-apple fights between the rows; exhibitionistic young couples performing romance at its lowest hanging. It had only taken them five minutes to get bored and leave.

(And even so, she’d found herself uploading the photos to social media before she had fastened her seat belt in the passenger seat of Boyd’s car, so brilliantly Instagram-worthy were they. He in his flannel shirt and she in her sweet A-line apple-picking dress, a ModCloth find that covered more of her legs than anything else in her closet. Because of course she hoped the photos would mark the start of an album that would fill with annual iterations of the same. She hoped they’d bring their children back someday, though she also imagined the two of them weathering future trips more patiently and successfully than the harried parents they’d seen that day, cursing each other as they chased small tearaways among the haystacks.)

“Okay,” she said. “I get it. If we sold to them, they would expand. More apples, more money.”

“Well, sure. But it’s not so much about the apples specifically, if you know what I mean. You saw the map those attorneys showed us yesterday.”

She thought of the map, and of Trey’s nimble hand tracing out the relevant boundaries with the tip of a Sharpie.

“This whole area is synonymous with the Lanyer family. It’s named after them, hell. When our great-grandparents lived here, the Lanyers were just one set of neighbors to them. You could start here and walk for miles in that direction”—he pointed southward, away from Lanyer’s Orchard—“and pass through ten family farms, half of them Black owned. Most of those bought from the Lanyers themselves. And then fast-forward fifty years, and it’s like they snapped out of a spell and remembered, Wait, didn’t we used to own all of this? Started buying things back. Caught people in different states of economic vulnerability—”

“Broke,” Aubrey affirmed.

“—and bought back their little empire for a song. Farmed enough to make some real money, then sent their smartest sons out of Tennessee to run casinos. And now they’re all richer than God. Forget apple orchards. Give them more land to play with and they might do anything with it. Build a mixed-use office park, maybe. Or commission another Mount Rushmore and put Trevor and Tolliver Lanyer right there in the middle of it.”

“I guess that would be a little worse than an Olive Garden,” said Aubrey.

“Want to know something else?” Hays leaned in close, aligning their sight lines, and pointed to a decorative windmill on the Lanyer property. “That right there? Our land used to reach just past that windmill. This big, ugly fence wasn’t here. What we owned went past the shed, far enough that you could stand on this hill and run all the way down to the bottom in any direction.”

“So what happened?”

Hays exhaled. “Don’t ask Samson. Get him started on that and he’ll never stop.”



They walked back a different way than they’d come, following the westward curve of another fence—this one a simple wooden split rail with gargantuan trees all along the other side. Tacked to the fence was a sign—


DANGER NO SWIMMING



—on which Hays drummed his fingertips as they passed. “Pool?” guessed Aubrey.

“Pond,” corrected Hays.

He was silent for a moment, his gait slowing. Then, without warning, he swung a leg over the top rail and dropped lithely onto the other side, reaching a hand back to help Aubrey do the same. Even with his firm grip around her forearm, she landed poorly on a tree root the size of a human leg, barely managing not to roll an ankle. “God damn it,” she swore, tears forming, her eyes stinging from sweat.

Hays stopped and steadied her. “Hey. Are we moving too fast?” He pointed to the trees, to whatever lay beyond. “Something I want you to see just over there. Literally just a few more feet.”

She nodded miserably, trying to look game.

He stepped out slightly in front, between two of the trees, and pushed aside a branch, which thwacked her in the face. “God!” he said. “Sorry.”

“Ow. Fuck.” She squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed at her cheek.

“Terrible cousin, sorry-sorry-sorry.” But still he was pulling her by the arm, forceful but careful. “Is your eye okay? Can you look now?”

She blinked carefully a few times, letting her eyes refocus, then drew in a deep breath. “Oh, wow.”

A pond the size of several Olympic swimming pools, the water gleaming sharply in the near-noon sun. Trees, including her recent attacker, all around. Mild erosion had created a cliff around the perimeter, elevated from the water by about two feet, on which they now stood.

“This is part of it?” she said. “This place, I mean? Our place?”

Hays stood a couple of yards ahead of her, gazing at it. “It is. Beautiful, right?”

I know, because we know, what he wanted her to say: that it was exquisite beyond her wildest dreams, an oasis in this sultry plot of red soil. That the water glistened like the face of a topaz. Could you blame him? Hays himself engaged Lanyer County Pond Maintenance four times a year to clear debris and skim whatever peridot-colored fuzz had accumulated, or came by and drew out the scum himself with a net he’d bought at REI. He wanted it to charm and enchant her as it had him on his first visit.

And I know, too, what he wanted her to see, and how expectantly he watched her face to determine that in fact she did not.

But bless the child’s heart. Her stubborn determination. Hungry and dehydrated and operating on only a few hours of mosquito-bitten sleep, she had nonetheless made it this far at her cousin’s side. That was Darla in her.

Focused on the pond, Hays didn’t notice Aubrey start swaying on her twisted ankle, shifting her weight to avoid fucking it up any further. Didn’t see her red-brown face, caked with dirt and yesterday’s makeup, paling rapidly to make way for a sudden creep of green. Only when she’d planted both palms on her knees and started noisily dry heaving did he turn and look her way. He sighed and waited until she’d gotten herself together, both of them grateful that nothing had come up.

“All right,” he said. “Message received. Let’s get you back to the hotel.”
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He left Aubrey in front of the DoubleTree with the gentle suggestion that she shower and rest before he returned around two to pick up her and Darlissa. “We’ll go for barbecue and finalize our response to Hightower,” he said as she tumbled out of the car. “See you then.”

She took his suggestions, but in reverse order. Finding the hotel room empty, Aubrey sank onto her bed and slept the sleep of the dead. She awoke two hours later to the sound of Darlissa’s reentry, opening her eyes to find the older woman standing in the threshold, taking in the sight of her.

“Hello, stranger,” said Darlissa, lips pursed. She held a bouquet of decadent purple blossoms wrapped in plastic and white ribbon. She stepped inside and laid the flowers on the table, beside the room phone.

“Hi,” said Aubrey, pulling herself from the bed before Darlissa could pass judgment. “I was just headed for the shower, if that’s okay.”

Lethargic as she was, she scrubbed well, taking special care with the parts of herself Trey had touched most the night before. She brushed her teeth and tongue, refreshed her hair with the shitty hotel conditioner. She hadn’t brought a razor but used Darlissa’s, then rinsed it thoroughly until it was clean of every sun-bleached fine hair. Her bladder tingled; she released a stream of pee that shot urgently into the shower drain. To her relief, the urinary sting was more or less gone, a victory of the antibiotics. One less thing to worry about.

Toweling herself off afterward, she considered the La Mer but pumped a modest dollop of Jergens into her hand instead. She’d taken a lot already, but she could replace it if she had to.

Back in the bedroom, Darlissa watched with a raised eyebrow as Aubrey crossed the carpet, clutching her towel around her, and began the dance of trying to dress without compromising her decency: turning her back to the other woman, hunching slightly as she pulled tattered boy shorts up under the hem of the towel. Next, the dowdy Bermuda shorts Bellamy had talked her into buying at Macy’s the previous summer, insisting they’d be perfect for an upcoming vacation with Boyd’s family. Over her head, a halter bralette, and finally, a silk-screened tank she’d bought at a maternal cousin’s drag show. Rumpled, all of it, but clean. Her skin, after being force-fed vitamin D for hours, still felt warm to the touch.

All this with Darlissa watching. Finally, as Aubrey shoved her head between her knees and began finger-detangling the clumps of hair at her kitchen, Darlissa spoke. “Who takes care of you, child?” she said.

Aubrey’s fingers stilled on the nape of her neck. “Huh?”

“When you’re home. Who looks after you?”

She surfaced, clipping her still-tangled curls up into a pile on top of her head, which she gathered with an elastic. “Who looks after me? I’m thirty-two.”

“Lah-di-dah. I’m twice your age, and I have people who take care of me. My husband. My girlfriends.”

“Well, then,” said Aubrey. “My friends and my sister.” This reminded her about her phone charger, which she now located in the grit at the bottom of her bag and plugged into the wall. She’d let Bellamy sweat long enough, she supposed. She shoved the little trapezoidal connector into the end of her completely dead phone and set it on the desk to begin its slow revival.

“Fine.” Darlissa positioned herself in front of the floor-length mirror and began fiddling with her own hair. “Anyway, what’d you think of the farm? You got to see the rest of it?”

The question irritated Aubrey. Like Hays’s pushy walking tour, it seemed overly expectant, demanding a particular answer. Reverence and enthusiasm. “Nice. Amazing. Huge. Most incredible thing I’ve ever seen.”

Darlissa ignored the sarcasm. “So you see, right? Why everybody thinks it makes sense to keep it in the family?”

“Everybody. Really? What about Samson? I thought I heard him say maybe we should let someone write us a check for it.”

“He always says that, and he never means it.”

Aubrey cast her mind back to the previous night, to the sharp look in Samson’s eyes as he squared off with Hays about the importance of liquidity. She watched Darlissa run manicured fingers through her hair, relaxed to within an inch of its life and bobbed with expensive precision. How did you convince that sort of person that money itself had value? Arguing with her was like arguing with Bellamy: pointless. “Hey,” she said instead. “It’s Thursday. When my phone turns back on, I’ll check to make sure I got paid. I should be able to cover my own room now.”

Darlissa cast a look over her shoulder, her sharp brown eyes crinkled at the corners. “Just desperate to give your money to the DoubleTree, aren’t you,” she cracked, and turned back to the mirror. “Do what you need to do. Keep a little something in your pocket for dinner, though. Did Hays tell you where we’re going?”

“Barbecue, he said?” Aubrey came up and stood next to Darlissa at the mirror.

“A little outdoor place up by the church called L’Agneau. Our cousin owns it, actually. Samson’s sister, Janis. She does well.”

“But no family freebies?”

Darlissa laughed. “Not from Janis. Salt of the earth, but she’s been grumpy for twenty years because her brother got the land and she didn’t. You see?”

“See what?”

The older woman reached over and smoothed the flyaways around Aubrey’s hasty topknot. “See how, to some people, the land’s worth more than a big check? Maybe even worth more than the best brisket sandwich you ever tasted in your life.”
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How often did I think about death, before my own? Well, you know. No more often than the average person my age; which is to say, almost never. Of the so-called 27 Club, the only members on my radar were Amy and Jean-Michel, so I didn’t even think of the club as I joined its ranks. When I lost my grandmother, I was sad but not marked or debilitated by it; she’d been in her seventies. I had grade-school classmates who’d lost parents, early, to various -omas, and those losses were far more disruptive. I know now to count myself lucky for how infrequently I considered all the ways a life could end.

But spend your days among a bunch of busybody gossips with less than enough to occupy their time, and you’d better believe the death register becomes a favorite topic of conversation. Who went when and how. And when it comes to the land and the hands it passes through—capital O Obsessed. So I’ve come to see it differently myself. A life in progress is a growing tree, or a fern on the windowsill. But a life of the past is like a polished stone, with a fixed weight and color, an implied inception and knowable physical bounds. After it’s over, it doesn’t lose any of its old qualities, doesn’t get any less dense or light, beautiful or stripey or craggy pocked; but it doesn’t get any bigger, either. The size of it, and where it ends, is part of the story of what it is.



From time to time through the years, Aubrey’s father, Micah, would be called out to Lanyer County for last rites or a funeral, and he always traveled alone. He figured his daughters, who had lost their mother at tender ages, deserved to be spared the sad and often messy experience of winding down the business of a life. Especially for some great-such-and-such they’d never met anyway.

I never got to be a parent, and I’m not passing judgment on Micah’s way of doing things. Just pointing out that the end result was that not only did Aubrey never get to say any sort of goodbye to the folks being clipped from her family tree, neither did she get to say hello to any of the living branches.

And so as Hays’s Jeep sailed back down Rue Street toward the barbecue restaurant and again passed Mount Carmel, its yard crammed with rows of aged headstones, she thought only of her father, full stop. Because of course she knew that Micah was buried there, in the church cemetery. She didn’t connect that thought, or the scenery that had spurred it, with anyone else. Didn’t think of the shared great-grandparents Hays had spent all evening and all morning telling her about; or of their four children, half of whose names she’d already forgotten; or of the other onetime residents of Serviceberry itself, which had unfolded alongside Rue Street in either direction.

What did she think about instead? Barbecue. Her frustration with her phone, which grabbed feebly at signals from the back seat of the Jeep but wouldn’t clutch onto one reliably enough to let her log into the Bank of America app. Her own rumbling stomach. Her hangover, still at its full power even at two p.m., partly because she was so hungry.



She wasn’t thinking about them, but maybe you are. Wondering who went when and how. Because for a farm to pass from the hands of one man who cradled it damn near like a Fabergé egg into the hands of four people living disparate lives in different cities, including one who couldn’t even remember to pee after sex, there must have been deaths.

I’ll tell you. I’ve got nothing but time. Time and a collective record of all the deaths. Most especially the ones that brought us to this moment.



When Thomas wrote Peter into his will as the intended recipient of the farm, understanding that there might be hard feelings among his other three children, he made the sage choice to keep the bequest private. His friend Big’s early death notwithstanding, Thomas had every intention of living another twenty years or more, until long after his children had built their own lives, on top of which an inherited farm would only be icing.

In the meantime, Thomas fixed shoes at the shoe repair and continued teaching his classes out of the shed. Watching his children continue to grow, all four of them slim with understated musculature but plenty of secret strength, the three boys taller than average. Attracting attention from a respectable slice of the Serviceberry youth contingent. Thomas and Darla had a good time speculating over which of her students, or their siblings, might find their way into the Lamb family gene pool when it was time. Once Elijah got tired of sowing his oats and settled; or when Lena graduated and came home from Spelman College, where she’d landed with a surprise scholarship. Now that the children were older, and doing things to make their parents proud, the future consumed their thoughts every bit as much as the present.

It was that way for a while. And then—and you can always set your watch to this—shit fell apart.
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No one was surprised when after his three years of college Elijah found his way back to the part of the county formerly called Serviceberry, now known as Lanyer County’s Historic District. After all, unlike his brother Joah—born only twenty-two months later, but that was enough—Elijah still had memories of Serviceberry from before his family’s move to the farm. Warm memories of living surrounded by cousins and friends, playing with the neighbor children until dusk.

He got a job with the public works department, smiled at women who looked like younger versions of the neighborhood aunties he dimly remembered. Married Naomi Jacob—eldest daughter of his parents’ old neighbors—in a March wedding that started with a ceremony at Mount Carmel and ended with a block party that the whole town would talk about for years afterward. Bessie Smith vinyls and Thomas’s handmade peach wine.

Even poor Judine Johnston, who in her beleaguered widowhood rarely pulled herself together to attend public functions, drank from the cup someone offered her and danced a little, some of her children along with her. Offered her congratulations to sweet Naomi Lamb along with everyone else. Though the story goes that as soon as the bride passed them by, Judine elbowed her own nineteen-year-old daughter, a gawkish girl named Lavinia, and stage-whispered something nasty that half a dozen people overheard. Homely thick child don’t deserve him or something. Both Judine and Lavinia staring with naked envy after Naomi, who’d brought home the eldest Lamb son. The handsome one. Who surely had at least a piece of a giant farm coming his way.



The photos of that day corroborate everyone’s anecdotes. In every single one, Elijah is handsome as hell, straight-backed and smiling beside his bride with her strong, work-ready figure. His hair is freshly cut (and here accounts differ, with some insisting he did it himself, others sure they heard about a tender father-son moment from the morning of the wedding, Thomas squeezing in a few last words of advice as he shaped the fleece at Elijah’s nape and temples). Elijah gives the camera a strong, uncomplicated grin. He loves Naomi, and more than that, he loves their future together. He’s never been so sure in his life.

Someone thoughtfully wrangled the groom’s siblings for a group shot, yanking them from their respective pockets of the festivities.

In that particular picture, Peter looks characteristically exuberant, enjoying the party, his freeing invisibility on someone else’s day. He’s been drinking the dregs of everyone’s wine, a favorite party trick and one for which he’ll never be caught.

Behind him, with her hair braided neatly and her eyes cast just off camera, stands Lena. She’s grown up to be pretty like her mother, all grace and learned manners. If you didn’t know otherwise, you’d think her faraway look has to do with missing school, her brain in her books or her heart with her friends in Atlanta.

And at the corner of the frame sulks Joah, head lolling to one side, beads of sweat along his hairline. Whatever the truth of the story about Elijah’s haircut, Joah certainly hasn’t had one.



I don’t know why you don’t just take my word for it, said Peter. I was right there, down the hall while we were all getting ready. ’Lijah cut his own hair, just like always. I watched him cut his own hair four hundred times in that house.

Maybe those other times, argued Zena. But not this one. You were right down the hall, but I was there looking. Thomas took Elijah out to the back porch to watch the rising sun and cut his hair outside. Told him all about—

I already know this story, I said with some impatience, sensing they were about to rehash it all for the benefit of the relative newcomer. He supposedly took aside a good-looking twenty-two-year-old man to tell him about the birds and the bees five hours before he got married. I know the story.

You still act like you don’t believe it, though, said Zena.

Fern had to laugh. Ha, she said. Sure seems like Elijah already knew plenty about that.

I think that’s beside the point, I said. Nobody thinks he had the ears of a virgin on his wedding day. When Zena says Thomas cut his hair and told him about the facts of life, it’s not like she means he told him where to put his dick and how.

Isn’t that the sort of thing fathers do? said Fern with a smirk. I wouldn’t know.

Don’t matter either way! said Peter. Because that haircut didn’t happen. I saw, with my own eyes, the clippers in his hands.

It’s not so, said Zena, shaking her head. It’s just not so. Elijah’s wedding day is when they talked about the land and what a man does to hold on to what’s his.

What I find suspect about that, I said, is the timing. Because at that point—the day Elijah got married—Peter, you were still alive. And Thomas was planning to leave the farm to you. Why would you pick the morning of your son’s wedding to have this grand discussion about the meaning of the land that wasn’t going to be his anyway?

The silence stretched out for a while. And then, finally, Fern broke it.

You’re right, she said. Makes no sense. Granddaddy’d have been better off telling him where to put his dick and how.

Lord! wailed Zena, faux scandalized again. My Lord, my Lord.
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Elijah’s bride, Naomi, was sweet as a summer strawberry, friendly and hardworking, but couldn’t cook worth a damn. That bothered Darla until she realized it offered a perfect reason to have the young couple over for dinner every Sunday after church.

Here they were one such Sunday in May, Darla and Naomi standing side by side in the kitchen of the house, putting the finishing touches on a pot roast. “I don’t do any more onions than this,” Darla said to her daughter-in-law, and showed her a handful of the pale green half-moons collected as usual from the northern edge of the property. “Do too many more and they take over the flavor.”

“Oh, I don’t know what I was thinking,” said Naomi, flustered. She dipped a spoon into the roasting tin and fished out a clump of wilted onions. As their fragrance filled the air, an unhealthy color passed over her face.

Darla smiled inwardly. She’d wait to be told about the little Lamb in Naomi’s belly, but she’d guessed immediately. With Lena gone, safely installed back at Spelman for her third year, she found herself surprisingly glad for the occasional presence of another woman. And it would be nice to have a baby around, particularly one she could hand off when something else needed her attention.

“You think they’ll be able to fix it?” asked Naomi, who’d lifted her gaze to the window over the kitchen sink. In the garden adjacent to the porch, Thomas stood with his sons, examining tomato plants for fungal damage. They made a funny tableau: the rangy middle-aged man holding himself in a posture of obvious restraint, pretending that he hadn’t diagnosed the problem right away; his look-alike firstborn frowning at the stems, clearly without a fucking clue; the teen boy in his own world, lying flat on the soil, hand-pruning wayward tendrils and rolling the fruits between his long fingers to look for black spots; and then Joah, standing off to one side sucking his teeth, sullen, superfluous.

“They’ll fix it,” said Darla. “And even if they don’t, no one in this house likes tomatoes too much anyway.”



“Needs fungicide,” murmured Thomas again.

“Don’t think so,” said Peter from below.

“No other way to treat it.”

“If I may say so,” said Elijah, “we been trying to reduce the use of chemical fungicides unless absolutely necessary.” The other men suppressed eye rolls; in his eleven months at the Lanyer County Department of Public Works, Elijah had appointed himself spokesperson for the department even on his own time.

“Don’t need it anyway,” said Peter. “Because look at this.” He held up a shoot and plucked off two half-blackened underripe tomatoes. “These weren’t touching the others. Everything else’ll be fine.”

“Just to be safe,” said Thomas, “I do think we ought to spray everything.”

Joah cleared his throat, loath to jump in but tired from the heat and tempted by the savory smell wafting its way from the open kitchen window. For once, he seemed to see his older brother’s point. “It need to be chemical fungicide? Is there any other kind of thing you could—”

Thomas slapped a knee. “I wrote something down about homemade fungicides at the last association meeting. Left it in the black journal on my desk. One of you boys go and find it?”

Peter said he would, but Joah beat him to it and was halfway up the porch stairs, headed into the marginally cooler house, before his younger brother was able to get to his feet.

“Y’all all right?” asked Darla, grazing Joah’s shoulder with her fingertips as he passed through the kitchen.

“We’re all right,” he confirmed. “Dinner almost ready?”

He didn’t wait for an answer but charged ahead into the hallway that led away from the kitchen, toward the back of the house. Past the stairwell that led to Peter’s private nook; past Lena’s room, kept perfectly tidy in her absence; past his own bedroom, where he still laid his head at night at twenty years old. A jobless, womanless, still-under-his-parents’-roof twenty.

And why was it that way? It’s hard to say exactly. Jim Crow still hung his horrid shadow over the nation, but Joah had spent his whole life near a predominantly Black center of relative abundance, a place where every doctor and lawyer had somewhere between high-yellow and sable skin, hair that kinked, slave lineage less than a century old. He’d done very well at the Negro high school and almost as well at Tennessee State—but perhaps not as well as Elijah at either school. And he’d never been able to get beyond a recurring odd-job arrangement with any of the downtown business owners. To say nothing of the young women he’d grown up with, who all seemed allergic to him.

Depending on who you ask, the answer might have been nothing more serious than a fundamental lack of suavity. Or a form of neurodivergence that wasn’t talked about even in my time and certainly not that one, let alone supported. But there are those who think Joah’s whole problem was that he never did figure out that a world existed outside the one his older brother had set his sights on ruling by then. That even in his own mind he was still just the nuisance remembered for kicking over Elijah’s anthills.

Take the girls situation. Poke wasn’t bad-looking. I certainly had friends who dated worse and were grateful to. But just like a wine lover won’t drink a twelve-dollar table red if there’s a perfectly aged cabernet sauvignon next to it, any young Lanyer County lady who wanted a Lamb brother would have tried for the eldest one first. Or let the eldest try for her. More than once Joah had approached a comely neighbor only to find he was too late. And besides, women his age or even younger weren’t leaving their daddies’ houses for a man who, see above, didn’t know where his next paycheck was coming from or if it was coming at all.

The two problems—womanlessness and joblessness—most likely derived from the same source, and the one fed the other, and both fed Joah’s profound grouchiness, and anyone who ever had a conversation with him in those days was left wanting to ask whether he’d ever thought about, oh, moving two hundred miles northwest to Nashville or thereabouts. Somewhere the long shadows of his father and older brother didn’t reach. But the man had lived his entire life with his whole family around him, which comforted as much as it chafed; and besides, were he to ask his parents for moving-away money, he’d have to first explain to Thomas why he’d rather leave than just follow his father into shoe repair. Who felt like doing that?

He’d reached his parents’ bedroom. Scanned until he located the stack of his father’s notebooks and journals on top of the desk beneath the window. Approached and started riffling through the pages in search of a note about fungicides.



“You find my notes?” said Thomas.

Joah wordlessly thrust a folded sheet of paper at his father. He grunted something at Elijah, a sudden resurrection of that half-verbal brotherspeak they’d once been famous for, then turned and clomped off toward the woods. Elijah stood and followed.

Peter stared after his brothers, confused but not especially interested, used as he was to being left out. “Anyway,” he said to his father, and shrugged. “Told you what I think.”

Thomas unfolded the paper Joah had handed him and squinted. “Eyes ain’t what they used to be,” he said, “but I believe that says baking soda, Wesson, and soap.” He refolded the paper and knelt beside his youngest. “I’ll ask your mama to mix it up. Don’t want to lose these damned tomatoes. Between you and me, though,” he said in a lower voice, laying a hand on Peter’s ropy shoulder, “I think you’re right. Cutting the nasty ones out would probably be just fine.”



Whatever did happen with that? said Fern. The tomatoes. Did they survive?

Come on, Fern, I said. No one cares what happened to the tomatoes.

I like tomatoes, said Fern. I care.

You’re the only one, I said, though actually I’d wondered the same. Stuck here for long enough, you start to let some of the shit seep in. I checked myself and said, Unless, Peter, you just happen to remember.

I do, said Peter. He let me cut out the bad tomatoes, and I took my knife and carved out some of the bad tendrils, too. I went in real precise, like a jigsaw puzzle. And I do believe the rest of the plants would have been fine. So I was right, is your answer. But then he had Mama make a batch of that stuff with the Wesson, and they mixed it wrong plus poured too much of it, so every last one of those tomato plants got smothered and died and so did the snap peas, the fingerlings, and damn near half the spinach.

That made me sad, which doesn’t make any sense, because all those plants died more than thirty years before I was even born. That’s one of the strangest things about being here. Wow, I said. That’s really a shame.

Isn’t it? said Peter, and he laughed that laugh that no one on earth got to hear enough of. But you know what, I told them what to do and they didn’t listen. No one ever listens to the baby of the family.



The two brothers sat by the pond, the older staring at the younger and the younger staring at the water. In late spring, the water was always still except for the scourge of crazed mosquitoes. Every so often they’d flick them off each other as they had (or deliberately hadn’t) in childhood.

“I don’t think it’s right you looked at it,” said Elijah after what had been a long silence. “Once you realized what it was.”

“Well, I don’t think it’s right he means to leave this whole place to Sugar Boy.”

Elijah winced. “Don’t call him that. And it might not be so. You might have read wrong.”

Joah’s eyes flashed. “Now I can’t read, huh? You are one haughty Negro, if I may say so.” This in his best impression of a transatlantic accent, like in the movies.

“It was just written in a notebook, is what I mean. That don’t mean it’s the Word of God. Could’ve just been one idea.”

Elijah with his eternal benefit of the doubt, his daddy worship that hadn’t dimmed since boyhood. Elijah, who would insist until his last breath that their father had stood at six foot three, even when most other accounts put him at a respectable but more reasonable six-one.

They stared at each other. “I’m saying,” said Elijah finally, holding his brother’s gaze, “maybe that’s what Daddy thinks right now, because of the way Peter is with the plants and all that. Might just be a matter of showing him Peter’s not the only one who gives a damn. Wills can change. And that wasn’t even the official one.”

Joah looked away. “Haughty Negro or just a stupid nigger, maybe. I really don’t know.”

“Fine,” said Elijah. “Pout about it, then. Just like you always do.” And then, as an afterthought, he gave Joah a quick once-over—ratty pants and an old undershirt: gardening clothes—and then a quick shove, sending him face-first into the pond. Fwoosh. The hum of bugsong abated momentarily.

Joah reappeared a second later, pogoing up past the surface, and took a dramatic gulp of air before grabbing for his brother with both arms.

“Wait—” sputtered Elijah, his brain lodging an incoherent objection (Naomi, suffering from the early maladies of pregnancy, wouldn’t want to deal with a wet husband), but oh well. In he went, swinging scrappily in Joah’s direction. And then without a word of discussion, the one shoved his foot into the other’s thigh, finding leverage to launch himself forward; and suddenly it was a race, both brothers speed freestyling like Olympians toward the other side of the pond for no good reason whatsoever.



Who won? I asked.

But nobody knew. It was too close to call.



Joah said he was going to set awhile and air-dry.

Elijah dragged himself, wet, back to the house. As he walked, he cast a look over his shoulder and watched as Joah peeled off his undershirt and gave himself a full-bodied shake, just like a dog, then sauntered off toward the hill beyond the pond, heading toward the northern edge of the property.

He would reappear at the house almost two hours later, having missed dinner altogether. Two-thirds of a Chesterfield hung from his lip. As for why Poke had stalked off in the first place, Elijah said nothing to the family, including Naomi, whom he didn’t want to agitate in her fragile state.

(And fortunately, she didn’t guess anything was up; she didn’t know Elijah all that well yet and so wouldn’t have noticed how that evening he laughed extra hard at his father’s jokes and made sure to lavish extra praise on his mother’s chicken and dumplings, conspicuously helping himself to seconds and thirds while Darla was looking.)



A few days later, Joah had found his first real job. When he told his family about it over dinner, Thomas lowered his fork.

“George Lanyer?” he said, giving Joah a hard look.

“I start Monday.”

The job was to play middleman between George Lanyer and his large force of Negro farmhands. During the Depression, George had downsized massively; the Lambs had occasionally peered over the fence at the farm to the north and seen him, a wiry sunburned man with long hair like dandelion fuzz, down on his own personal hands and knees, picking weevils from his cotton and straightening out his own tobacco leaves. In recent years, though, he’d hired his way back to an impressive staff, pulling in workers from the less prosperous edges of the county sprawl.

“So you’ll be sitting up there on one of his horses,” said Darla slowly, “telling Black folk what to do. Telling on them if they don’t do it.”

Peter, ever sensitive to his mother’s moods, reluctantly pulled his attention from his corn pudding. Darla’s face was twisted in disapproval. The scene confused Peter, because Joah’s joblessness had long been a source of distress to their parents. On many nights, sneaking back inside, Peter had caught dribbles of their conversations through the bedroom window, which they often left open in summer. They’d worry over it while Thomas shined his shoes, while Darla greased her hair, while both of them climbed into bed; and then again in the morning, while Thomas stretched his limbs and Darla stood at the bathroom mirror and woke up her face. Worried and worried over it. How if Joah couldn’t get himself together, they’d have to do something, maybe even push him to enlist. So why wasn’t a local job good news?

“I’ll do what I need to do to get paid,” said Joah. “I’ll save up and get myself a car and a place downtown. You won’t have to feed a grown man his breakfast and his dinner anymore.”

“Well, don’t worry about that, son,” said Thomas. “Plenty of meals here to go around.”

“We don’t mind that and we never will,” added Darla, reaching for his hand, but Joah rose to bus his plate.

“I worked for one of them Lanyers for years, Poke,” said Thomas. “I just think you ought to be sure about it before you do it.”

Joah dropped his uneaten corn pudding into the garbage pail and set his plate on the counter for his mother to wash. “Lanyer says if I work for him for a year, at the wage he said”—and here he named the figure, which filled Peter with molten envy—“he’ll call up one of his relatives and get me something better in an office, like what ’Lijah’s got. It’s a back door, but it’s a door.” He scowled. “Anyway, don’t you always say that shoe man treated you well? You said he was fair.”

Peter watched his father push food around his plate, considering his answer. He understood now what he didn’t at fourteen: that behind Thomas’s impassive eyes played a decades-long film strip, a montage of his every interaction with Paul Delano from adolescence through middle age. The boss’s calculating, mercurial authoritativeness. The way he’d mete out raises and bonuses just so, keeping his staff happy but, with the singular exception of Thomas, unable to save up enough to do anything else. The way he’d call one of his workers an asset to the business one day, a mule-stupid nigger the next. And the way this very place they called home had made its way into their hands only because Paul had helped a relative unload it quickly, back when it only yielded corn as hard as buckshot.

But on the other hand, here was this second son of his. Once a child just as beautiful and brimming as the other three, now grown into a man like a hunk of cheese moldering in the back of the icebox. It was, frankly, an inevitability Thomas had neglected to anticipate twenty years earlier: that the move to the farm would make it more difficult for these young Lambs to form the connections and community they would need in adulthood. And that at least one of them might fail to rise to the challenge.

That past Sunday, the pastor at Mount Carmel had read from Genesis. Leave and cleave. Thomas had gripped Darla’s hand, subtly guiding her attention to the sight of straight-backed Elijah in a middle pew with his bride beside him. Their son looked proud and sated; Naomi, supple and treasured. And soon there would be a child, a new generation.

There in the church, a little current had passed between Thomas and Darla, a shared unspoken exhalation of relief. Two callused palms warming against each other.

Joah, oversleeping, had missed the service that day.

It was Peter himself who now broke the long silence. “Hey, Poke. You could always just enlist.”

His brother threw back his head and laughed. A bitter, fake laugh that shot icy fingers up Peter’s torso.

“Y’all shush,” said Darla. “No one is enlisting.” It was the last thing anyone wanted, frankly, with their painful memories of Darla’s brothers—the dead one and the dead-inside one—after the war. And Joah was no good in moments of crisis or physical exertion anyway.

“When you say you start?” said Thomas.

“Monday,” said Joah, and sauntered out of the kitchen.
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When Lena got home from Spelman for the summer, she found everything was different. Thomas had retired from Lanyer County Shoe Repair to focus on private classes; Darla’s semester had wrapped up weeks earlier so that she, like her students, could spend the season focused on uninterrupted farmwork and housework. And then there were Lena’s older brothers: Elijah off heading up his own little household; Joah off working at the Lanyer farm, turning up only in the evenings as daylight leaked away, a dark silhouette traveling south against the pink-streaked sky.

Only Peter was exactly where Lena had left him. In the middle of her first morning back in Tennessee, he appeared in the kitchen to find her cleaning the breakfast dishes her parents had left behind. “Wait!” he said, launching himself across the room to catch a few nearly microscopic bits of bacon and biscuits falling from the plates she was tipping into the trash.

Lena yanked the plates back and rolled her eyes. “I’ll fix you some fresh,” she said, and rinsed out the mixing bowl to start another batch of dough.

He beamed, a ham as usual but sincerely grateful, and stationed his skinny pajama-clad body at the butcher block to wait for his meal. “Then, after this, you wanna go work on the farm with me?” He described the projects he had in mind: refreshing the hydrangeas, putting in some phlox and bee balm and daylilies. As he talked, Lena could see the vision blooming behind his eyes and knew he must be imagining his flowers in perfectly vivid color, but her own mind swam and wouldn’t attach to it. Back at Spelman, she was studying mathematics, which she found profoundly comforting in its predictability. Never did blossoms erupt unexpectedly from the neat handwritten line of an algebra equation on the chalkboard. Her most recent semester had quietly extinguished whatever enthusiasm she had left for the hardscrabble, dirt-under-the-fingernails life of a farm girl.

More important, she had her own plans for the day. “Can’t,” she said, cutting butter into the dough. “Another time, though. Now run out to the chickens and see if you don’t find a couple more eggs.”

Half an hour later, Peter was eating alone in the kitchen and Lena had closed herself back in her own narrow bedroom.

She opened up her middle dresser drawer and pushed aside a stack of underclothes. Brassieres and the slips her mother had bought her at Randall’s, the Negro clothing store, for which her college roommates, a pair of identical twins from Richmond, affectionately called her country. She loved those twins, who left her alone plenty, absorbed in their own sisterly universe, but were generous with invitations to play bid whist or traipse over to Morehouse for a coed function. One of the twins was a fellow math major, not naturally gifted but a hard worker, and they often studied together. The other had opted for general studies and planned to secure a husband by graduation.

Underneath the wispy pile of cotton, Lena found the sheet of paper she was looking for, pulled it out, and unfolded it across the quilt over her bed.

It was an interesting thing about sisters. How they could seem so phenotypically similar yet be so different. The sheet of paper bore her aunt Carrie’s handwriting. Lena happened to know that Carrie and Darla, sisters born just over a year apart, had been trained in adjacent seats in the schoolroom at the back of Mount Carmel, had learned penmanship from the same teacher. Several of Carrie’s characters were shaped just like Darla’s, as Lena had noticed instantly upon opening the letter. But then here was a wrong word hastily scratched out and replaced with its correct homophone; there was a stray blip of ink at the end of her postscript—mistakes Darla would never make. Carrie must have been rushing to dash off these fifteen lines, probably because she had a community event to get to or a grandchild to visit. Darla always wrote her letters while sitting stock-still at the kitchen table. And Carrie, as best Lena could remember, never sat still.

She opened the wide pocket of her cotton dress and stuffed the paper down as far as it would go. Then she slid her underwear drawer shut and left the room, her childhood bedroom with its warm and slightly stale smell of cedar, pulling the door closed behind her.

In the kitchen, she found her little brother still eating. “Be back soon,” she told him, squeezing his shoulder as she passed through the kitchen and headed toward the porch.

“Where you going?” asked Peter around a mouthful of biscuit.

“To see a friend,” she said, opening the screen door. “Be good while I’m out.”

Anyone else would have asked follow-up questions—What friend? For how long?—but Peter, who trafficked in his own abundant secrets, just turned away and blissfully swallowed his food.

The Tennessee heat was mild compared with what she’d left behind in Atlanta, but it hit her hard just the same. A wave of vertigo rolled through her, and she steadied herself with a hand on the porch railing. She had two miles to walk, normally the easiest thing in the world—but lately. Lately she woke up and her whole body tingled. Or even vibrated. At her final calculus exam, she’d seen lavender and violet splotches.

She walked northeast—as the crow flew, the fastest way to hit Rue Street. Only because she didn’t know how long she had under the sun before the splotches started or her legs gave out. Usually, she avoided the northern edge of the property as assiduously as she avoided the rain after a press and curl. She’d never gotten over the shock of seeing Luke Lanyer up there by the pond as she foraged for onions a few years earlier, acting like he owned the place, and she hoped never to be caught off her guard again in the same way.

Men, as her mother liked to say. Keep them at arm’s length until you know them well. It was good advice Lena had taken, except when she hadn’t.

She passed the peach trees—the very ones they’d been planting when her mother had said those words. The trees had grown quickly and now towered over her, with the season’s last few fruits still hanging. She plucked one, meaning to eat it, then gagged as the saccharine smell hit her nose.

They’d planted them right when Lena became a woman, she suddenly remembered. How she’d struggled with the unfamiliar bulk of the sanitary napkin between her legs, worried it would dislodge and that she’d drip blood onto the soil. Her mother had chuckled at the awkward way she’d moved between the saplings. You’ll have to get used to it, she’d said gently. And then she’d said other things that had seemed so strange then. Men will smell it on you, and they’ll want to get closer. They’ll be sniffing after you like you’re dinner on the stove. Which had struck Lena as frankly disgusting.

Only later had she come to understand that Darla meant it only semi-literally. Take Porter Hansford, the boy who’d sat behind her in the Mount Carmel schoolroom starting in seventh grade. What was the very first thing he’d ever said to her? Nothing about the metallic stink of her menstrual cycle, which was in recess on that particular day; it was I like that soap you be using. She’d smelled golden and oaty from bathing with a hand-milled bar from the market.

Here where the fence touched Rue Street, she could see the part of the farm that edged on Lanyer property. On the other side, workers stood scattered, picking tobacco leaves. Brown faces perspiring under the sun. Those who noticed her tipped their wide-brimmed hats in greeting.

Lena shuddered privately. When the Lanyers started rehiring Negro help, she’d been away in Atlanta, where—in the insular world of her college—the brown faces she’d seen had belonged to her fellow students and their professors. She hadn’t come across a sight like this up close in a while.

Suddenly, here was a laugh that startled her with its familiarity. She paused and peered through the fence, past the tobacco fields, the sweating workers, searching for Poke. She could hear him, his voice as voluptuous as a ripe plum. She could tell by his cadence he was cracking jokes. There was also a second voice, softer and reedier, and as she scanned the property, she finally saw the Lanyers’ dead tractor, its wheels removed, and perched on top a shirtless Luke Lanyer, all ruddy skin and a fringe of yellow hair hanging over his face. He held a cigarette between his fingers and puffed from it every so often.

When finally he stretched an arm out to tap the end of the cigarette, letting the ashes fall onto the ground—only then did she see Joah, leaning on the tractor from behind, angling himself out of the way of the gray dust.

They were talking like friends, which surprised her. She had never seen a member of her family talk to a white person in this way: casual, congenial, no sign of vigilance. This didn’t look anything like the patronizing small talk she’d seen her father make with customers at the shop, or the seasonal chats he and the elder Lanyer held over the fence about things like drainage. In those interactions, her father held his hands behind his back and shrunk himself. He kept his laughter measured, soft, and false.

Joah, on the other hand, seemed to be an equal participant in this volley of chitchat. And whatever it was they were talking about, his tone sounded both invested and knowledgeable, though Lena couldn’t make out what they were saying.

Eventually, she saw Luke Lanyer point a knobby-knuckled finger in her direction and realized she’d rested her head on the fence.

“Lena?” called Joah. “What you doing watching us?”

Luke laughed and murmured something she couldn’t hear. Then louder: “You need something to do, gal? I got plenty of empty baskets right over there. You wanna come fill ’em?”

Joah lowered his eyes.

“Sorry, y’all,” said Lena, shaken. “I’m headed into town.”

“’Bye,” said Joah pointedly.

“Baskets!” hollered Luke. “Plenty of ’em. Just say the word!”



True to form, Aunt Carrie was yet another person who hadn’t stayed put. As Lena had learned on her trip home for Elijah’s wedding, Carrie and her husband had finally sold their local property and moved up north to be near their grandchildren. At the party, flushed from celebration and peach wine, Carrie had pressed her new Chicago address into various relatives’ palms. You need anything, write me, she’d told her niece.

I will, Aunt Carrie, Lena had said back, unable to imagine actually doing it. They’d never been all that close.

And yet. Between final exams, she had found a quiet corner of her dormitory study hall and done just that, written a letter and addressed it to her aunt in Chicago. She’d sealed the envelope unnecessarily tight, then walked it over to the campus mailroom and overpaid for the postage, just in case. She’d felt the eyes of the work-study students in the mailroom on her as she dropped it into the slot for outgoing flats, and the exposed feeling that came over her lingered until the end of finals week.

Only after sending the letter had she thought to worry that she’d started it in the wrong place. Because Aunt Carrie was a buzzing bumblebee of a person, too busy to read the silly preamble about how surprised Lena had been to see Porter Hansford, her former classmate from Mount Carmel, standing with a group of other Morehouse students at the first coed social of the spring semester. How he’d charged up to her and wrapped her in a bear hug that raised the eyebrows of the crowd around him. How he’d held court for a while, telling his friends and hers—the twins from Richmond and a few other girls—about their beloved hometown, its distinct charm. How he’d transferred to Morehouse from Tennessee State for a change of scenery, but missed old Serviceberry every day because of girls like Lena, well-mannered and wise about all sorts of things these college students couldn’t imagine.

It was more attention than Lena had gotten in her three semesters of college thus far, so she’d let it go on for a while and hadn’t corrected his lore. Because in fact she had never lived in Serviceberry proper, having been born on the farm in outer Lanyer County; and the Mount Carmel schoolroom hardly counted, since she’d had her own mother as a teacher and had usually stayed late to help grade papers rather than hanging out with the Serviceberry kids her own age. Why contradict her old acquaintance? He seemed delighted to reconnect.

He’d hugged her again before the end of the evening, this time pressing his body against hers in a wholly different way. Mmm, he’d said. I still like that soap you be using.

Back in the dorm room, the twins had interrogated her with wide eyes: WHAT DID HE SAY?

But there was nothing, really, to report for another few months. Those coed functions were rare and heavily chaperoned, and Lena skipped most of them anyway to study. But then this one—It was my birthday, she wrote in her letter to Aunt Carrie, plaintively—an evening in early April, the Spelman and Morehouse campuses alive with Atlanta heat and magnolia fragrance, she’d let the twins talk her into borrowing a dress, a department-store confection in a shade of pink like clover petals, from another girl on their hall so that they could all go to the Spring Fling. A big, festive outdoor function right on Morehouse’s campus.

In her pink dress, Lena felt good, and she felt adult in a way that was still new. I’ve felt it, too: the electric boost of looking good in a loaner garment, though the things I’d borrow from my own roommate were sluttier and more to the point. Lena told the twins she was going over there and crossed the quad from the side that was mostly women to the side that was mostly men. She’d spotted Porter but steered clear initially, thinking it wouldn’t be so bad to meet someone new. When she ran into a male student she knew from her advanced-math study group, she struck up a conversation.

Someone put a cup of juice into her hand. The colleges were throwing this party in the aboveboard way, with chaperones stationed every few yards, and her first few sips told her the drink was fine: all innocent Valencia orange. She drank and let the little burst of citrus buoy her through a few more coed interactions about calculus, the weather.

And then she found herself standing within inches of Porter and his fresh haircut. If it weren’t the wrong era, you’d have thought he had a tracking device on her.

What was different? Lots of small things. Porter had let a buddy cut his hair, and now he looked church-ready; he reminded Lena viscerally of home, which she was beginning to miss. He wore a button-down shirt in a handsome shade of cornflower blue. And for whatever reason, she’d made sure to scrub extra hard with her bar of the hand-milled soap he liked. She wasn’t sure why she had, because she didn’t really care to have him smelling her. But here he was, doing it again.

You always smell so good, girl, was what he said this time.

She laughed, because it was easier than trying to think up a response. His repertoire, so limited.

You like this party? was the next thing he tried.

She shrugged. It’s all right. She thought again and added, Yes. I guess I do. But I do feel like I should be studying.

He smiled. Clean teeth, only a little crooked. He reminded her in a way of her brother Elijah, that same sort of easy charisma.

It’s all right, she said again, as if to retract the other part.

I can make it better. He reached into his pants pocket and took out a small silver flask. Let me see your cup.

She didn’t stop him as he emptied the contents of his flask into her orange juice.

And indeed, the party did get better after that. She and Porter separated briefly; she found her roommates and they shared an urgent debrief, their cheeks flushed with exuberance. She let them each have a drink of her spiked juice, though as it turned out there was no shortage of full flasks tucked into male students’ pockets. At some point Lena and her friends bumped into Porter again, and he’d managed, somehow, to replenish his own stash. Ladies? And they all ducked behind a tree, where each received a splash, giggling and spilling as they did.

An hour or so of that, Lena feeling that finally she understood why so many of her schoolmates divested from their singular academic focus after the first college semester. This was fun! And then, deep in her chest, this warm and pleasant orange ball, emboldening her to be silly with her roommates, to try buffoonish impersonations of certain professors with other classmates. She had drunk her father’s homemade peach wine before, but never hundreds of miles away from the watchful eyes of the homestead.

And then, suddenly, she found herself looking for Porter Hansford, scanning the crowd for a flash of bright blue.

Eventually, she found him, and then together they found a gap in the crowd, and then, at the far edge of the campus, a tree with a trunk wide enough to shield two bodies radiant with youth and freedom.



She hadn’t written all that to Aunt Carrie, just the high-level beats. The heat and the fragrance and Porter’s cornflower-blue shirt and the spiked juice. She’d gotten it down in a rush, squinting, to make sure she set the scene well enough that she didn’t have to spell out the finale. Carrie—Lena thought of her aunt’s laughing face at the wedding, glowing with wine and mirth—would understand.

But she could have skipped all of that, she’d realized too late, and started with what happened, or didn’t, two weeks later.

Lena was a smart girl. Back home, of course, there had been girls who came to school one day looking like they’d eaten rancid meat and then disappeared the next day, only to turn up months later toting rosy-cheeked infants along the Serviceberry sidewalks. There were the things she’d heard about her own brother, Elijah the Slick, as the girls called him, doing with some of those same girls, before swearing them to secrecy with a wink of a dark-fringed eye. And then of course there was what she’d learned directly from her own mother a decade earlier. She had understood immediately, and panic had settled in like a boisterous uninvited guest.

The irony of it: Not once in her life had she ever hoped to see blood in her underpants. Unlike her friends whose cycles impacted their lives only feebly, Lena was regularly debilitated by the curse. Curled up in her bed back home clutching a hot-water bottle to herself, yelling at her brothers to leave her be; or, here at Spelman, making arithmetical errors in her classwork, her mind distracted by agonizing cramps. Rigorously counting the weeks, only to have her preparation knocked sideways by a period that started three or even five angry days early.

But now, a day late. And then two. And then three.



And then the semester had ended, and here she was back home.

In her reply from Chicago, Aunt Carrie had not wasted words. You will need to hurry. And a few lines about why. How, if it worked at all, earlier meant easier. Go visit my friend Jenny Lang. I will write to her so she’ll be waiting for you.

And then an address in downtown Lanyer County, a street number followed by a unit number, suggesting one of those apartments where Peter’s school friends lived.

Lena had finished the semester strong in spite of it all. Perfect grades in every class except Accounting Basics, where nausea had overtaken her during the final exam; and in that one, a grade just shy of perfect. A 97 percent.

She walked up Rue Street, thinking of that 97 and the much louder 3 percent deficit it implied. Professor Barksdale covering her hand with his own as he passed back her paper. Well done, girl, and yet. Shame warmed her insides. Professor Barksdale and his wife had no children. They held weekend dinner parties for faculty members; he’d tell his students all about them on Monday mornings, had shown them photos from the parties. Lena had noted the repeat backdrop: the professor’s modern little house in downtown Atlanta, all airy alcoves and old volumes flanked by elegant bookends. He wore sharp navy suits to class, walked around in the sort of high-quality wingtips Lena had all her life been able to spot, and smiled a minty-clean smile.

Porter Hansford’s breath hadn’t even been all that nice.

Once she cleared the edge of the Lanyer farm, Rue Street turned forested, a transitional space of about fifty yards that urban Lanyer County hadn’t yet invaded. Lena slowed, partly for the scenery but mostly to contend with the ache in the pit of her abdomen, and leaned against a serviceberry tree. Its toothy, stunningly green little leaves were dotted with clusters of tiny purple fruit. Even as a child, Lena had avoided looking too deeply into the woods they formed, though for what reason she did not know.

When she got downtown, she had no idea which way to go. She’d have to find someone to ask for directions but dreaded doing it. What if the street address or the name Jenny Lang held particular meaning to whichever person she happened to ask? What if that person knew Lena’s parents, or Porter’s?

Porter, whose breath had frankly stunk as he hung over her, lurching shallowly against her, scared of being caught and so covering her mouth with a hand in such need of lotion. This was what girls married young for? Lena had wanted to laugh but known not to. Now she imagined decades of scrubbing his underwear in some Serviceberry tenement, of begging him to switch to a spearmint toothpaste, and the thought left her breathless with despair.

They’d done it once more a few days after the campus party, because she’d heard it might be better the second time.

It wasn’t, but at least now she knew.

Lena could see Mount Carmel AME Church just ahead and to the left. She wondered whether she might find anyone inside on a Tuesday, because all of a sudden she needed a bathroom terribly. Yet another recent inconvenience.

She knew she wouldn’t run into her mother at the church, because Darla was back home staking tomatoes. And so she jogged toward it, past the small cemetery out back, ducking her head as she passed the stones of known relatives. (Her usual habit was to blow a kiss to each, but—not this time.)

Inside the church, there was in fact someone. A deaconess she recognized but didn’t know by name, a woman in her mid-fifties, sweeping the foyer.

“How you,” said the deaconess without looking up from the crimson carpet.

“I’m well, how you,” returned Lena in a mumble, and beelined for the lavatory.

You had to pass through the sanctuary to reach the restroom, which was a single sequestered chamber at the back of the church. The pews and the choir pit and the baptismal enclave, with the slightly stunned-looking painting of white Jesus. Lena charged past them all, quietly registering how much less potency they held outside of Sunday service.

You’re wondering what she thought and felt, with white Jesus staring vacantly past her with his painted blue eyes. Whether she felt judged for her plans, unworthy, in this room where she had sat countless Sundays with her God-fearing family. Whether she felt scalded by shame.

I can tell you, because she told her daughter, who told me when I was old enough. The shame she felt, an intense and penetrating shame, took the form of Professor Barksdale. Over and over her mind played the same sequence of Professor Barksdale handing over her final paper, the number on it growing smaller and smaller—the 97 shrinking to an 87, then a 77—as Barksdale himself exchanged disappointed glances with Mrs. Barksdale, the wife Lena had never met but imagined as exquisitely beautiful, with a city texturizer. The number shrinking as something else grew, some sour-smelling thing that pulsed to the rhythm of Lena’s very real and thrumming nausea.

She pushed into the bathroom too fast, the door cracking against the wall. In a rush, she lifted the hem of her dress and pulled down her underpants to sit on the toilet.

She fell heavily onto the bowl. A floodgate came forth, one she felt as deeply as breath or the cracking of an egg. Urine streamed from her, urgently, but that wasn’t all. She peered down into the bowl and was barely able to register the important detail—clouded, red water—before sensation overwhelmed her. Shocked relief clotted with pain.



The sweeping deaconess’s name was Cora. I know that because sometimes when I was alive, my mother would tell me to be someone’s Cora today. It meant to be the person someone didn’t know they needed. The person who would, for example, remember the girl she’d seen running for the bathroom half an hour earlier but not seen returning; who would go in search of that girl and not bat an eyelash upon finding her slumped over a toilet bowl filled with blood and clumps of tissue. Who would pat that girl’s back until she came to, then take that girl someplace safe to clean her up, ensure she wasn’t bleeding to death and was steady on her feet, and eventually dispatch a son and daughter to drive her home before dark with a towel beneath her in the back seat of the family’s Dodge Meadowbrook without telling them why. Without ever telling a soul why.






29


Aubrey texted Bellamy from the back seat on the way to the barbecue joint. She did it the way she always did after their spats: deleted the entire preceding thread of texts between them, including a few unread ones from Bellamy, and started fresh with a new one:

So I’m down here in Tennessee

She found the femme farmer emoji and gave it medium-brown skin, tapped it to life.

Bellamy replied less than a minute later:

Glad you’re alive, say hi to Daddy, how is the town?

Rushing in all her questions and not giving Aubrey the satisfaction of complaining about the weeks-long silence. She followed up immediately:

Happy for you. I barely remember the farm but the town seemed cute

Ya the farm is nice/huge, town is cute/teeny

Teeny indeed. Glancing out the window, Aubrey found that she had by now memorized the sequence of storefronts along Rue Street, knew exactly when to expect the redbrick roof of Mount Carmel AME Church to appear beyond the road, the scatter of graying headstones.

Will say hi to Daddy. A concession.

Hays turned the car as if to pull into the Mount Carmel driveway, but then passed it, navigating around the church and steering into a wide vale behind the building.

“Looks like business is good,” murmured Darlissa as Hays parked on a stretch of lawn dotted with other cars.

L’Agneau itself had the appearance of a rustic wooden picnic shelter, an open-air structure with long, cafeteria-style tables lining its patio and dotting the surrounding lawn. Nearly every table was occupied; children played on the grass. Servers in aprons and burgundy staff shirts buzzed between the tables and the enclosed kitchen. A large wooden sign centered across the top of the shelter advertised the establishment’s name in folksy calligraphy; below it trotted a row of painted lambs with red ribbons around their necks.

“The place used to be less than half this size,” Darlissa told Aubrey.

“God, I’m hungry,” said Hays, and opened his door. “Ladies?”

Aubrey slipped her phone into her pocket. As she climbed from the car, she saw that Samson had beaten them to the restaurant and now sat at one of the tables with a bucket of Heinekens, across from a woman who could only have been his sister. Laughing round cheeks, denim capris, sturdy ankles around one of which hung a white-gold anklet that Aubrey could tell was genuine. Burgundy blazer with a white rectangular name card that identified her as the owner of the place.

“Ja-nis!” hollered Darlissa, confirming Aubrey’s deduction, and went tottering across the lawn on her espadrilles. Janis, rising to a formidable five feet and eleven or so inches, met her cousin in a full-body hug.

A dozen patrons paused their conversations to look over; a couple of them jumped up to greet Darlissa, wrapping their arms around the pair of women. A few others turned their attention and waved or lifted their hands to greet Hays and Aubrey. Not relatives, Aubrey thought, but the welcome was warm all the same. Hays squeezed her hand and quickly murmured, “Come find me if you need me,” into her ear, then let himself be folded into a reunion with a trio of Hays look-alikes. Muscles and crisp shorts, salt-rimmed margaritas in hand.

Aubrey trailed Darlissa and let herself be reintroduced to her cousin Janis, whom she came to understand she should recognize from her father’s funeral. “Of course I remember you,” she lied, receiving the other woman’s side hug. Janis towered over Aubrey by several inches; her underarm warmed Aubrey’s shoulder, which even in the heat was a strange comfort.

“Micah’s baby. Just as pretty as you wanna be,” said Janis, considering Aubrey; and now Aubrey actually did remember her saying the same, verbatim, after the funeral. On that day, Janis had her hair in silvery plaits; today she wore a ponytail wig in a rich chestnut, all business. But, yes, the same woman. “Come on over and let me hook you up with some food.”

Darlissa cozied up next to Samson, leaving Aubrey on the other side of the cafeteria-style table as Janis disappeared into the kitchen. “Ladies,” said Samson, and nudged his bucket of beers in Aubrey’s direction.

“Let the child dry out for a minute,” said Darlissa with a frown, shifting the bucket back to the other side of the table, and leaned in to chitchat with Samson about Janis’s recent upgrades to the restaurant.

Well, fine. Aubrey didn’t reach for one of the four unopened bottles but instead pulled out her phone—nothing more from Bellamy—and forced herself to check her email for the first time all day.

From one of her roommates:


Hey when are you coming back to town? Do you want these leftovers bc they fuckin leaked all over everything. Also can you please Venmo rent portion.



Hadn’t she already sent over her part of the rent? She’d assumed she had, and yet, from another roommate, the pushover:


Hiiii, can you reach out to Alex about the rent? How’s the trip? You’re not texting Boyd, right?



She paused to check her bank balance, and there, finally, was good news: Her paycheck had hit. She sent over her rent. Then she reopened her email, her strength restored.

But then here, God damn it, was Brigid:


Aubrey, you are sweet to have sent over the money for May after I said you didn’t need to. Boyd has always said you are all integrity, and now I see that that’s true. It may gratify you to know that I am donating your repayments to Planned Parenthood—so vital with everything going on right now.



“Cousins!” Janis’s voice pulled Aubrey from her godforsaken inbox. She lifted her gaze in time to watch the older woman sweep an arm across the table, plunk down four glasses in an act of practiced showmanship, and fill each glass from an unlabeled wine bottle filled with blush-colored liquid. “This is my remix on Granddad’s peach wine. Off menu.”

When Aubrey lifted her glass to toast the others, the scent rising and sticking to the hot air, she could tell there was liquor involved in the mixture. She swigged quickly, before Darlissa could say a word, and warmth filled her body, along with the burn of vodka and the sweetness of peach puree. “Yum,” she said. “What is it actually?”

“Sort of a sangria,” said Janis, winking. “Inspired by an old family recipe.” She sipped from her own glass, then lifted it heavenward. “You see us down here, Granddad?” She slung her free arm, blazer-clad, around Samson’s shoulders. “Me and Old MacDonald! Getting along just fine. You see that?”

“Old MacDonald,” repeated Aubrey.

The three elders, Janis and Samson and Darlissa, cackled and then howled. “Old MacDonald!” repeated Darlissa, sloshing her glass around.

“I don’t get it,” said Aubrey.

Janis leaned in. “Because of the farm,” she said. “Six of us children in the family, right? We could have all shared it, but that wasn’t what our daddy had in mind, was it, Samson? No, he thought he’d leave the farm to old Smarty-Pants over here. Mister World Wide Web himself. Mister I Don’t Leave My Computer Unless the Game Is On.” She laughed. “You see what I mean? Could have been six of us sharing a bit of that farm, including some of us who actually live here in the county, but that wasn’t what Daddy wanted. So, sure, let it go to Mister How Do You Start the Tractor? Makes perfect sense.” She patted Samson’s blushing cheek. “Anyway, he did eventually learn to work the tractor. And that’s why I call him Old MacDonald.”

The others kept laughing. Aubrey watched, refilling her own so-called wine.

“But let me tell you something about your Old MacDonald, Jan,” said Darlissa finally, wiping tears of mirth from her eyes with the pad of her thumb. “I think his farmhand days might be numbered. You know what he said to us just yesterday? Said let’s sell the farm to some white folks and let them make money off of it. Because—this is what he said, Jan—What the hell do we know about hayrides?”

Samson grunted. “Naw, that’s not what I said.”

“It’s not? You didn’t come down on the side of la-la-la-liquidity?”

Janis rolled her eyes. “Just so long as he remembers that white folks, in this case, means Lanyers.”

Samson ducked his head.

“Is that bad?” asked Aubrey, surprising herself. “Assuming the Lanyers have the deepest pockets, wouldn’t that be the best idea?”

Janis raised an eyebrow and folded her arms across her chest. “That’s what you think?”

Aubrey tried to meet Samson’s eyes for support, but he was studying his grass-stained New Balances. “Well, I’m still playing catch-up here,” she said. “So maybe I’m just being an idiot. I guess I get why we’re saying no to Hightower. Nobody wants to see the farm turned into a Costco. But honestly, if there are people in the equation who could use the money…? The Lanyer farm is still a farm, more or less. And so fucking wha—’scuse me—so what if it means a little more land for them? Half of everything in this town has their name on it anyway.”

Janis’s eyes narrowed. “Now I know you’re Poke’s grandbaby, all right,” she said, then took a small drink. “Always this same thing with y’all.”

Darlissa reached across the table and wrapped her fingers loosely around Aubrey’s wrist. “Let’s be nice, Jan,” she murmured. “The child said she’s just catching up on things.”

“And,” said Samson, breaking his silence, “it’s not actually like what Darlissa just said. I just wanted us to think it all over. Thoroughly. Today we’re just here to write up our letter turning down Hightower. Not to do anything else.”

Darlissa cleared her throat. “Well, except one thing,” she said. “We thought we might let Aubrey taste barbecue like what she can’t get back home in DC.”

Aubrey could see that Janis was a practiced veteran of the service industry; it was impressive how fast she turned off her slightly sour expression, replacing it with an impeccable hospitality face, white teeth shining between her berry-painted lips. “You right. This shit is none of my business anyway, is it? My daddy made sure of that. Let me go put y’all’s order on top of the stack.”

At the very suggestion of food, Aubrey’s stomach twisted with hunger. The peach wine was strong, as predicted; a familiar feeling crackled across her skin. “Do we need menus?”

“Not unless you’re persnickety about what you eat. I’ll bring you the special.”

“Hey, Aunt Janis.” It was Hays, walking up, fresh margarita in hand, a smile on his lips and his forehead dewy with perspiration. “Add one for me, if you would.”

“Hey, baby. You got it.” She kissed his cheek and then walked off toward the kitchen.

Hays settled himself at the table. “Did I miss anything?”

“Just some family chitchat,” Darlissa told him.

“Okay.” Hays pulled his phone from his pocket and tapped something into it. “Let’s knock out this email so we can enjoy our food when it comes. What I’m thinking is we say Thanks but not right now, no subtext, not closing a door but not cracking one open either. Can’t hurt to just be polite, can it?”



Well, sure it can, said Peter. Be too polite and they’ll dig up a little more money and come sniffing around again in another few weeks. Eventually they’ll add a zero to the offer and someone will fold.

Let’s hope not, said Fern. But maybe so. You think this is going to end with a—what did she call it, a Costco?

All of us thought that over. What it would be like to make an eternal home in a big-box store, to have to find opportunities to quench our nosiness in the home goods aisle of some soulless emporium.

Although, I said finally. I’m more worried about what happens to the family.

You right, said Peter. Some of these people wouldn’t never see each other again in their lives if …

Exactly, I said.

Well, said Fern to me. You think Aubrey would fold? You know her best.

I do and I don’t, I said. There are things about her that surprise me. For example—

And we thought back, all of us, to Aubrey’s first look at the pond.

I don’t always understand her, I said finally.

Right, said Peter. So, hard to say.

But no good, said Zena. The whole thing is no good.

No one had a real rebuttal to that. Good to see Janis, though, said Peter after a moment. Business looking real good. Her too.

Yes.

Tuh, scoffed Fern. If you say so. That big-boned bitch.



“Specialty of the house,” said Janis. One at a time, she carefully lifted the steaming dishes off the row lining her arm. She served Samson, then Darlissa, then Hays, and finally Aubrey, who inhaled hungrily. Splayed across her plate was a golden-toasted roll heaped with generously sauced pulled pork; on the side, hand-sliced fingerlings fried in garlic butter and dusted with cayenne pepper. Finally, Janis set down a bowl of housemade biscuits, two for each person at the table.

Darlissa and Samson lowered their heads and murmured a brief grace; the two of them and Hays dug in. The smell was otherworldly, and Aubrey found herself, strangely, near tears. She pinched her arm and the feeling shrank. “Thank you,” she said to Janis. She speared a shred of pork with a plastic fork and lifted, then lowered it. “This is dumb,” she continued, “but—and she pointed at the restaurant sign, its marching black-and-white lambs—“I was thinking the specialty was going to be something with lamb?”

“Sorry to disappoint,” said Janis flatly.

“No! No.” Aubrey shook her head. “I’m not disappointed. I don’t even eat lamb, because—never mind.” Boyd had ethical objections to both lamb and veal that Aubrey had adopted over time but which she supposed weren’t relevant anymore. “I’m just surprised because of the sign. Oh—shit. Of course.” She slapped a palm to her forehead. “Okay, so that’s why. It’s because of the name, not the animal. Your last name is Lamb, too?”

Janis met Darlissa’s eye, and the look the former gave the latter was one that meant Lord, the ignorance of this child. The latter returning a raised eyebrow that meant Blame her foolish father.

“Janis was born a Lamb, yes,” said Darlissa.

Janis lifted the peach wine and copiously refilled the glasses around the table. “L’Agneau,” she said, pronouncing the word in what to Aubrey seemed perfectly accented French. “It means ‘the lamb,’ as I’m sure you know.”

“Yeah, of course,” said Aubrey, though of course she hadn’t. She’d chosen Spanish for her school language requirement.

“The lamb, L’Agneau, Lanyer. You follow?”

Silence seemed wisest.

“Your daddy must have told you about the original Lanyers? But it was Lagneaux?”

Hays, around a mouthful of barbecue-stuffed biscuit: “French Catholics. Major enclave in the area. L’agneau as in la croix de l’agneau. ‘The cross of the lamb.’”



I’ll come back to that. Remember all those names, if you can. Lamb and L’Agneau and Lagneaux and all the rest.

Or don’t, and just let it all run downhill into a verbal slurry. Lanyer, the name on the courthouse and the sign delineating county limits and the pharmacy and the video rental and the ice-cream parlor in the historic district and everything.

My mother always overpronounced the word, turning it sharp like a stinging lash: Lanyer. My grandmother, with her perfect diction, only ever said that one word in the Tennessee lilt she’d spent her entire adult life unlearning: Lanyer. For a fifth-grade project, Where Do I Come From?, I had to interview an older relative and then give an oral report. You can imagine my classmates’ projects: essays and poems about Ellis Island, the Old Country, the African diaspora. Then it was my turn, and, standing in front of the class, I delivered an inspired adolescent monologue about collecting chicken eggs on a farm, imitating Granny exactly. My teacher gave me an A. In the comments section on my grade sheet, she wrote: Thank you for sharing what you’ve learned about Lanya County!



But Janis didn’t go into detail. “Well, anyway. Interesting story I’m sure someone will tell you sometime,” she said. “’Bout how your, let me see, great-great-great-grandfather almost owned half this town.” She cleared her throat and straightened. “Anyway. Lagneaux, Lanyer, Lamb. And…” She waved a hand theatrically to indicate the restaurant sign. “L’Agneau. The other name on the table was Jan’s Barbecue. You like that better?” Abruptly she stood and walked off toward the kitchen, chuckling to herself.

“I’m ready to send this,” said Hays, showing the others the screen of his cell phone. “Any last edits?”

Darlissa and Samson shook their heads. Aubrey squinted and saw that the email was addressed to both Chantal and Trey, their well-scrubbed avatars beaming from the To line. “And, send,” said Hays, pressing the button with a manicured thumb. “Offer officially rejected.”

Darlissa released a sharp breath. “Feels good,” she said. “It’s still ours.”

Hays reached across the table and covered her hand with his own, and Samson palmed both and squeezed.

Aubrey stared, remembering the weight of Trey’s body atop her own. His instinctive care with her body, no assuming what she might like, no presumptuous roughness. The way he had restrained himself, never burdening her with his full weight. She felt a wash of sympathy for him, one I almost had to laugh at. “Going for a refill,” she said finally to her cousins, and stood. Janis had left the mostly full pitcher unattended on the ledge outside the kitchen.
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To taste those biscuits again! We ate at L’Agneau at the tail end of that visit when I was nine. We’d packed our things into the car and were pulling out of the hotel parking lot when I announced that I was starving, as a child will always do at the wrong time.

My mother sucked her teeth and turned around from the passenger seat to say There’s crackers back there or something, but my father cut her off.

“We could try your cousin’s barbecue place,” he said, and pointed up Rue Street with the hand not on the steering wheel. “Have to pass it to get back to the 40 anyway.”

Back then, L’Agneau was just a glorified trailer crammed with a handful of four-tops and a kiln-size kitchen. Framed photos and memorabilia cluttered the aluminum walls. Janis was working the stove solo then, paying her teenage son—my cousin Speed, the star footballer from the previous day’s cookout—to wait and bus the tables, only one of which was empty when we walked in.

“Hey, y’all!” called Janis from the kitchen area when she saw us, then with a nod dispatched Speed to bring us menus. “We thought you had left.”

My mother patted my shoulder. “Tried to, but this one was hungry.”

And I was: So hungry, in fact, that when my mother squeezed herself into a space beside her cousin at the enormous restaurant-style stove and started up a volley of family gossip, I didn’t even try to eavesdrop but busied myself with reading the menu. It was a long laminate, tiny font covering both sides of the page, with offerings ranging from humble stovetop hash browns to a complicated dish of spare ribs and Vidalia confit. Over the years that followed, they would refine it down to a dozen near-perfect dishes, but back then Janis’s ambition edged out her perfectionism. There even was a lamb dish, but it was only available on Sundays, which this wasn’t.

Confit didn’t ring any bells for me, but chicken and dumplings I knew, and even at nine I’d sorted out that if my mother could make the dish taste good in her clean Sears kitchen in the Richmond suburbs, it must be delicious in this little hothouse of butter and aromatics. I pointed, and Speed winked at me and said it was the right choice.

“Steak and eggs for me, Jan,” called my father, but Janis and my mother had been laughing too hard to hear, their backs to us at the stove. Janis tall and sturdy and aproned, my mother a perfect hourglass in her Banana Republic basics that I’d come to see as hopelessly dowdy just a few years later.

Daddy repeated his order to Speed, who gathered our menus and took off for the kitchen, dribbling an invisible basketball as he wove and spun through the tight grid of tables.

I stared after him. Until this trip I had rarely felt much discontent at my status as an only child; you don’t miss what you don’t know. But now, all these cousins. Skin within a few shades of my own. At the cookout, I’d watched my handsome boy cousins wrestling passionately for control of a deflating football; studied my girl cousins’ outfits and inventoried the kiddy makeup they seemed to be using. Glitter gel for the eyelids, berry-tinted Lip Smackers. When I’d rejoined the fold after my trip to the pond, I enjoyed a brief celebrity moment, the other kids slinging their sticky arms over my shoulders. I’d let Samson’s little daughters play with my hair, adding box braids that they finished with colored rubber bands, their facility impressive for their ages.

As I watched Speed put in our orders, I touched the braids and was happy to find them intact and secure. I had no cousins in Richmond; my father, like my mother and me, was an only child. Whenever my mother decided it was time to take the braids down, there would be no one to redo them exactly the same way.

“LD?” said my father, elbowing me. “I said, Did you have fun visiting Lanyer County?”

“Yes,” I said, and plopped my head on the waxy red-checkered tablecloth. “Kind of wish we didn’t have to leave.”

“Well, we’ll come back here sooner than later. Your mom said maybe we’ll make it a regular thing, to get the whole family together. You’d be in favor?”

I sat up straight. “Yeah.”

Daddy chuckled. “Only thing is they’ll have to figure out how to do it without sneaking around that other branch of the family. Maybe you can talk some sense into your granny about that.”

“Sneaking around who-what?”

“You hear them mention your Great-Uncle Joah?”

I might have. At the cookout, I’d had more names thrown at me than I could keep track of. “Was he the old guy who used to be mayor?”

“No, that was your Great-Uncle Elijah. You met him yesterday on the porch, whooping everybody’s butt at bid whist. Joah is his brother. He’s—well, here. Look.”

Daddy got to his feet and helped me to mine, pulled me through the narrow space between the tables until we reached the back corner of the restaurant.

He stopped me in front of one of the framed photos on the wall, the famous one I told you about from Elijah’s wedding day, in which all the Lamb siblings are so profoundly themselves. “Recognize anyone?” he said.

And even though it was grayscale, and grainy because Janis had had it blown up beyond the ideal proportions for display, I found it unexpectedly familiar. “Well, there’s Uncle Elijah,” I said, pointing to the handsome groom at the center of the photo. It wasn’t difficult to age-progress him into the gregarious card sharp I’d met the day before, whose dusting of white hair had contrasted sharply with a younger man’s straight posture.

“That’s right,” said Daddy. “A few years before he was mayor. Now, how about her?” He pointed to another figure, all adolescent sweetness, averted eyes. “Elijah’s sister.”

“Well, I guess that must be Granny,” I said with wonder, leaning in closer. Even in her sixties she was pretty in an old-lady way, so it shouldn’t have surprised me to find her quietly radiant in this photo from forty-odd years earlier. Cornrows neat as hell.

“Right again. Now here”—Daddy tapped a fingertip against a corner of the frame—“you can see your Great-Uncle Joah. Brother to both Granny and Mayor Elijah.”

It was easy to see it. He shared Granny’s delicately arched eyebrows, some shrunken semblance of Elijah’s good looks. The Scar to Elijah’s Mufasa. I had to look away. Of course I’d been shown old photos before, I was very much a child of Smithsonian weekends, but I couldn’t remember having seen such vivid emotion preserved this way. The emotion, in this case, being disquiet. In my mind’s ear I could hear the sound Joah’s mouth must have made just as the camera flashed: Tsk.

“Could use a haircut, couldn’t he?” Daddy said. “Anyway, these three”—pointing in turns at Elijah, then Joah, then Granny—“are the owners of the beautiful farm we visited yesterday. Their father left it to them when he passed.”

“Was Great-Uncle Joah at the cookout, too?” I asked.

“No,” said Daddy. “That’s what I’m talking about. Because—well, I’ll let Mom tell you why he wasn’t. But sometimes families argue, and then they can’t necessarily bring themselves to make nice and play bid whist together. You know what I mean?”

“Yeah,” I said, having no idea what he meant. Only child.

“Biscuits,” called Janis from the kitchen, and we watched Speed set a steaming basket on our empty table. Daddy began to follow the smell.

“Wait,” I said, tugging his hand. I pointed to another figure in the photo. “This boy here, I saw him yesterday.”

“You did?” said Daddy. “In a picture at the house?”

“No,” I said. “In real life. A teenage boy who looked just like that.”

“Nah,” said Daddy. “Must have been one of your cousins. Remember, this photo is forty-something years old.”

“Yeah, but—”

But Daddy had turned away, the siren song of those biscuits too loud. Their aroma was working its magic on me, too, wresting my attention away from the boy’s face.

I gave the photo one last long look, and then I went back to our table, feeling unmoored, meaning to pursue the question with Daddy but finding him entirely occupied with the biscuits, busy slathering honey butter from a small ramekin. I followed his lead, taking up my knife, choosing the plumpest biscuit. A minute later, my mother sat beside me and paid extensive lip service to her intention of eating only half a biscuit. I watched her eat a half, and then the other half, and then I watched with incredulous delight as she took another one and downed it in four unguarded bites. I forgot all about the youngest boy at the pond and in the photo. I didn’t find out his name for another eighteen years. Or what happened to him for even longer.

Also, my mother never got around to telling me why Joah was on the outs with his brother and sister. She probably meant to, the way she meant to tell me lots of things, but I was gone too soon. She would have recounted the story someday, but maybe not until a moment when she needed to kill time, while we stood together in line at the grocery store or sat huddled in the waiting room of a doctor’s office. It might have taken until I was middle-aged. So instead I had to get the story after I died. Which is the more efficient way, it turns out.
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Let’s take a step back to how L’Agneau—the lamb—became Lamb and Lanyer and all the rest. You know how people change their names and such on the brink of new opportunity? That’s what happened here. Going back a few centuries: Faced with the expansiveness of a part of Tennessee in apparent want of white settlers, those original French Catholics staked out family surnames meant to nod to shared origins while distinguishing one brother or cousin from another. One clan called itself Lagneaux; another, L’Agneau; another, de L’Agneau, and so on. Some distinguishing, right?

Some of the young men, now half a generation removed from the Old Country, married or otherwise imposed upon Tennesseans both white and Cherokee, not all of whom could manage that authentic French accent. Before long, Lagneaux became the drawling Lanyer; de L’Agneau morphed into Delano. One clever patriarch simply translated his family surname to English and inked the resultant word—Lamb—on all census and county registrar documents thereafter. You see where this is headed?

In the antebellum days, Lanyers got rich and ascended; Delanos and Lambs scraped by. One Mr. Lamb racked up too many debts and had to rent his human stock to a distant cousin, one Jean Lanyer Senior. The latter took in these dozen or so Black men, women, and children and added them to the population who already worked his land, one of the area’s largest and most industrious plantations. Call it a long-term rental, one that lasted—and created—generations.

You know some of what comes next. How Jean Lanyer Senior took a particular shine to certain enslaved Negroes, such as the brown-skinned girl with the sharp eyes and well-shaped lips who’d been born to one of his previous favorites from the borrowed stock, now deceased. This Lamb girl had a pretty face and an obliging disposition, and Senior indulged himself in a fantasy that she might be more to him than his temporary property. She had a few children, and he used their continuous arrivals as an excuse to bring her into the house; each time her belly swelled, his fantasy intensified. She scrubbed his sink and bathtub in his later years, heavy with one pregnancy after another. He was thinking of the little Lambs or Lanyers she’d borne when, in those final feverish days, he called her to his bedside and said, Hell, Zena, I’ll leave this whole place to you. How would that ever have worked? The man had two sons, petulant and unimpressive but savvy enough; no way they’d ever have stood for disinheritance or sharing, even if there was any chance the law would have honored such a promise to a slave girl. But Senior wasn’t thinking reasonably as he lay there, burning with guilt and virus. You’ll take care of it for me was what he said to Zena, thinking of the cotton and her quick fingers. She watched him ink his intentions onto a sheet of paper (she could only read a little but recognized her own first initial), which he slid into a leather folio and tucked into his nightstand.

But eight babies in, Zena’s luck gave out. The eighth, a bigheaded child with Lanyer height and proportionate shoulders, got stuck wrongways in Zena’s tested but too-small pelvis. There was nothing that could be done by the older women attending the birth in the too-small cabin Zena shared with her many children. This particular child she had tried to prevent, religiously chewing cotton root as some of the plantation women had told her to do, sneaking throat-burning slugs of the brandy Senior kept at stations throughout the house, but nothing had worked, and now the child had to be birthed but would not be.

The women attending her tried their best but ultimately had no choice but to leave the baby where it was, praying over its little doll face and the other visible parts of its upper body. And after thoughtfully covering her from the waist down, the half-born baby disappearing beneath the coarse sheet, they called in Zena’s other seven children to provide them with something like closure. The children wept uniformly, from the newly motherless toddler all the way up to the newly motherless teenage girl traumatized by this glimpse at what it meant to be a woman. They wailed and clutched each other, the nine-year-old boy tossing aside a satchel filled with leatherworking tools to join his siblings’ embrace. The older women spread their arms and closed ranks around the children.

Jean Lanyer Senior himself, meanwhile, was still struggling against his fever in a plush and comfortable bed in the big house, occasionally lucid enough to handle his business the way he had in better days. One of the midwives brought him the news of Zena’s death, correctly assuming he’d want to know as soon as possible, and the news hit him like a slap to the face, though by that point he was too sick to express his grief. What he managed was one low, solemn groan, the momentum of which he used to rock himself onto his side and to reach for a pen and the papers he kept in the folio to the left of his bed.

Over by the window, staring idly out at the cotton fields and the people working them, his wife dismissed the messenger and then made a rude noise. “Dead in childbirth,” she said. “Can’t say that’s a surprise.” Then she gave a little smirk. “Maybe now you’ll stop all your delirious talk about leaving land to niggers. You sentimental old idiot.”

The midwife, hearing that much from the other side of the just-closed door, knelt and peered through the keyhole. Mrs. Lanyer had her eyes trained on the window and never once looked over at her sick husband, and so she wasn’t watching as he opened his folio and found a particular sheet of paper. As he weakly applied the pen to the paper and did a quick scratching out, followed by a series of scribbles that the midwife wouldn’t have been able to read even if she’d been up close.

We can’t know for sure, but we guess it was Lanyer’s will, which as of his death a few days later explicated that the land should be shared among his widow and sons. The same held true for the many human souls who worked the land: property of the wife and sons. And of course it was always going to work out that way. No matter what he wrote on that fevered draft or whether she’d survived the eighth birth, Zena was young and battered, with no one to advocate for her. And it was the 1850s; no court in the country would even have bothered deciding the validity of Lanyer’s intent.

Still, it rankles. Even with Zena, his favorite, gone, Lanyer could have kept the idea alive. There were others he could have blessed. He might have found a way to carve out a homestead for a few of the people he’d enslaved, including maybe some of Zena’s own children. He could have set them up for a running start when Emancipation rolled around. Didn’t do it, though. The guilt would have to simmer for another two generations, until the ascendance of a grandson with a passion for land development and some time on his hands.



The morning after she died, Zena was surprised to find herself back where she’d been all along. Feeling lighter than dust and free of not only the relentless agony of the birth but also the low-grade pelvic pressure she’d suffered throughout her last trimester, she could have danced with relief, had she been a dancer. Had she not had all joyous self-expression disciplined out of her in toddlerhood.

Her outfit. A shift dress she’d made herself and that had been destroyed in a small cabin fire a few years earlier. She was surprised to find herself wearing it now and gratified to find it completely intact. It was one of only a few garments she’d ever owned, and the only one in which she had never minded spotting her own reflection in the surface of the pond at the center of the plantation. It had some of the shapeliness of Emma Lanyer’s white-lady wardrobe, the fancy dresses she wore to host or attend dinner parties, as well as a low-hanging hem that afforded her some modesty.

Here she was in her shift dress, standing in the lane between the house and the cabins. Negroes passed her by and said nothing or muttered to themselves, absorbed in their morning tasks. She called out, knowing somehow there was no point, and had her suspicions confirmed.

She could see but not touch, hear but not communicate.

Her first thought was to round up her children. The four oldest were scattered between the cotton fields and the house, picking bolls, scrubbing chamber pots. The three youngest were under the care of some of the women. They cried, but not much, thank God.

The eighth, her baby whose fate mirrored her own, was on the verge of being buried on the part of the grounds so designated. The midwife and a helper were doing it, discreetly, while the midwife murmured about what she’d overheard at Lanyer’s door. Zena watched and listened for as long as she could, left heartbroken and numb by the realization that after all that, the life she’d lived in his service, Lanyer had no plans of doing anything to help her children or anyone else she loved. That all the loss she had sustained had been, finally, for nothing.

Her baby had been disfigured in the midwife’s efforts to extract it, and the women were careful to keep its body wrapped and face obscured. When they started to place the bundle into the ground, she couldn’t watch anymore. She turned her eyes skyward and thought of her Bible. Just as sometimes she had done as that lying devil screwed her. She searched the blue heavens and waited for her mercy. But all she could see were cirrus wisps meandering through the audacious sunshine.

And then, as if she’d been rapped across the forehead, something knocked her gaze back to earth. Around her, time and space had shifted. No longer was she standing at the edge of the field where stillborn infants were laid but at the distant opposite end of the plantation, in front of the painted shed that nasty old man had had built and named Mount Carmel Praise House. He paid a white man, a preacher in training, to come there on Sundays and lead the Negroes in songs, read to them from the Bible. Today, a weekday, the shed was quiet.

Just south of the praise house was the clearing where Lanyer had his favorite men and women buried. In an instant, Zena realized this was where her own body must lie. She spotted overturned earth here and there and thought of the others she knew. People she’d loved. She felt something like peace, because the place was close to Mount Carmel, where God lived, and also to her children.

She averted her eyes and, as she did so, found herself transported again. Now she was at the pond. As always, there were Black people all around, some scrubbing their laundry, others splashing water to their own faces for quick refreshment. A pair of children giggled and tried to skip stones.

It was as good a spot as any, equidistant from her own resting place and from the place where her last child had been buried. She settled in, resolving to wait until one of her living children wandered by.

It took the better part of the day, but eventually here was her eldest boy, ambling on his lanky legs with one of Emma Lanyer’s leather shoes under his arm. He plopped down, cross-legged, and held the shoe up to his face. He had something else in his hand, she saw: a tiny needle, which he applied to the shoe’s tab closure, picking at the embroidered stitchwork. One at a time, he pulled out dozens of fine threads, collecting them in the pocket of his tunic as gradually the shoe unfurled in his hand.

Zena had never been interested in this work of her son’s, figuring he related to it the way she did to cleaning the Lanyers’ toilets. Or to making the right noises when the old bastard expected her to. Mandatory task, if not means of survival. But now she watched, transfixed. He seemed, actually, to enjoy himself, a little smile coming over his keen face as he held up the shoe to survey his work in the sunlight.

Eventually he got up to leave and get something. The period of his absence, a half hour or so, elapsed instantaneously. Zena understood that it could be this way if she chose. That she did not have to wait around in stultified real time.

And when he returned, she watched him finish his project, correcting the worn threadwork in Emma Lanyer’s shoe strap, and then she reclined and let some time pass.

When she got up again, she saw her firstborn, now a woman, a mother-to-be, soaking her feet in the pond. And then a bit later, returning to the pond with her infant, and then her toddler, her child, her children. Little round things, sun-browned skin slick with pond water. Along came another of Zena’s daughters, her own children in tow. A small reunion of sisters. And then here was Zena’s eldest boy again, a man, in strange clothes that were neither the colors nor the style that Lanyer had always issued. He wore an apron, its large pockets filled with scraps of leather and long shanks of metal. Huddling with his sister, talking with animated hands.

Zena could have listened if she’d wanted to. But after what she’d overheard the midwife say, now some years ago, she found that she didn’t want to. There could be such pain in eavesdropping. She preferred to follow her children’s motions and mannerisms instead. Her now fully grown children with their long, fine bones and their straight backs. From the way the women angled their bodies toward their brother, it was clear he had brought news.



And then? I said, the first time I heard this story.

I decided to mind my own business, said Zena.

You weren’t even curious. About what the news was.

Of course I was. But not enough to take the risk. So many bad things it could have been. And it was only those three. Where were the others? Who was running the place then? I didn’t know and didn’t want to.

That much I understood. She’d died while Jean Lanyer Senior was still in charge, sustaining herself on his empty promises that were just barely better than nothing. The devil she knew. She had also spent plenty of time in rooms with Jean Lanyer Junior, a man as small as they came, as petty as his father was ostentatiously generous. Junior had begun sizing up the place while his father was only in his forties. His sensibility was ruthless. He spoke sharply to women and shoved slow-moving Negroes from behind with both hands.

If Junior had taken over, if death or greed had separated her other living children from these three she could see, Zena simply couldn’t bear to know about it.



And so she averted her eyes again, deciding to hope that her son’s news had been good news.

She let time pass, and for a long while her children did not return. When others occasionally came by, their faces were unfamiliar. Zena considered leaving, testing the limits of her mobility to try once again to round up her brood, but that same old fear kept her rooted in place. How far would she have to travel? And what might she find? Were they even still alive? She couldn’t be sure just how much time had passed.

Safer to stay here, macabrely comforted by the nearness of her own bones. She busied herself tracking the growth of the trees, the subtle changes in the vegetation. On the far side of the pond, the scourge she would come to know as kudzu made its first innocent appearance. Its oval-shaped leaflets peeked through the branches, sprouting tiny red flowers, and then quickly draped themselves over some of the shorter oaks and elms. The pond’s level rose one year, then fell slightly the next. In the distance, moneymaker fields went untended and shriveled up. Zena found herself worrying about the crops and the kudzu.

There was a noise—a thwack, though not the terrifying sound of cowhide—and she snapped to attention. Across the pond she saw a man, youngish and Black, staggering between the trees, rubbing at his face.

She laughed, and he looked at her. Right at her, as no one had in … well. However long it had been. She was able to scan his face, noting his pronounced chin, his finely shaped lips and familiar red-brown coloring. He was one of her own, she was sure of it, and she took a step forward to see him better.

“Gah,” he hollered, stumbling backward. When he did, something fell out of his pants pocket and landed in the mud beneath his feet.

The object caught Zena’s eye. It was small and sharp, with a point that reflected the sunlight. She thought to herself that it appeared to be one of those leatherworking tools her eldest son kept in his enormous apron pockets and that he might need it. She did wonder why this other man had it, but she’d been existing just outside the rules of living society for so long that the question didn’t concern her too much. As this man fussed with the mud beneath his rear, Zena crossed the pond—it took less than a second—and gathered up the tool.

She left him there, braced herself, and finally went off in search of her son, planning to reunite him with the tool.

She did not find him anywhere on what had once been Lanyer Plantation. She crossed the grounds once, twice, a dozen times searching for him. Each time she reached the perimeter, she felt herself restrained as if by the very air around her, able to see but not pass beyond the edge. And this was how she learned she could not leave. Just as if someone had put up brick walls around the entire thing, sealing her inside.

This was also how she learned the formerly fertile fields had gone dry and bleak, the grand Lanyer house itself a memory. Burned down, apparently, smoke’s ghost still hanging impossibly in the air. The place where she’d endured all her greatest agonies and indignities, where her babies had been made and then held captive. Now just a forlorn rectangle of grass and ash.

She returned to the pond, but her surprise visitor was gone. Disoriented, she thought of shoving his object into the silt where he’d been standing in case he returned. He didn’t, at least not right away, so she slid the awl into her pocket, and there it stayed for a while.

But now she’d broken the seal of her own curiosity. She went wandering once more, found things had shifted again. Kudzu cleared from some places but overtaking others.

Where the Lanyer estate had once towered, another house now stood. Smaller, with an entirely different look to it, no unnecessary ornateness other than the porch that wrapped around, an embrace of hand-carved wooden curlicues.

Zena steeled herself and then peeked inside the house. She expected to find Lanyers; instead, she found Negroes. That lanky young man from the pond and what seemed to be his family: a good-looking woman with a soft voice and curved hips, two small boys.

She watched them go about their business, washing their faces with coarse cotton cloths in the morning, snoring under windows they left ajar at night. She learned their names: Thomas and Darla; their boys, Elijah and Joah. She watched Darla glide through the kitchen, effortlessly conjuring meals that looked as good as the best ones Zena had seen served in the dining room back at the big house. Watched in amazement as they gathered around a table of their own—nothing like the Lanyers’ lacquered walnut monstrosity but still a respectable square of sturdy golden wood unlike anything Zena had ever seen a Black person sit at before—and gabbed about whatever as they ate Darla’s food. It all amazed her, particularly as she came to understand that there was no white man or woman waiting nearby to terrorize them for talking out of turn or for lingering too long over their meals. That they belonged to themselves, and each other.

She did her best to keep out of sight, not wanting to frighten anyone again. It wasn’t hard: The adults rose early, roused their boys, and left for the day by sunrise, leaving Zena to roam the house alone, marveling over their things. She’d escape back to the pond before that time of evening when the family returned and installed themselves at their posts in the kitchen.

Darla and the kids couldn’t see her, anyway. Zena learned that she could get right up close, close enough to feel the boys’ hot breath or to see the flecks of biscuit dough under their mother’s fingernails, and they would just keep doing whatever it was they were doing. Crushing ants or stirring the batter or whatever. And if Thomas glimpsed Zena indoors, he’d shake his head and rationalize the sighting: a shadow, a mistake, a nagging reminder of some task he needed to complete.

When she looked into the mirrors throughout the house, she understood why: Her reflection was an inconclusive blur; in low light, she was completely invisible. Whereas when she stared down at the surface of the pond at the center of the property, she could make out every familiar detail, from the texture of her tightly curled hair to the faint old scars on her arms and legs. This told her she was safer from detection inside the house, though none of it mattered when Thomas was off at work anyway.

More than once she watched the two adults screw. Thomas and Darla, both ruggedly athletic, would writhe together atop the quilt on their four-post bed, or sometimes outside at night he would lift her effortlessly onto his lap or across the porch railing. The spectacle satisfied some suppressed curiosity in Zena. Darla could be a space cadet in daily life but was full of feline energy in these interactions, which sang the air around them to life, filling it with honeyed heat. If they did it in bed, up went the windows afterward, fresh air and the sound of crickets and bullfrogs spilling into the room. Sometimes it filled Zena with happiness; other times, despair crept over her like that motherfucking kudzu. It was hard to process a life that could look like this after the one she had known for herself. And because she could never anticipate which she would feel, happiness or despair, she eventually stopped watching.

Whenever the family bored or annoyed her, sometimes yammering too long about neighborhood news that didn’t mean anything to her, she’d find her way back to the pond, where it was quiet and she could feel close to her own children.

She was there on the summer day when Elijah and Joah discovered the pond. Spoiled boys in the care of a mother who zoned out like it was her job, they were footracing between the trees, Joah on his chunky little legs, and came upon the water with delighted surprise. They got too close, played too carelessly, and—swish—in the smaller child went, like a dropped stone.

The truth was that she had never liked these kids. They were overindulged and hyperactive, the older desperate for attention, the younger an incessant whiner and provocateur. But they were loved children, the center of their parents’ world, Darla’s negligence this day aside. And their big brown eyes were, at certain angles, indistinguishable from those of Zena’s own children, especially her beloved eldest son.

She dove in.

She couldn’t do what she wanted to, which was to wrap her arms heartily around Joah’s body and swim him up to safety. But she could situate herself beneath him, floating, keeping him from sinking the sixteen or so feet to the quagmire below; and there she held her position, his little feet beating against her back, until finally she felt his weight leave her. Emerging from the water, Zena was happy to see Darla there on the bank, playing the vigilant mother, fawning over the son she had almost lost. Wanted to slap her across the face or at least shoot her a judgmental look, but of course neither was an option.



She was much fonder of the two children who came later. The smart, sober girl; the boy with a smile like a calyx bursting open. It was Zena’s experience that after the first mini crop of children, the heart loosened its tight fist and those who came after were loved, if not less, then with less desperate agony. It was that way for Thomas and Darla, who let their third and fourth bloom differently.

Zena had missed most of her own daughters’ lives, their menarche and their messy matrescence and all the rest of it. She didn’t even know where they’d ended up, whether they’d been returned to the white-trash Lambs or sold farther south by the Lanyers or somehow gotten themselves freed before the world shifted. And so she was grateful to be near this new girl, Darlena. The girl took more after her mother’s side of the family, wielding hips instead of height. But Zena felt a deep kinship with her all the same and chose to see her as a sort of spiritual namesake. Lena for Zena. She was quiet like her mother but—a nuance it had taken Zena nearly a century to refine—more introvert than misanthrope. Zena tried to make contact, got right up in the girl’s face and waved her hands, cried out, yelled and screamed, but the girl would keep right on with whatever she was doing. Reading her book or teasing her brothers or whatever. A few attempts and then Zena accepted the limitation.

But then. At the pond one day, Zena saw the girl charging in her direction from the north, cheeks burning scarlet. Not even ten paces behind her strode a white man with lank yellow hair and an impish face, the springiness of recent adolescence. Zena did a double take. A Lanyer. She was sure of it. His eyes weren’t the exact same shade of gray green as Jean Senior’s, but his eyebrows hung over them in the same way, and there was something in his gait, the way he moved when slightly hurried. Zena couldn’t have been more sure if she’d seen whatever sorts of papers white people kept to claim each other.

The girl, her faux namesake, hurried, too. In her eyes Zena saw something else familiar, the look of the rabbit with the fox at her heels. All panic and calculation. Trying to run without letting on.

And then she tripped and swore. “Damn!”

In the moment before the child hit the ground, Zena did the only thing she could think to do. From the pocket of her precious dress she pulled the awl and plunged it into the silt just inches from the girl’s hand. She watched with amazement as the girl spotted it, closed her slender fingers around it. And though she’d have liked to see it used for the purpose she’d intended—drilled deep into the flesh of this man who’d come as if to haunt her from another lifetime—Zena took this small miracle as her consolation prize instead.
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And then Peter. The baby of the family. Early to walk, late to talk, resurrecting finicky near-dead flowers from the time he was five years old.

His preternatural green thumb notwithstanding, Zena didn’t pay him much attention at first. To an outsider, the fourth child in a family is a redundancy.

Also, as soon as he was allowed, he spent so much of his time away from the farm, where Zena couldn’t follow. Ambling home at dusk with that earthen smell hanging from him. It was understood by the family that Peter was popular and adventurous, keeping company with friends in various pockets of the surrounding town, Serviceberry, which Zena had come to know by listening at their dinner table. Elijah and Joah were a unit, if a fractured one; and Lena had her own girl things going on; and so Peter was on his own. For several years—from the time Peter started school until one particular evening in 1950—Zena never saw all that much of him.



There was noise from upstairs. Both Thomas and Darla frowned at the ceiling.

“Gonna talk to that boy about the time,” said Thomas, checking his watch. “Get his behind here by dark on school nights.”

“Leave him be,” said Darla. “Go on about Lawyer Man.”

Zena smiled to herself. It was after ten, past bedtime for the early-to-rise farm couple. A few minutes earlier, she’d watched Peter let himself in through the gate at the edge of the property; at his heels, a friend the same age and build, exclaiming over the place’s size. They’d raced through the yard, the friend giddy and whooping until Peter tackled him, covering his mouth with both hands, saying, Hush. Much giggling. Into the house they’d crept, using the entryway that led from the porch to the kitchen rather than the front door, Peter shoving his friend into a dark corner to wait as he rooted through the steely Frigidaire to find a half-full bottle of his father’s peach wine.

Peter had tucked the bottle under one arm and pressed a finger to his lips. And then, after so much roughhousey galloping, they’d managed to creep up the stairs like church mice. Now, though, they were anything but, knocking into things, dropping things. Zena was sure she heard the bottle—empty, from the sound of it—clattering to the wood floor above.

Thomas had his notebook open and was showing something to Darla. “All of it, you think,” she said, studying the page.

“It’s the best way,” said Thomas. “Wouldn’t you say?”

This bored Zena, who’d been hoping to watch them screw again. This whole family had been in a fallow period for a while. The farm stable and modestly fruitful, producing a handful of reliable crops. The parents more concerned with their work than with each other’s bodies. The children mostly raised but still hanging around the house doing things that seemed important but looked uninteresting.

Zena meandered down the hall to Lena’s room, and, sure enough, the girl had fallen asleep in bed with her algebra textbook splayed open beside her.

Similar doings in Joah’s room, minus the textbook. Lord, could the boy snore.

And Elijah’s room was empty, as he’d moved out a few months earlier to start a home with his bride.

Fine. Rarely did Zena traverse the house’s only stairwell—there was nothing much that interested her in Peter’s untidy loft—but if the only other option was to duck her head and let years idly pass, well.

She peeked in and saw one of the last things she’d expected.

Not because it was the first time she’d seen two males, boys or men, that way. Lanyer Plantation had been a universe in and of itself.

Rather, she’d just never given Peter that much thought. He was the addendum to the family, the baby brother. Everything about him—facial expressions to adolescent misbehavior—had always just seemed like his siblings’ all over again. She had never considered that his inner life might have anything original to it.

But all right. Here was something new taking place in the Aubrey house. A reason not to duck her head and let the years pass idly by.



And then right away there was another reason. Because the very next day, she found she could finally leave the farm.

Not right away. First there was a late breakfast attended only by Joah and Peter, as the others had eaten at sunrise and departed the house for work or school. Darla or Lena had left food on the stovetop. Joah, as sullen and hunched as ever, divvied it up, dropping a plate on the table in front of his younger brother.

“Thanks.” Peter ate quickly, spooning creamed eggs onto boats of bacon and then tipping them into his mouth. His friend had left before midnight, climbing out the upstairs window and taking his taut limbs and soft mouth with him, and Peter had then sunk into a deep and intense sleep, his body splayed out like a starfish’s, prepared for anything and nothing all at once. His breakfast was as lusty as his sleep had been, food dripping back onto his plate only for him to scoop it back up with two fingers.

“Sugar Boy. You better get your ass to school,” grumbled Joah, nodding at the clock over the stove.

“All right, Mama Poke,” teased Peter, but he rose to his feet and bused his dishes. Joah swung a fist halfheartedly in his direction; he curved his body and leapt out of the way. He’d brought his knapsack full of books to the kitchen and in a moment had slung it over one shoulder, was out the door.

His watch said he still had a few minutes before the bus, which stopped on Rue Street to gather up teens to transport to the Black high school. As he often did in the mornings, he wandered up to the pond and flopped onto the bank. He opened up his knapsack and pulled out his science textbook.

He was supposed to have read a few pages on photosynthesis, Zena realized. She wasn’t sure how she knew it, nor did she know what photosynthesis meant. The word materialized unbidden in her mind, as did an image of Peter’s science teacher, a woman with a sour expression pinching her high-yellow face. A face Zena had never seen, of course, but that shot little splinters of anxiety into her skin. Along with another word Zena wasn’t sure about: quiz.

And then there was this: Peter’s weighing the specter of the potential quiz against the previous night’s pleasures, which he indulged himself in revisiting, eventually setting aside his textbook (cracked open to a page covered with pictures of green plants). He stretched out on his back and let the sunshine warm his exposed skin as recent memory did the same for his insides—and suddenly Zena could feel this, too. A stupid smile crossed his face. The other boy sat next to him in science class, and he’d be there today, equally ignorant about photosynthesis.

His bliss was thick peach jam inside him. He allowed himself a luxuriant moment and then lifted himself to his elbows. He looked directly at Zena, who sat studying him from the opposite bank of the pond.

“Oh, hey,” he said, less alarmed by her presence than shamed by the pornography playing inside his own mind, though she surely couldn’t see it.

Except that she could. She gave him a knowing half smile and lifted a hand in greeting. She didn’t bother to try to speak. After nearly one hundred years, what was the point?

Peter cocked his head to one side, spaniel-like, and studied her, the distractions in his mind receding. He hopped up to his feet in one quick motion and leaned forward, frowning as he tried to identify her. For a moment she thought he might topple into the pond. He had manners enough not to interrogate her, a woman apparently his elder. It dawned on him that she might be one of his father’s students, except that Thomas only taught later in the day and hadn’t had any woman students that Peter was aware of. And she looked older than the girls who hung around Elijah, still pretty but in a worn-out way.

Zena stared back with no intention other than to try not to frighten him. Her great-great-grandson, if her figuring was correct. Not as handsome as his father or his eldest brother but more soulful, with thickly fringed, bright eyes. He had Darla’s skin tone, as though he’d been sculpted from the earth all around them. The baby brother. She had never looked at him so closely before.

Finally, giving up on identifying the interloper, he looked at his watch, gathered up his things, and took off running. Next thing she knew, she was behind him at the bus stop, discovering alongside him that he’d missed the bus; and then plodding behind him up Rue Street, enduring his many internal complaints about the two miles he’d have to walk. She followed him at a distance so as not to startle him, grateful to be spared the exertions of the living.

Rue Street! She hadn’t seen it in a century, since the day she’d accompanied Jean Lanyer Senior across town to the home of one of his cousins. There she taught the wretched new kitchen girl how to cook, at the cousin’s request, and then whispered to her how she might survive the violations of the years ahead.

Back then the road had been narrow and crude, dirt packed down just enough to let a carriage pass. Now: the gray substance she would come to learn was asphalt. A sprinkle of storefronts, single-family homes set back from the street by long driveways. Automobiles! She had only ever seen the Lambs’ shining black Buick as it rumbled into and out of the driveway, but she hadn’t fully understood its speed or majesty. Or just how many cars there would be on a major road. And then the more significant surprise: Black people everywhere! Dressed up in suits and dressed down in short pants and short sleeves; loping up the street with hands in pockets; inside the cars, steering casually; leading their children along, laughing, their hair styled in such shocking and fascinating ways. White people too, though in sparser numbers; men wandering through officiously. She watched a suited white man offer a friendly wave to a passing Negro child, who waved back.

She couldn’t understand it, why she was able to be here, after so much time spent locked on the farm. It must have to do with Peter, who ambled along, occasionally breaking into a jog, then slowing to weave around passersby.

She felt tender gratitude toward the boy, love that rivaled what she’d once felt for her own babies. He’d brought her here, to this town clearly derived from the one she’d known but so vastly improved, the people radiant with freedom.

There would be, for Zena, many more trips up Rue Street and far, far beyond. Many with Peter; others with the rest of us, his relatives yet to be born. Through us she would see a slim but robust slice of what there was to see in the world. Babies coming to life and old people slipping from it and everything in between. Loin-scorching love affairs; men slapping their women across the face; women poisoning their men’s coffee. Soccer games. Art, ecstatic and hideous. Firings without cause. Infidelities and political scandals. Birth-control failures; paternity tests that turned up shocking results. Civil protests. Mahalia Jackson concerts; Bon Jovi concerts; Frank Ocean concerts. Sibling arguments in which no one was right. Rapey behavior and straight-up rape. Embarrassing episodes of celebrity stalking. Drunk driving. In-season grilled swordfish at the Baltimore Oceanaire.

But for today, thank the Lord, because it was all she could have handled, there was only Peter. Such a sweet boy.

And eventually there was the inside of Phillis Wheatley High School, a place so exquisitely alive with sound and activity and hale young people, all smooth knees and bellowing baritones, that Zena felt she’d died all over again, except in the good way, and hardly noticed Peter’s irritation when he found that even after sprinting the last quarter mile he’d missed his photosynthesis quiz by twelve minutes.
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Here’s where the story gets hard to tell, as we hurtle toward the awfulness that kicked off in 1958 but lasted a lot longer than that. The first thing you need to understand about 1958 was that in that year, not only did Elijah have two women pregnant at once (his wife, Naomi, and wayward Lavinia Johnston), but he also had the balls to run for a seat on the Lanyer County Council, and won.

That spring, his parents threw a party to celebrate his election. Thomas used his brand-new riding mower to cut the lawn down to a tidy inch. Darla hired a pair of young Lanyer County sisters to cater, offering up the use of her own kitchen. She drafted her daughter and daughter-in-law to help her supervise, three Lamb women hovering three feet from the stove, each thinking they could have done it better.

“That butter’s gon’ burn,” Lena murmured to the others, and Naomi murmured her agreement.

“Don’t let that butter burn,” bellowed Darla. She’d turned fifty earlier that year, and almost to the second, she’d found a new voice inside herself, one that simply didn’t care to keep quiet.

The caterers wiped sweat from their foreheads and nodded their assent.

Peter, who stood at the Frigidaire scooping ice into a bucket, chuckled to himself, thinking of how Lena had changed in the year since she’d joined the ranks of the family’s smugly married women. He leaned over and tapped the shoulder of one of the caterers. “Don’t worry about it,” he whispered into her ear, which made her blush. Peter straightened and caught his sister’s eye. “Lena,” he said. “Go tell everyone cold peach wine is on its way. Maybe all y’all should go, actually.”

“Good idea,” agreed Lena, and made her way out to the porch with her arms folded, her mother and sister-in-law in tow.

“Lord,” said the other caterer, blotting her nose with her apron. “Thanks much for that.”

“Smells real good,” said Peter encouragingly, and stopped the clattering stream of ice. He gathered up the four bottles of wine he’d lined up on the counter and nestled them into his bucket. Then he hefted up the bucket and let himself out through the door to the porch.

It felt like half of Lanyer County was here, and a reasonably integrated half. Of the seven seats on the council, two had for a while now belonged to Black members, including the soon-to-retire one Elijah would be replacing. No one was surprised by Elijah’s win; his opponent, a wimpy dentist who’d been too timid to knock on doors, had mentioned in his concession speech that Elijah had the face of a natural politician. A backhanded compliment but true enough. Peter scanned the crowd for his councilman brother but didn’t immediately find him. Instead he spotted Corbin Hite, his coworker from the supermarket in the Historic District, who stood alone by the drinks table. Peter headed that way.

“Wine and ice,” he announced when he got there, setting the bucket on the table. Several nearby guests descended on it.

Corbin Hite watched and shook the drink already in his hand.

Peter sidled up close. “You having a good time?”

He watched as his coworker lifted his glass to his lips and took a long sip, his Adam’s apple moving as he swallowed. “Ahhhh,” he said afterward. “Sure I am.”

Peter elbowed the other man’s rib cage, a friendly gesture, and then filled a glass of his own. “All right, Corb,” he said. “Going to walk around a bit. Come and find me if you want.”

He visually plotted a generous circle around the crowded lawn. He finally spied Elijah at its center, holding court, his baking-soda teeth flashing. The people around him hung tight to everything he was saying. Children teemed everywhere, Elijah’s among them. And then Peter saw Elijah’s wife, Naomi, nearby, struggling to find a seat, and moved toward her, hooking a vacant folding chair over his arm as he went.

“Here you go, Nay,” he said, positioning the chair behind her. “You all right?”

Naomi fanned herself and dropped heavily onto it, wrapping an arm around her belly to stabilize her weight. “I’m all right,” she said. “I get like this when the weather heats up and we’ve got one coming, you know?”

He did know, if only from a distance. It was the fifth time he’d watched her compact form swell to accommodate his brother’s sturdy offspring. He understood this baby wasn’t due until the boil of July, which made him feel sorry for Naomi. He went back to the drinks table and tucked a bottle of the wine under one arm, scooped two cups full of ice, which he clutched in the other hand. Then back to Naomi, handing over one of the ice cups with a flourish.

“Oh, Peter, thank you.” Naomi’s face broke with gratitude. She lifted the cup to her damp forehead, her apple cheeks. The hand gripping the midsection of her cotton dress loosened, her fingertips spreading across her abdomen.

Peter watched her for a moment and let tenderness fill him. A new niece or nephew was good news indeed.

Naomi blushed under his stare. “I’m all right, Peter,” she said.

He blew her a chaste kiss and moved on. Being sure to give his oldest brother a wide berth, not in the mood to hear whatever watered-down joke he must be telling the group. He weaved his way through the crowd, following the familiar aroma of vanilla-scented hair creme, until he found his sister leaning against the porch, her new husband beside her.

“You making yourself useful?” Lena asked when she saw him, and winked.

“Sure hope,” said Peter, winking back. In the hours before the party got underway, Darla had started handing out assignments. Elijah, the star attraction, was to engage the crowd, each person individually if possible. Joah and Lena were to introduce around their newish spouses, and Joah his newish baby boy, to those members of the old Serviceberry cohort who hadn’t met them yet. Collectively, they were to paint the picture of a thriving and growing clan, the perfect support system for the duly elected new councilman—the jewel in their crown.

And what should I do? Peter had asked.

Darla had gone quiet, considering the question; and then Thomas, who sat nearby shining his shoes, had plunged into the silence: Make yourself useful.

“You saved Naomi’s life, anyway, with that ice,” said Lena, nodding in the direction of her sister-in-law, who continued to cool her skin with the glass. “Pregnant again, God damn.”

“Hey now,” chided Levi, the husband, circling an arm around Lena’s shoulders. “There are worse things.”

“Worse things indeed,” said Lena. “The fiery pits of hell, for one, would be worse.”

“Well, shit, woman,” said the husband, laughing, and kissed her on the lips. “Gets a new job and a nasty mouth, all at once.”

Lena saw Peter’s confused look and laid a hand on his shoulder, leaning in close. “I didn’t want to bring it up to everyone on Elijah’s day,” she murmured, “but I’ll tell you: I got hired to do accounting over at TSU. I started last week.”

Peter lunged at his sister, wrapping her up in a big bear hug, the wine bottle and ice cup clinking together at the small of her back. It was exactly what she’d been wanting: a number-crunching job at an institution equipped to cut reliable paychecks. “That’s real good, sister,” he said. “Real good.”

“Maybe not as good as five babies,” said Lena.

“But maybe better,” said the husband.

“What you think, Peter?” teased Lena.

“I don’t know about better,” said Peter, disentangling himself, “but I’ll tell you what—I’m so proud I could shout.” He gestured, and she lifted her glass; he filled it to the brim with wine. “Congratulations. Let me know when you’ll tell Mama and Daddy.”

“Sometime. After Elijah gets sworn in. Though Daddy’ll stop listening the moment I tell him my news isn’t about a baby.”

“Shush,” said Peter. “Anyway, let me keep on. See what else I can do to make myself useful.”

Lena laughed and then squinted into the distance. “Think I see Deaconess Cora over there. Levi, come let me introduce you.”

She grabbed her man by the hand and gave him a tug in that direction, and suddenly Peter was free of their orbit. He ambled up the porch stairs and straddled the wraparound balustrade, waiting for his mission to find him.



Behind him, the screen door swung open and clattered shut.

“Peter.” It was Darla, looking satisfied but stressed, an empty glass in hand, perspiration lightly dotting her silvery temples. She came and relaxed against him, resting her head on his upper arm.

“Hey, Mama.”

“Pour me a little of that.” She nodded at the bottle in his hand and held out her glass.

He obliged, then wrapped an arm around her waist and ducked his head to meet hers. “Did you get the food straightened out?”

“I’ve about had it with those country girls, I’ll tell you that. I could have done it better on my own.”

“Of course. Of course you could have.”

“And do you want to know what I’d really like? For all these chatty Negroes to take their plates to go.” She snickered behind a hand. “But you know. I’ll bite my tongue and do this for ’Lijah.”

Peter did know. Over the years of being married to a man who loved people, and lady to a large company-ready homestead, Darla had perfected the choreography of hosting, but the music of it still eluded her. “You need anything right now?” asked Peter. “What can I do to make myself useful?”

Darla straightened up and smoothed her dress. “Well, I’ve got Sidney from church ready to take a photo whenever we can get the family together. Maybe you can try to round everyone up. Your daddy is in the driveway with the menfolk.” She pointed to a clutch of elders standing out front.

“Lena and Levi went over there,” said Peter, pointing when he spotted them in the crowd, laughing with that deaconess. “And we know where ’Lijah is. Anyone can hear him from a mile away. Naomi and the kids down there on the lawn, too.”

“So just Poke and his, then,” said Darla. “Thank you, Peter.” She pressed a warm palm to his cheek, dispatching him, then took a fortifying breath and disappeared back into the house.

Poke and his. He hadn’t seen Joah in at least an hour, he realized, since the first guests had begun arriving. He circled the porch until he found a better vantage point and again scanned the crowd. He was standing there, doing that, when he felt a hand brush him from behind.

He turned. “How you,” murmured Corbin Hite, standing right up close to him. He had drink on his breath, more than just the peach wine. “You want some?” He reached into a pocket and procured a small silver flask.

Peter took it and downed a slug. Nothing wrong with that. But here again was the heat of Corbin’s torso, a few inches too close to his own. He took a step back.

Corbin rolled his eyes. “You’re welcome.”

It’s worth noting, in case you’re projecting your circumstances onto it like I did at first, that this wasn’t the ordinary cousin-in-the-closet scenario you or I might imagine. There was no one to model a life in which it might go all right; Peter had never heard of a gay club, didn’t realize the Serviceberry Men’s Society included a special subcommittee that met Tuesday nights on the unseen side of town. There was no room for it whatsoever in the foreground of his life, so certainly not on the occasion of his brother’s election to the Lanyer County Council.

There wasn’t for Corbin either, but Corbin was already drunk.

Peter shoved Corbin, more or less playfully, and flew down the porch stairs before the other man could react. He resumed his search, steadfastly ignoring all eye contact and the hardness in his pants. Time to find Joah. Time to find Joah.

Peter knew, with the intuition of a younger brother who could accurately track the aura of any one of his siblings, that Joah hadn’t been in the house as the women stood overseeing the food preparation. Nor did he seem to be anywhere on the expansive lawn, though due to the size of the crowd, Peter was less sure about that.

He weaved between guests, putting on his best hosting smile and speaking or embracing as needed. The majority of the crowd, which now numbered at least two hundred, were strangers to him, people drawn to this place by the reach of the campaign, which had featured all manner of photos and drawings of Elijah’s handsome face. There were young women, dressed up and with naked fingers, whom Peter felt sure were here to try their luck; Elijah’s reputation hadn’t changed much even now that he’d been married some years. There were a few scattered bigwigs—even the mayor had made an appearance earlier, and Peter could see one of his deputies a few paces away, clutching a plate of baked beans and laughing too loudly at something Elijah was saying.

Peter heard another laugh, this one familiar in its erratic braying, and traced it to Judine Johnston, widow of his father’s late friend Big. Today Judine looked more pulled together than usual, with her hair more or less done, though Peter had to resist the urge to smooth down her wiry flyaways as he sidled up to her.

“Auntie,” he said, and made a smile meant to apologize for pulling her attention away from Elijah, who’d now amplified his natural height by stepping on top of an overturned crate at the center of the crowd. “You seen my brother Joah anywhere?”

“Peter,” gushed Judine. She ignored his question and clutched at his hands in an uncoordinated way that made her seem much older than she was. “Would you look at Mister Councilman? We’re all so proud of Elijah. So proud. Can’t imagine how your parents must feel.”

“Of course,” he said. “They’re proud, too.”

“The four of you,” continued Judine. “All of you just such beautiful children, and looking so good all grown up.”

She was sliding one hand up his arm to palpate his firm biceps, and what the hell. He let her.

“We always said we would raise all of you up together, and that’s what we did. You four and my children. You remember that?”

“Sure.” He remembered very little other than a few scattered farm playdates and sitting next to the youngest Johnstons in the Mount Carmel schoolroom. Remembered Darla complaining to Thomas about having to have Big and Judine over for dinner, self-conscious about her own homemaking, wardrobe, and cooking, though now it was clear she had the advantage over Judine on all of it.

“I brought my daughter Lavinia here with me. I want you to come say hello. She’s a real good girl.”

Peter suppressed a sigh and let himself be led through the crowd toward Elijah’s makeshift pedestal. Here it was, the unfolding classic: the meddling mother shoving her eligible young daughter in the direction of the last unmarried brother.

Except that—when they came upon Lavinia (who in fact he realized he did remember: a cute-enough girl a few years older than him, diminutive like her father, with a boyish thin frame and a slight overbite), it was instantly clear she was hanging on Elijah’s every word and trying to signal her interest with exaggerated bats of her kohl-darkened eyelids. This too Peter had seen plenty of times. Members of the fan club who lost their grip on dignified behavior.

“Hi,” said Lavinia after Judine did the introductions. She threw a smile Peter’s way but kept her body angled toward Elijah, who had begun making his remarks about whatever the hell. His gratitude for the community. Peter meant to shake Lavinia’s hand but realized he didn’t have a free one of his own, holding the wine bottle and the spare ice cup. But Lavinia was barely looking at him, anyway.

She wore a flowered blue-and-white A-line dress that looked nice on her but seemed inexpensive, maybe even homemade. The flowers, Peter saw, were embroidered delphinia. The dress covered up her bosom, hugged her at the waist, then flared at the hip. She’d drawn her arms and hands inward, wrapping them around herself, the usual lovesick girl stuff.

But then here was a difference from the usual. Peter saw it immediately, the subtle roundness at the bodice of Lavinia’s blue dress. And then more clues. The tension in her lower back, the way she shifted her weight from one skinny ankle to another. The sanguine look in her eyes as she watched Peter’s stupid, smiling brother tell one of his shit-eating anecdotes from the public works department. All the while, Lavinia’s fingertips skimming her belly that was barely there but, he was sure of it, there nonetheless. He’d seen Elijah’s wife Naomi do this same thing not ten minutes earlier.

He looked over at Judine to see whether she knew, and the funny look in her eyes told him the answer. Smugness mixed with shame, plus a tinge of hopefulness. And then he looked up at his brother Elijah, whose eyes lit purposefully here and there throughout the crowd but never on Lavinia. Revulsion surged in Peter, and then, just as if that emotion had a smell to it, Elijah’s eyes flicked right over in his direction. The soon-to-be councilman looked at Peter, then finally at Lavinia, then back at Peter, and then back at the crowd. He kept right on talking, smiling. Folksy.

Peter stared back, trying to swallow his disgust. “All right, y’all,” he said to Judine and Lavinia. “I need to round folks up for a family photo. Either of you seen my brother Joah?”

“Walked up that way earlier,” said Lavinia, pointing toward the north. She shifted back to her other ankle and mopped her brow. “Lord, it’s getting hot.”

Peter caught her hand, now that it was free, and pressed the ice cup into it. “Here you go, Lavinia,” he said. “Cool you off.”

For the first time, she bothered to make eye contact with him. “Thanks, Peter,” she said, giving him a half smile. Then she turned away again and reached into the cup, popped an ice cube idly into her mouth.

Neither Judine nor Lavinia seemed to care that Peter didn’t say a proper goodbye.



He found Joah’s wife tending to their screaming baby at the north edge of the lawn. “Oh, hey, Peter,” she said.

“Hey, Ellie. You want some of this wine?”

The baby thrashed and hollered. “I’d better not,” said the wife. She was humorless and half there, like in every other interaction they’d had. She and Joah had been set up by their parents, old Serviceberry acquaintances who’d grown desperate, and the resultant baby never seemed to stop fussing.

“Can I help with anything?” Peter hadn’t forgotten his original mission. He tickled his enraged nephew under the chin, which seemed to improve matters for the moment.

“Nothing I can think of.”

“You know where your husband went off to?”

The wife gestured an elbow toward the north. “Catching up with one of those Lanyer boys, I guess. When you get there, maybe you can let him know Micah and I are looking for him, too.”

“Sure will,” said Peter, and yanked his index finger away just before the furious baby clamped his nubbly little teeth around it.



He stopped at the pond to check in with Zena, which he didn’t do as often anymore but felt like doing today for reasons he couldn’t articulate, even in the quiet of his own mind. Something about Elijah and Naomi and Lavinia and the mess taking shape beneath the women’s dresses. But also some anxiety surrounding the presence of Corbin Hite, who didn’t seem to understand that while grab-ass in the grocery aisles was one thing, it was different here at his own family’s homestead, and on a momentous day like this one.

There was Zena, stretched out, her expression a mixture of the most delicate compassion and frank dismay. Peter sat on the bank and hooked his arms around his knees, staring at her. He could see in her eyes that she already knew the business about Elijah and the Johnston girl and that her feelings about it mirrored his own. A mess, but not a surprise.

He wished they could talk about it—it had always frustrated him that they couldn’t really communicate—but there wasn’t much to say now anyway. He just sat and regarded her for a few more minutes, fortified by her nearness and relaxed by the familiar way she stretched out on the bank in her odd dress, eventually peering into the water to check her reflection as she fussed with her eternally perfect plaits.

He got up. No goodbye was necessary, because she’d be there whenever he came back, like always.



Ellie had said Joah might be up at the northern edge of the property with some Lanyer, so Peter jogged in that direction. Past the lemon and peach trees; past the hedgerows he’d added for Darla the previous year; past the fallow area where the beans and potatoes had all been picked; past the field where, at a distance, he could see stood the shed in which his father still taught the art of high-quality shoe repair. He jogged until he smelled cigarette smoke, then paused and, sure enough, heard the duet of two familiar voices. His brother’s low, moody one and Luke Lanyer’s wisecracking rasp.

He thought of what Joah had said some time ago: Lanyer says if I work for him for a year, at the price he said …

It had been eight.

Joah and Luke stood on opposite sides of the fence that separated their families’ properties, leaning away from each other but chatting as intimately as siblings. They passed one of Luke’s trademark Chesterfield cigarettes between them, which surprised Peter.

(Because of course he had his own relationships with white people. The supermarket where he worked had a mixed clientele, and every day there were shoppers who wanted to chat him up after he’d helped them to locate their butter or fatback or to choose the best tomatoes. There were the men who wanted to rehash televised NFL games; and the children who wanted to bean him with their rubber balls, delighting as he feigned injury; and the old women who wanted to tell him how impressed they were with his diction; and the young women who wanted to flirt with him, profoundly safe in their certainty that he wouldn’t flirt back. Then there were the people of all ages who wanted to abuse him within the limitations of what one could get away with in a grocery store, taking out their bad days or the climbing price of said fatback on him. And right this minute, there were at least a few dozen of them down on the lawn, progressives who’d proudly crossed the color barrier to vote for Elijah and who were now contentedly eating his parents’ catered food. But among all these, no white person had ever seemed prepared to offer Peter a puff of a cigarette and then to take a long, wet drag of the same cigarette.)

He approached carefully, not wanting to startle them. “Poke?”

Joah turned and scowled at him. “Well, here go Sugar Boy right now,” he said, throwing a look at Luke. “What you want?”

“Mama wants to get a picture. Sidney from the church is ready to take it. Everyone else is ready, too.” Luke was looking at him, and Peter lowered his eyes. “Down there by the house when you can.”

Joah turned back to Luke and laughed. “Loves his mama.”

Peter blushed. It was true, but somehow it sounded like an accusation.

“Hey,” said Luke, still looking at Peter. “How’s y’all party going?”

“Good.”

“Lot of people down there?”

“Yeah.” Peter thought for a moment. “You could come down and get a plate if you wanted. It’s open to all who support ’Lijah.”

Luke laughed. “Well, then, I can’t come.” He gestured to indicate the land behind him. “We up here voted for the other guy, Old What’s-his-name.”

“Oh,” said Peter. “All right.”

“Tell me something else,” said Luke.

“Yeah?”

“Who you think knows y’all land best?”

Peter paused. “Pardon, sir?”

“Sir.” Luke laughed again and looked over at Joah, who’d fixed his gaze on the ground, then back at Peter. “I’m just Luke to you. What I mean is, other than your daddy, which of y’all knows it best? Knows their way around, knows what grows where, all of that.”

It was a question Peter had never considered, but his answer was automatic. “I guess that’d be me, sir—I mean, Luke.” A moment too late, he thought to look at Joah for signs of offense, but his brother’s face was impassive, his scowl no deeper than usual. “My father and I do most of it together. Turning over the fields and managing the crops and all that.”

“Right. You and Daddy.” Luke smirked and gestured to indicate the view southward from where they stood, the downhill vista. Peter hadn’t quite realized it before, the extent of the view. You couldn’t quite see the house itself, but you could see almost all the way down. The pond glittering between the oaks, rich brown soil all around its perimeter. “Seen you two working together,” said Luke.

“Yeah,” said Peter.

“But then,” Joah blurted out, “how about next after you? Who else knows the land? Or is it just you and Daddy know everything?”

Peter’s discomfort was curdling into straight alarm, though he could not have said why. What on earth did this conversation have to do with anything? His brother stared at him with unusual intensity, dark eyes probing. “Well,” said Peter. “Poke, what you think?”

“No,” said Luke, preemptively silencing Joah with a hand. “Don’t matter what we think. We asked you.”

Fine. Again, Peter’s answer came to him quickly, unbidden and unambiguous. “Have to be him.” He jerked a thumb in Joah’s direction. It was pure process of elimination: Elijah—soon-to-be councilman Elijah—didn’t know a garden spade from his own dick; and Lena—with her brain trained on her fancy new job—had probably forgotten the way across the farm itself. Whereas Joah, settled in his professional capacity on the Lanyer farm, at least remembered how to start up a tractor.

“Him,” repeated Luke, and looked again at Joah, who this time met his gaze. “You first and Poke second, you think. Your daddy probably knows it too, don’t you think so?”

“Sure he does,” said Peter. He figured it was the right answer, the one that would relax the tight curl of Luke Lanyer’s upper lip, though he didn’t quite understand why.

“Just wondering,” said Luke, ashing his Chesterfield into the grass. Joah held out a hand, and, like a miracle, Luke placed the last of the cigarette into it.

Peter felt suddenly sick from heat and confusion and the smell of smoke. “What do you want me to tell Mama, Poke?” he asked Joah with mounting desperation. “About that picture.”

“Tell her I’ll be down in ten minutes. Okay? We two up here talking men’s business. She’ll understand.”

“And too bad if she doesn’t,” Luke chimed in, flipping his curtain of yellow hair over one side of his face.

“That’s right.” Joah slapped Peter’s shoulder with such force that the younger brother nearly toppled over, then helped right him with a rough grip to his forearm, cackling. “Come on, Sugar. Need to find you some strength.”

“Sure do,” said Luke. “Toughen your lanky ass up.” And on this last word he landed a second slap to that same shoulder blade, this time actually sending Peter to the ground.

“Get the hell off the ground.” There was real disgust in Joah’s voice—or was it embarrassment?—as for a second time he reached out an arm and yanked Peter to his feet with violence.

Peter let himself be pulled, but stumbled, and this time didn’t find his feet right away. Luckily, the slope of the ground beneath them sent him stumbling in the right direction, downhill and away from the border between the two properties, back toward home and the party. Toward the faraway bustle of voices of his community: the Mount Carmel teachers and parishioners who still told funny stories from his fanciful boyhood; hopeful Judine Johnston and starry-eyed Lavinia; Peter’s mother, who’d be thankful he’d tried his best to round up the family for the photo; his father, who would have put his foot up Joah’s ass for ingratiating himself to a Lanyer by bullying his baby brother; his sister, who knew and loved him and whom he adored unreservedly; even his shit-eating oldest brother, who had at least stopped using that nickname for him years earlier—

Just north of the pond, he was waylaid. Corbin Hite had come looking for him.



Had he forgotten what he’d learned only minutes earlier? That this place, while hidden from the house downhill, was anything but invisible from the farm to the north? Regardless, Corbin had been drinking, and the encounter was brief.



“All right, y’all,” said Sidney from the church, peeking out from behind his Kodak. “Now let’s get one more of just the original family. Spouses and children, y’all look beautiful, but do please step aside.”

Naomi circled her brood with her arms and hustled them out of frame; Ellie trailed her with baby Micah in her arms. Lena had to bump her husband gently with a hip, but eventually he followed too, hands in his pockets and an amused grin on his face.

“Thank you kindly. Now let’s get the seasoned folk in the middle.” Thomas and Darla followed Sidney’s directions, settling on the dual folding chairs and leaning close like newlyweds. Lena situated herself behind and between them, placing a hand on either parent’s shoulder.

“This’ll look real good in the Register,” murmured Elijah, kneeling on the hilly grass in front of them. With a gesture, he invited both brothers to sit beside him and now here they were, a tableau of six as in the days not too long past, with Elijah at the center, all rolled-up sleeves and clean teeth. Ready for work and for whatever else.

Where was Lavinia Johnston? Peter couldn’t see her in the crowd of hangers-on that huddled around the family to watch them be photographed. He figured she’d left with her mother, and that was for the best. No good could come of her playing for Elijah’s attention, which was resolutely focused elsewhere. And less for the family—busy arranging their faces and limbs, trying to look perfect—to have to deal with.

But now—“Hey.” It was Joah, leaning around Elijah to get Peter’s attention. “Peter, hey.”

“Y’all hush and look this way,” said Sidney. “Three … two … one.” They straightened, and the camera flashed.

“Peter,” said Joah again. “Need to tell you something.”

“Three,” said Sidney. “Two … one.” Flash.

“Peter. Tomorrow, go on up to the fence right about ten o’clock. Luke said he wants to talk to you. Said he needs your help about the broccoli.”

“The broccoli?” Peter craned his neck to try to catch Joah’s eye. “You said ten?”

“Yeah, ten o’clock.”

“Will y’all two shut the hell up,” groused Elijah, elbowing both brothers at once. “Trying to get a good picture for the paper.”

Joah ducked his head, chastened.

“Lift your head up, son,” said Thomas from behind them. “Let’s make this one a good one. Sidney, go on ahead and get one more.”

“You got it, Thomas. Three … two … one.” Flash.

It was a good picture, one of the best Sidney would ever take in his short amateur career. But it was never published in the Lanyer County Register or anywhere else, was never even developed, because Peter was dead the next day.



My mother always said there’s a special place in heaven for the people tasked with being the bearers of terrible news, a responsibility that so often falls without warning. In this case, Thomas was the one who had to do it, because Darla, the brokenhearted mother, could not have managed that or anything else after losing Peter, her treasured final baby. And so he placed three calls to his other children, all three of them resting languidly in their respective homes on the day after the party; and each, in turn, clocked the hitch in Thomas’s breath even before they could process the tragedy in his words.

There had been an accident, Thomas explained three times, involving the pond, and Peter had drowned.

Drowned? Elijah could not believe what he was hearing. Peter was a fish in the water, had spent countless hours in and around that pond his whole life.

It was a shock, Thomas agreed, and yet it was what had gone on the report drawn up by the two Lanyer County police officers who had come out to respond to the incident. Along with Peter’s time of death: 10:25 a.m.

How on earth could he drown? Lena wanted to know. Did he fall? Was he pushed? Who called the police?

This was where Thomas faltered each time, because of the many layers of ugliness to this part of the story. It was that young man from up north who called the police, he said. Luke Lanyer. Something had happened between Peter and Luke that turned violent, and this was how it ended.

Luke was involved? In the shock of this conversation Joah had turned all business, his voice measured and tight and low. It was his day off work, the one day of the week he and Luke weren’t in contact.

Thomas explained that for reasons unknown to him, Peter had been up near the northern boundary between the two farms, talking with Luke about something or other having to do with spring crops. Peter had wanted to show their neighbor something that required walking down onto the Lamb property, near the pond, and that was when things had turned bad between them.

Turned bad how? Elijah’s horrified curiosity was genuine, of course—but also it occurred to him that the answer might have implications for his burgeoning career, the role he was preparing to step into.

Thomas did not want to say, not over the phone. It was bad enough Luke had had to tell it to the officers, one Black and one white, who might very well repeat it to anyone, which was too shameful to think about.

Just because Luke told them something doesn’t make it true! Lena’s indignation practically electrified the telephone wire and the receiver in Thomas’s hand.

Of course not, her father agreed. But the truth of an accusation mattered less than the status of the person making it, and Luke Lanyer shared his name with the police department responsible for recording the events, and so what Luke said was what had gone onto the report.

Well, actually, said Joah. And then, quickly, Never mind. Just that there always was talk about Peter. And that Hite boy from the grocery store, for example. But of course that doesn’t mean anything.

Thomas did not want to hear this. I have to make the arrangements to bury your brother, he said, his strong voice trembling. I have to get your mother through this day. I had to call and tell you, and now you’ve been told. I’ll be calling your mother’s people next. If you can get back out here tonight or tomorrow, it would be a real help to your mother and me.



Zena, hearing all three phone calls, could hardly bear any of it, because nothing Luke had implied to the officers, and that Thomas had now implied to his living children even while strenuously trying not to, was even a little bit true. Peter had shown up at the boundary at the appointed time and had been unfailingly respectful, as he’d been in all his limited dealings with Luke Lanyer or any other white person. As they had walked south together, Peter outlining his methods for avoiding mildew on broccoli leaves, he was careful to leave space between Luke’s body and his own, a learned precaution that mattered in more ways than one. If he had relaxed into friendliness, it was only because Luke had encouraged it and because of what he’d witnessed the day before: the easy rapport between his older brother and Luke, the shared Chesterfield hanging from between Joah’s lips.

The sudden turn in the conversation, the way Luke had hollered and shoved as though an accidental brush of Peter’s hand had burned his flesh, had stunned Peter to the point of disabling his reflexes, so that everything that happened next was entirely out of his control. Losing his footing and stumbling over the edge of the dirt and into the pond, where he had found himself somehow unable to surface, as though pushed down by strong hands—

Zena had seen all of it, had tried to devise a way to help; but unlike the time so many years ago when she had prevented a much younger Lamb boy from drowning in this very same body of water, there was nothing she could do. Luke was much too fast.

Accidental death by drowning was what would go on Peter’s death certificate. And the bereaved parents, as badly as they would have liked to see Luke Lanyer suffer a dreadful punishment for what he’d done, would eventually adopt this as the explanation for the new hole in their family. Thomas and Darla, remember, had grown up in a town founded by the other boy’s ancestor, his supremacy stamped all over the world they knew so well. He was royalty, untouchable; not a chance in hell anything like justice would ever come to him even if they spent the rest of their lives yelling about it.

(And if they had? Who knew what any doomed litigation might bring to light. What sorts of lies or not-lies that Lanyer boy might tell about their mysterious son, whose privacy they’d worked hard to respect for years. Their hearts didn’t have the appetite, not as they settled instead into the all-consuming work of grieving. And so they simply didn’t.)



After her father hung up, Lena sat motionless in her chair in the corner of her kitchen, weeping breathlessly and thinking that she and Levi would have to move away from this apartment they had only just rented in central Nashville, because any time she stood in this room and heard the ring of this butter-yellow telephone on the kitchen counter, she would be remembering the moment she had learned that her baby brother had died.

She let herself sob for a few minutes—Levi was out; she could be as loud as she wanted—and then she dialed her brother Elijah’s number.

When he answered, he was crying too, albeit softly. “Lena, girl.”

She pushed out the words before she could talk herself out of it. “That devil murdered Peter.”

Elijah didn’t answer, just breathed quietly into the phone, and she could hear his hesitation, his fear. The soon-to-be councilman of Lanyer County.

So she would have to be the one to say it. “Joah sent him up there. Sent Peter up to talk to that awful smoke-stinking bastard.”

“Lena.”

“You and I heard him. Go on up to the fence right about ten o’clock. Something about the broccoli.”

“Yeah, I heard him, but, Lena, so what?” Elijah cleared his throat, became once again the paragon of composure he’d been throughout his campaign. “Joah sent him up there to talk about the broccoli. If you mean something by this, just say it.”

Lena was crying again in earnest. “I don’t know what I mean. Joah was always so mean to Peter. Teasing him and calling him that nickname.”

“We were all kids together, girl. Kids can be mean and nasty. You know the names Poke and I used to call each other? I don’t know what you’re saying.”

She thought suddenly of Luke Lanyer, his lank yellow hair and the overconfident smirk on his face all those years ago. The way he had loomed over her as she concealed a found weapon in her fist. “I should have stabbed that devil to death when I had the chance,” she said wildly.

“Should have done what to who? What in the fuck you talking about, Lena? Now, girl, stop it. This shit is bad enough without what you’re saying. Lena, hey.” Elijah’s voice had gone hard and stern. “Think about Mama, of the hell she’s in. You’ll need to get over there to the house as soon as you can.”

He was right about that, and she hung up the butter-yellow receiver and mopped at her eyes, then went to pack a bag, feeling chastened as she did it. Changed. The whole sequence of events, from the death itself to this telephonic coda, would forever change her. From a person who spoke confidently into one who said almost nothing at all, ever, to anyone, unless she was absolutely certain of what she spoke. Usually she would say nothing period unless it involved some sort of command with a greater authority behind it. Quoting the university rulebook for her accounting underlings at TSU; or, a few years down the line, reading aloud from the Bible to the sole child she would finally have. For the rest of her life she would control her every expression of thought or feeling to an extreme degree, starting with the minimalist décor she would choose for the new apartment she and Levi would move into six weeks later. She would dress with elegance, but no embellishment. She would cite, but never speculate. You wouldn’t, for example, catch her at a party drinking too much wine and then waxing philosophical about current events—never. This was the final lesson she’d needed in self-protection.

Did someone push him in? was a question she’d be asked a number of times throughout her life about her baby brother, the one who’d drowned in the pond.

I wasn’t there when it happened was how she’d answer, every time. So I don’t know.

Don’t make no sense, though. That boy could swim.

I just can’t say, she’d answer. I wasn’t there.



Whereas Elijah had now entered a professional field that made such elisions more difficult. Over the next several years he would be voted into three more offices seven times in total, and at all the accompanying ribbon-cuttings and constituent dinners, copious amounts of beer and wine would be served. People would make a point of getting him comfortable, building that buzz of kinship and loosening his tongue, and then start making their asks. Wouldn’t he please support such and such ordinance? Couldn’t he pay a visit to this or that grand opening? And so forth.

Only once they’d gotten him there, to the point of a yes, would they lean in closer and start with the personal questions. How were his wife and all those children of his? Then closer still. What a shame his baby brother Peter hadn’t lived to see the mark Elijah had made, was making, on Lanyer County. Peter, that sweet, handsome young man everyone remembered so well. Whose name had become a household word after the tragedy, because no one had ever quite come to terms with what had happened there. The accidental drowning.

Yes, Elijah would sometimes say, welling up if he’d had enough to drink. There isn’t a day we don’t miss Peter. And then, if he thought of it, he’d add, It was a real shame, because he was about to start going out with one of those Brownlee girls who catered that party my parents threw right before he passed. Loved women, just like all Lamb men do. Was just about ready for a family of his own. A real shame. If there was a plated dinner before him, he’d pick up his fork and take a large bite of meat. He’d chew it thoroughly and swallow before speaking again. A terrible accident.

And in this way, by experiencing a hundred encounters like that, he’d create and then reinforce the memory nearly from scratch in his own mind, just like planting a seed and then watering the flower that grew from it. An accident. Nothing but a terrible accident.



I don’t know what’s so hard to believe about that, Joah would say to various people in the aftermath, including his own wife. Sure you can forget how to swim. Just like you can forget the words to a song. If Peter was scrapping with Luke for some reason, he could’ve fallen in, gotten confused about which way was up. Peter could be odd in that way, never thinking in a straight line. And Luke’s no killer. That man has been good to me and mine since the day I met him.

Luke, for what it was worth, turned up at the Lambs’ front door one day not long afterward, dressed in a neat linen shirt and with hat in hand, to offer his condolences for the family’s loss. The bereaved parents and their three living children gathered in the foyer, shocked by the sight of him, these old-money manners they’d never before seen put to use. Luke didn’t seem to expect an invitation into the house and didn’t get one. Just stood there steady on the stoop, holding the patriarch’s gaze as he said how sorry he was that such a tragic accident had befallen poor Peter. Then gave a quick little bow and ambled away without waiting for a response, which the family didn’t offer.

When he was gone, Joah stepped forward to shut the door and then turned to face his stunned family, hands open in a gesture of supplication. See? I told you.

And then Joah worked for the Lanyers for another forty years after that.






34


So many times I’ve asked the obvious. Peter, I’ll say. What do you think?

He always shrugs, with that silly look on his face.

Normally I let it go, the way I’d have done in life, where truth always hides behind awkwardness. But the longer I’m here, the more social conventions seep out of me. So this time I pushed the issue. You don’t know what you think? You can’t say whether Joah knew what Luke was going to do?

How would I know that? asked Peter.

Well, you can’t, I said. But you know the farm was coming to you someday, and that Joah was pissed about that. You know Joah and Luke were tight as hell and that Luke had the whole town on his side, including the police department. You also know that if Luke wanted to try to cut a deal someday, he’d have a hell of a lot more luck with Joah than with you or anyone else.

Peter waved me off. You think those two could think that far ahead? he said. The only thing Joah said was Go on up to the fence right about ten o’clock. Maybe all he wanted was for me to go talk to Luke about the broccoli. And then maybe Luke really was just that nervous about me, really didn’t like being touched any kind of way, even a normal way. Didn’t have to be something they worked out beforehand. Maybe he just didn’t know his own strength when he held me down in that pond.

I just don’t see how that could be an accident, I said.

Whether it was or wasn’t, said Peter, I don’t have no reason to think Joah knew Luke was a murderer.

Aha! I said, seizing on his slip. So it was—

Listen. And now he was firm, the look in his eyes older than the forever age in his sweet face. You think about what it is you want me to say. What you want me to remember, or make up. Something real horrible about someone I loved and looked up to. Maybe you don’t understand because you never had a brother or sister.

That made me retreat a little, like it always did.

You want me to say it, and you want me to think it, which would be even worse. You want me to believe someone I shared blood with would do that to me. All so you can have a nice, neat end to that story. I already have a decent scab over that whole thing, and you want me to scratch it right off. When you never been through anything like that in your life.

You think you’d reach a point where nothing could hit you right between the eyes anymore, but it doesn’t work that way. Even here there are layers of loss and entitlement, levels of tragedy, with Peter sitting right atop the throne whichever way you look. I died in the stupidest way imaginable, compared with him.

So I dropped it like always.

All right, fine, I said, tail between my legs. Keep your scab, then.

I will, thank you. I can’t think of anything worth scratching it off. Not unless you told me I’d have a brand-new skin underneath. You can’t tell me that, can you?

Obviously not, I said. I wasn’t there, I don’t know.

Well, he said. Me neither. That’s that, then.



The morning after his drowning, Peter was somewhat unsurprised to find himself back by the pond. The part of him that had expected heaven was only a very small part. He spent some time in stillness, letting the recent memories assemble themselves in his mind, noting the ones that weren’t available to him. He felt heavy and sad, sorry for his mother and sister, who he was sure must be suffering (in fact they were both sleeping through their agony after a relentless, wakeful night spent together at the house). The weight of their grief was everywhere, pinpricks in the hot air that pressed down on him. He choked on the cry he attempted. His sister would have to do the rest of her life without him.

Suddenly there was a hand on his shoulder. Gentle and kind. He turned and of course it was Zena, right up close, her eyes and mouth reminding him strongly of his father’s. Somehow he’d known she would greet him, because she had been here for years, watching him, smiling at him, waiting for him. Her touch chilled him, because of what it meant; and then it warmed him, because he wasn’t alone.



They two of them watched as the family tried to mend itself, doing it poorly, the way you would desperately reassemble a shattered vase if you couldn’t accept that a piece had gone missing.

Thomas and Darla dealt with the death in opposite ways. Now the master of a nest emptied too early, Thomas poured himself into every crack of the community. Signed up as a deacon at Mount Carmel, began volunteering as a tour guide in the Lanyer County Historic District. He’d lost a child and wanted the child back a thousandfold. Wanted to know and be known by every family in the county. Whereas Darla folded herself further inward, emotionally and physically. Other than when she had to go to school or shop for groceries, she rarely left the farm. She obsessed more than ever over its details: the maintenance of the garden out front, the health and uniformity of her peach trees, the straightness of the rugs that lined the hardwood floors. When her grandchildren came to visit, she struggled with the urge to shove them all back out the front door. More attuned to the messes and scuff marks they left everywhere than to their little faces and voices.

Grief wizened Thomas and Darla swiftly. Peter might turn his attention elsewhere for a moment, then find he didn’t recognize his parents when he looked back at them. It had to be their sadness doing it, because they both came from people who aged beautifully and elegantly.

Peter was reminded of this in the spring of 1962, when his mother’s sister came to visit, as she now did semi-regularly to bolster Darla’s spirits. Darla and Carrie had been born less than a year apart, and had often been mistaken for twins throughout their lives, but now it was hard to see even their sisterhood in their faces. Carrie with her pretty salt-and-pepper chignon and her summery makeup standing straight-backed over Darla, who—unless she was frenetically tidying the house—mostly just sat hunched at the kitchen table, as she was doing now, labeling and organizing photographs. Shrinking inside the fraying outfits she never bothered to replace.

“Don’t you think you ought to come spend some time with me in Chicago?” asked Carrie.

“Can’t leave Thomas,” muttered Darla, and scribbled something on a square photo, then returned it to a stack.

“The girls will cook for him,” pressed Carrie. “Least, Lena will.”

Peter wanted Darla to say yes. He’d never been to Chicago, but he’d seen photos and imagined the place as a match for Carrie herself, enlivened with color and music. Tall buildings and streets packed with people. The antithesis of the farm in its present mood of blackness. How he wanted that for his mother. The anniversary of his death was coming up, and he’d seen—three times now—the way that date seemed to wound his mother all over again. The way she’d sob in bed until she couldn’t move.

Zena, he said to his great-great-grandmother. Can’t we do anything to get her to go?

Do anything? Zena blinked at him.

He reminded her about the small interventions she’d described for him. The way she’d buttressed Joah from below when he fell into the pond as a child; the awl she’d all but handed over to Lena in her moment of need. She had succeeded, at least twice, at crossing the divide to help in times of crisis. Whatever the rules of their strange situation, these incidents were signs that they could be broken.

Oh, yes, said Zena. But I wasn’t trying to. I just did.

And indeed, trying didn’t seem to get Peter anywhere. His first thought was to pull one of Thomas’s atlases from the bookshelf and leave it conspicuously open to a map of Illinois, but he didn’t have that sort of dexterity inside the house. The best he could do was to knock the book’s spine slightly askew within its row of similarly sized volumes, only to watch Darla compulsively right it a few minutes later. Then he tried hollering into her ear—Go to Chicago with Aunt Carrie!—but as always, and painfully, she was deaf to his voice. He could have cried with frustration.

Carrie seemed to share the same frustration on the last day of her visit, when she stood in the kitchen, elegant in her magenta train outfit with her suitcase beside her, and gave her sister a long look.

“You could buy you a ticket today,” she said to Darla.

Darla shrugged, her mouth a grim line. “You don’t want a visitor anyway,” she said. “All those summer plans you’ve got.”

“Plans that could include you.” But Carrie fell silent as Thomas, her ride to the train station, entered the room and gathered up her suitcase to carry to the Buick. She sighed, embraced her sister, then moved to follow him outside.

It was as though the last bit of air was being sucked from the room. Panic overwhelmed Peter, and he lunged, forgetting his limitations, clutching with both hands for the hem of his aunt’s dress.

It didn’t work, of course; his fingers passed right through the richly colored fabric. And yet, and yet! Just at the threshold, Carrie stumbled, the sensible heel of her shoe catching on nothing in particular, the side of her head scraping the doorjamb. “Durn,” she said, rubbing at her ear; and then she laughed at the indignity of it, but the summery sound was chopped in half as she went out onto the porch and closed the door behind her.

Alone in the kitchen, Darla tidied the remains of their late breakfast and then began her meticulous deep clean of the sink and surfaces. She was moving methodically around the room when she felt something small and cold beneath the arch of her bare foot.

She stooped to look. It was one of Carrie’s earrings, a dime-size gold post. The jewelry had been a gift from one of Carrie’s children, which she’d worn every day of her visit.

Darla sank into a chair with the earring in hand. There was, of course, the option of mailing it up to Chicago—but it was valuable enough that that seemed risky. Or she could hold on to it until the next planned gathering—but as they’d only just discussed, Carrie would be spending the next holiday with her son’s in-laws in Champaign.

Darla twirled the post in her hand a few dozen times. She slipped it into the pocket of her dress and finished cleaning the kitchen. And then the next morning she had Thomas drive her to the train station and bought herself a round-trip ticket to Chicago for a monthlong visit to begin just after the end of the school term.

You see? said Zena, whom Peter had begun to notice was quick to take credit for things. You stop trying so hard and look what happens.
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Thomas, a man of his generation, sincerely didn’t know how to turn on the stove in his own kitchen. And so during the month Darla was gone, his three surviving children took turns coming by the farm with dinner, or sending their wives to do so. Day one: Elijah (almost always sending Naomi); day two: Joah (sometimes Ellie); day three: Lena; lather, rinse, repeat.

Thomas never tired of the drop-ins, only partly because they accompanied meal deliveries. He made of them whatever each visitor seemed to want.

When it was Naomi with an extra dish of whatever she’d cooked at home and two or three of her children at her heels, he’d listen patiently as she apologized for the food not being better and explained that it had to do with the demands of her life as a councilman’s wife; Thomas pretended to forget that the person she was complaining about was his son. And even if the food was maybe a little cool, it was otherwise perfect, well seasoned and lovingly prepared on the plate Naomi would let him keep until she came back to swap it out three days later. Darla had trained her well over the years.

When it was Lena with little Darlissa in tow, he’d summon all his energy and joyfully entertain his grandbaby while his daughter went to the confounding stove and threw together something fresh. The Lena days were his favorites. Darlissa was such a charming child, precocious but in a way that made him belly laugh; and her mother was a delightful companion, bringing stories from the fascinating world of the TSU faculty and the campus goings-on to which she was a thoughtful spectator. His wife’s composure was present in both her daughter and granddaughter, even when the latter was blowing tongue bubbles onto Thomas’s forearm and then collapsing in hilarity.

The days Joah came, on the other hand, Thomas would have to snack on whatever fruit was ripe in the late afternoon, because Joah would only show up after his wife and young children were in bed. He’d take his time walking over and stop at a takeout joint on his way, bringing his father slightly too much of the wrong kind of food: sweets and butter-drenched biscuit sandwiches rather than the lean meats, rice, and vegetables Thomas preferred, and all of it reeking of cigarettes. Thomas would lay a little cash in his son’s palm for the trouble, and Joah would shove it into the pocket of his close-fitting denim jeans. Then he’d sit and smoke and chatter idly while his father ate whatever he could manage.

It was always awkward, and Thomas would try his best to make it worth his son’s time. He’d let Joah talk about anything he wanted, trying only slightly to steer the conversation in this or that direction. He’d have liked to hear a bit about Joah’s babies, the grandchildren he saw the least of, but all Poke ever had to say on the topic was Christ almighty, they’re loud. Similar was true about the wife, in whom Thomas had detected a significant but underfed intelligence. He wanted to suggest that Joah hook Ellie up with Lena, who’d helped people find entry-level jobs at or around TSU, but Joah waved off that topic as well. Ellie’s lazy as hell. Half the time I already have to tend to Micah and Jenny myself. Gave them their bath just now before I came over here tonight. You believe that? Thomas just wouldn’t respond to that. He understood it had to do with Poke’s socialization, the company he kept, arrogant modern men who worked all hours and then spent half their money at bars in the Historic District while the wives slaved at home. He wondered whether Joah remembered the old days, how often Thomas had bathed and groomed his own children, cut their hair, taught them to swim in that godforsaken pond while Darla prepared her lessons for the Mount Carmel schoolroom. But of course Joah wouldn’t remember, because children swallow their upbringing whole.

What Joah actually wanted to talk about was Lanyer business. This or that deal he’d brokered between Luke Lanyer, who’d all but stepped into his aging father’s shoes as head of the family’s multipronged business, and the Black employees who made up his workforce. Joah was chief of staff in all but name, managing the nitty-gritty of Lanyer-Negro relations for more money than Thomas had ever made at the shoe shop, which was why Thomas felt he had to stay quiet about it. Joah handled hirings and firings and employment contracts; when someone wanted to quit, Luke would dispatch him to talk the employee into staying, nudging their salary upward just enough to refresh the conversation. He seemed right proud of it, and Thomas didn’t know what to say about that. Long as you still like doing it was what he usually came up with. But right about your age was when I started trying to figure out how not to work for Old Man Delano anymore.

Joah would lean back in his chair, smirking. What Luke pays me? he’d say. They’ll have to tear me away.

Fine. They had versions of that conversation a few times, and then Thomas stopped bringing it up. Trained himself to chew on those nasty yellow biscuits in silence instead.



“Say, Daddy,” said Joah one night, in a tone of voice that caught not only Thomas’s attention but Zena’s and Peter’s as well. “Want to ask you something.”

“Yeah, son?”

“Peter been gone four years today.”

The words hit Thomas in the gut. He set down his fork.

Of course he’d realized, at some level. It had been part of the reason for Darla’s trip up to Chicago. Also, as he’d walked through the Lanyer County streets earlier in the day, a few passersby had tipped their hats at him in grim acknowledgment. Still, he had managed not to make it such a thing every year, telling himself he had to play normal on the date for Darla’s benefit. It was odd to have her away, leaving him no excuse to pretend the horror wasn’t still fresh.

“Yeah,” he said to his middle son. “That’s right.”

Joah looked away. “Don’t know what sort of plan you and Ma have drawn up for the land,” he said. “I mean, I don’t know whether Peter was part of the plan, or whether you’ve changed it now that he’s gone. I just thought I ought to bring it up for you to think about.”

Thomas stared, momentarily uncomprehending.



Oh my, said Peter to Zena.

Indeed, she said back.

They’d seen the handwriting in Thomas’s notebook. And of course Joah was right. It would need to be changed. But it was hard to watch as Thomas’s shoulders suddenly slumped, the implication weighing on him like stone.



After Joah left, taking his leftover biscuits with him, Thomas brushed the crumbs from the table and dropped them into the trash can. He looked around for another chore but didn’t see whatever it was Darla saw each time she decided it was time to clean the kitchen. So he turned out the light and shuffled down the hallway toward his bedroom. The small space was enormous with emptiness.

After he’d scrubbed his teeth and changed into pajamas, he took out his notebook. He opened it to the page where, twelve years earlier, he’d written his carefully reasoned intentions for the farm. Taking up a pen, he summoned all his strength and scratched out those words. It hurt to do it; his heart fell into the pit of his stomach. But it had to be done, because a dead man, however deserving, could not inherit a living property. Instinctively he leaned over to his left for comfort, but of course Darla’s side of the bed was vacant. He righted himself.

He was halfway done with the task. The easier half. But now there was this. Letting his instincts guide him, he wrote:
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… Actually, that hadn’t been that hard. Not that hard at all. His brilliant, beautiful daughter, who after four years of marriage had only one equally brilliant child. It was neat and logical and satisfying. Lena’s mind was sharper than a leather cutter, her judgment consistently careful. She would inherit the place and train her intelligence on the task of managing it. She would hire help if she had to. And she’d have something to leave to little Darlissa and any future heirs.

Would the boys mind? Thomas forced himself to imagine his sons’ faces upon receiving the news. But Elijah was so busy, his attention scattered everywhere; he was far more interested in the sociopolitical dynamics of the people packed into the downtown apartments than he ever had been in how to grow phlox or tame kudzu. And he had so many children. What was a farm, even one this size, split up six ways (or more, should Elijah and Naomi keep at it)? And Joah’s face was always sour except when it was trained on Lanyer business. And surely both would understand how their own lifetime earning potential compared with their sister’s.

Thomas switched off his bedside light and lay back on his pillow. Lena was a woman, of course. But she was a married woman, so there should be no problems at probate time. Her husband, Levi, was a smart man. Smart enough. He could protect her, should issues arise.

Thomas let himself fall asleep.

Two hours later, he jolted awake. Could Levi protect her? The Negro was nice enough but vain as all hell. He worked in car sales, an inherently flaky industry. Wore a perfectly maintained conk, which didn’t exactly scream good sense.

So then what?

Thomas turned the light back on and found his pen.

The word around town was that Elijah was going to run everything someday. To a man who’d been raised in a segregated Serviceberry, it had initially seemed unthinkable; but Thomas understood that times changed. Lena would want her eldest brother—with all his local influence—on her side.
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It would infuriate Joah, for sure. But so did lots of things.

Thomas went back to sleep, leaving the book open on the nightstand.

And so it was the first thing he saw in the morning.

When his other children had been back at the house in the aftermath of Peter’s death, Thomas had seen the looks that passed between them. The hardness in Elijah’s eyes and the avoidance in Lena’s, as though Joah were the object of some extreme shared displeasure, the source of which Thomas hadn’t been able to decipher. He was their father, but they were siblings. So much that passed between them was unreadable to him.

Thomas had never understood Peter’s death. But he’d never wanted to understand it any better, either. Some days he lived in fear of what one of his living children might have to say about it.

Unsure of himself, he scribbled again on the page:
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If nothing else, it was the right thing to do. All of them sharing in it equally. Not nearly as good as the original plan—leaving the whole thing to the boy who only had to snap his fingers to make the flowers grow—but better than any of the alternatives.

He shut the book and climbed out of bed. Went on about his day before he could rethink it yet again.
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Darla came home from Chicago sufficiently distracted, her spirits lifted from four weeks of being shown around her sister’s city. But the moment she arrived on the farm and saw everything the way she’d left it, something in her sank even lower than it had been before she left. She went about her business, catching up on the month of housekeeping Thomas had ignored, preparing for the upcoming school year, but with a thick and growing fog hanging over her.

Almost exactly a year later—spring 1963, the fifth anniversary of Peter’s passing—Darla fell into a funk from which she could not recover. It came on suddenly, and within a few days the place was a hospice.

Lena, ever the dutiful daughter, took unpaid leave from TSU to care for her mother, to try to coax Darla to eat. She’d bring little Darlissa along, perching her on a stool beside the stove as she stood preparing Darla’s favorite foods. A sharp-minded four, Darlissa was old enough, barely, to form a few clear memories of the time.

Her mother at the stove, dropping a big hunk of butter into a pot, following that with fragrant bits of green and white she’d pulled from the lawn outside.

Her grandmother in the bed, a fragile-looking thing beneath a handmade quilt, her eyes filmy except when sometimes they lit right on Darlissa herself. You go play, child. No need for you to sit in here.

Her mother neatly laying bacon into that pot, filling the sad house with divine smells.

Her grandfather floating in and out of the kitchen, unsure of where to stand. Once accidentally stepping on little Darlissa’s bare foot and then, gentle man that he was, kneeling with tears in his eyes to embrace her, even though it hadn’t hurt all that much.

The faces of a few other women from the Mount Carmel congregation, each of them marshaled by Lena to bring a dish when she couldn’t summon the energy to cook another meal that would just go untouched. At their insistence, Lena would finally leave her post in the kitchen and sit beside Darlissa on the sofa in the living room. They’d watch Gunsmoke or Andy Griffith and let the other women do the bustling for a while.

Once or twice, her uncles. Poking their heads in through the screen door that connected the kitchen to the back porch, staying just long enough to let themselves be seen, then retreating.

Those were the things Darlissa would remember and carry with her. Her mother skipping work, standing straight-backed at the stove, doing what was needed for the shrinking woman in the bed at the rear of the house. The other women offering fleeting relief before returning to their own homes where they were needed. The chirp of the color TV.

Time dilates strangely for children, the way it does for ghosts. These details formed a universe in Darlissa’s preschooler memory. She would remember it later as an expansive era, lionizing her mother’s limitless selflessness, but in fact Lena only sacrificed a single TSU paycheck. Darla died twelve days after she climbed into bed.



Thomas had been in denial. He’d been expecting her to get better, even if it might take a few weeks after the anniversary of Peter’s drowning. He’d figured on her waking with the sun one day, climbing out of their bed, and starting her chores as usual. He expected always to find her out in the garden weeding or at the kitchen table grading papers.

Family accounts of Thomas are all over the place, disagreeing over his height, his fundamental personality (if he was such an extrovert, why’d he move away from a bustling town and onto a remote farm?), what he understood or didn’t about his youngest child. But on this, everyone agrees: that it was only once Darla was buried, an elegant headstone erected behind Mount Carmel to pay honor to this beloved wife, mother, teacher, and friend, and all his children and grandchildren were assembled to pay their symphonic respects, did the reality of Thomas’s new situation actually sink in. He was a sixty-three-year-old widower. Halfway through the repast at Mount Carmel, a sudden horror set into his handsome, age-softened face, and he covered it with both hands, dropping his napkin onto the floor in the process.

“Daddy,” said Lena, who’d kept herself nearby. She knelt in front of him. “You okay, Daddy?”

He looked at her, his eyes grayed and searching, and let out a trembling laugh. “What am I gonna do now, girl?”

The question chilled Lena. She tried to catch her brothers’ eyes, but Elijah and Joah had found their ways into opposite corners of the small meeting hall. “You’ll just keep on, Daddy,” she said. “And we’ll help you.”

Thomas laughed again, then dropped his face back into his hands. He repeated himself, the sound muffled. “What am I gonna do now?”



He lasted a few months without Darla, despite not really wanting to. Over the winter, a flu took him out, and he put up no sort of fight.



Zena expected Thomas to turn up by the pond with her, the way Peter had. Once upon a time, after all, she’d locked eyes with him on his first trip out to the pond. But it didn’t happen that way, perhaps because—unlike Peter—Thomas had his turn to steward the land in life and didn’t need the consolation prize.

And so, on the day his surviving children laid him to rest beside his wife, Zena felt something like a snap, a subtle untethering that told her Thomas was headed his own way. It was a cool, clear January day, with a turquoise sky and a single pale cumulus cloud obscuring the light; but just as Zena had her realization, the sun appeared, shining brightly on the crowds of locals who’d gathered to pay their respects.

The grandchildren, among them stocky Samson and brooding Micah and winking little Darlissa, were delighted; they tossed aside their winter jackets and rolled around under the sun in the neat cemetery grass.

Their parents would have stopped them—this was church, after all—but Elijah and Joah and Lena were preoccupied, huddled off to the side with their arms folded. They were locked in the first of many three-way arguments they’d have over the next forty years, this one over who ought to have to be the one to pay those country-ass Brownlee sisters for the spread they’d prepared for the funeral repast.
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Dear Aubrey Lamb:

Pursuant to the terms of your contract with Ayers, Calloway & Kim LLP, you are required to store all working files in an approved location as designated by your department’s Policies and Procedures document, to ensure access for all key personnel.

You are also required to respond to all departmental communications marked urgent within 72 hours, particularly as these relate to time-sensitive matters in the course of business.

Due to your failure to furnish the requested documents pertaining to the Saybrook case [Matter No. ——], and to respond to multiple inquiries regarding these documents, as well as your failure to properly record unscheduled leave without pay (“LWOP”) during the period of …




Aubrey stopped cold, her scrolling thumb frozen over the screen of her cell phone. Here it was. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but it did.


… your contract is terminated, effective immediately.



She’d wandered away from L’Agneau in the direction of the grand hill atop which sat Mount Carmel with its sloped red roof. Now she stopped and beelined for the church’s front steps, sank onto the bottom one and set her full glass beside her.

It had taken her months to find that job, and that was back when her father had been around to call in favors from his college buddies. What in the fuck was she going to do now? Ask Bellamy for a loan, that’s what, taunted a nasty little voice in her mind, but of course that was a nonstarter. Bellamy with her preschool tuition payments and her HOA fees and her preseasoned Whole Foods cod fillets. Bellamy who would make a huge deal of needing to talk to Shane first.

Aubrey plunked her head down onto her knees and began to cry. The poor child, with her pretty dark eyes and her delicate bones and her mass of curls in need of a wash. All of which had protected her from so much in her young life, but not anymore. Her luck had run out.

Looking just like her granddaddy, murmured Peter.

But let’s not hold that against her, I said, and Zena and Fern agreed.

The sun was punishing on the exposed nape of her neck. She lifted her head and dug into her orbital sockets with the heels of her palms but left behind swollen bluish eye bags, tears that tracked down her cheeks. Worse things have happened, of course, than losing one’s salary and health insurance right on the heels of a disorienting breakup. All of us here can attest to that. But we understood that this girl, who’d grown up with private Suzuki violin lessons and a bedroom with its own small television, was experiencing that world-ending feeling.

She closed the email from her (now former) manager and did a quick Google search. In less than twenty seconds, she’d found profiles for both Trevor and Tolliver Lanyer on the Gambling Insider website. She hadn’t gleaned this before, but they were twins, presumably identical, with matching birth years in the early 1970s and linebacker builds they’d stuffed into expensive suits for their photos, flaxen hair (which Trevor wore cropped short; Tolliver, in a delusionally sparse shoulder-length ponytail). Their résumés were stuffed with leadership roles at multiple Midwestern casinos and on the boards of a dozen companies even Aubrey had heard of.

They were on LinkedIn, X, and Instagram. On all three platforms, their inboxes were open for messages.

Collecting her glass, she stood up and looked around, feeling drunk and hopeless. Down the hill she could hear the buzz of the barbecue diners, Samson’s bellowing laugh and Darlissa’s shrill one cutting through the other noise. The sounds were suddenly repellent, and she felt the need to put distance between herself and the restaurant.

She turned away from L’Agneau and arced around the church, a modestly sized old multistory building with a couple of rooms added on to the main floor, which she remembered, if dimly, from her father’s funeral. As she passed a small white door tucked into a grassy alcove, memory told her it was the fastest way to a bathroom. She’d had to bolt through this very door upon arriving for the service.

She had to pee again now, in fact. And there was no sense tempting the UTI gods. She tried the door and found it unlocked, yet another small-town surprise.

She found herself in the sanctuary, a hot room filled with pews, a choir pit, unplugged standing fans. Over the pulpit hung an elaborate pointillistic painting, benevolent Jesus, cocoa skin and hair like lamb’s wool. Driven by muscle memory, Aubrey took a left at the pulpit and found the bathroom. She’d considered her infection conquered, but her crotch stung urgently, and she pushed into the room so fast the door cracked against the wall. Leaving her glass on the sink, she went into the closer of the two stalls. Her Bermuda shorts stuck to her thighs, but she got them down just in time and fell heavily onto the bowl, releasing the floodgates. She sighed with relief and rose.

She washed her hands and left the room but took a wrong turn and went through a different door on the other side of the church, the mirror image of the door she’d come through. It led her into the former repast hall turned museum, the wall studded with plaques and historical photos. To my surprise, she actually stopped to look this time, standing for a full thirty seconds in front of the grayscale daguerreotypes. One was of the original Mount Carmel Praise House, a dull white shed whose façade, she saw, exactly matched the church’s current one. And then here was the original preacher, a white man in a white suit, Bible in hand. A third grainy photo depicted a dozen Black people standing on the lawn in front of the praise house—she checked the date and thought, Slaves—and not that we’d expected otherwise, but her eye did not slow or stop on the figure of her four-times-great-grandmother.

(Whereas Thomas, even in the haze of grieving his wife, had immediately noticed Zena in the photo. It had been his first time standing long enough in the repast hall to really see it, and though the date beside the photo might have confused his recognition of the woman he’d seen standing by the pond on a spring day thirty years earlier, he hadn’t had the wherewithal to wonder about it just then.)

Finally, Aubrey found the other exit. She walked out into the orange sunlight, finding herself in a valley studded with headstones. White and marbled and gray. Smaller and rougher near the church building; neater, more rounded, at the deeper reaches of the lawn.

She knelt and squinted to read the words on the one nearest her foot. The name was illegible, but the birth and death dates she could make out: 1836–1868. A post-Emancipation death, and the oldest one she saw; the semicircle of stones around this one marked later deaths: 1869, 1870, 1872.

Look that way, child, murmured Zena, but of course Aubrey could not hear her, and so she did not peer over her left shoulder to see the place where the stones ended but the grass rolled onward, carefully tended and undisturbed, stretching almost the thirty yards to the church parking lot. Zena had not been given a headstone, but the people who tended these grounds after she died had been sure to tell their descendants what was worth protecting, worth keeping tidy.

Inching through the lawn, Aubrey found names she could read. Biblical staples: Beulah, Jeremiah, Naomi. As well as a few Southern concoctions that rather tickled her: Lizzieruth, Jamesy, Mayella. Here and there, quotes from 1 Corinthians, excerpted Langston Hughes poems. She decided it was better not to attend too closely to the subtraction problems presented by the birth and death dates.

She stepped right over Peter’s stone, not noticing, because she’d already seen half a dozen Peters, two dozen Lambs. But then she stopped short, because here were two markers whose names meant something to her. She sank onto the lawn and considered them together, the side-by-side half-rounded, slightly dusty charcoal stones:




	
DARLA MASON LAMB

May 1908–May 1963

The peace she desired


	
THOMAS LAMB

Oct 1900–Jan 1964

Cherished son and father of Serviceberry









Her great-grandparents. She hadn’t thought Hays was making the whole thing up, of course, and yet the confirmation they’d existed was strange and upsetting. Only a day ago, these people had been vibrant characters in Hays’s story. Just characters in a story. And now they were dust beneath her feet.

Though she suddenly thought she might choke, she kept going, charging past the headstones as the death dates careened through the sixties, seventies, eighties, and so on. Fern’s stone didn’t catch her eye, just as Zena’s hadn’t. She was looking, of course, for her father’s.
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In the end, Lena paid the catering bill herself. Her brothers wanted to haggle to save a few dollars by arguing that the chicken at Thomas’s repast had been overcooked, but Lena just wanted to settle the debt and move on to the next in the litany of postfuneral tasks.

“If you want something done, don’t wait on a man. You do it yourself,” she told her daughter, Darlissa, as she slid the cash into an envelope the day after the service. Darlissa, then too young to make the mistake of letting a man’s stingy bullshit stop the show, nevertheless tucked the advice away until she needed it. As a mother, she would deploy it frequently. (You look out for you. You don’t wait around for a committee vote. And so on.)

Lena took the same approach to numerous other things that had to be taken care of after her parents’ deaths. Her brothers’ excuses were abundant. Elijah had a half dozen children, plus had gotten himself elected council president (partly, Lena suspected, in order to justify spending more time away from his house, which was noisy and crowded despite being one of the largest ones in the Historic District. Joah’s brood was smaller, but he claimed to be needed at home every minute he wasn’t sniffing around behind Luke Lanyer like a faithful Labrador. And neither of them had any aptitude for the nitty-gritty anyway.



Remember Lawyer Man? He who once advised Thomas, pro bono, on the first draft of his will? Fourteen years later, here we find him in the seat of executor, looking over the newer, final draft on the porch of his nice home in the Historic District as his late-in-life children play on the lawn with their neighbors, whose celebrated father, Elijah, happens to be one of the named beneficiaries.

Lawyer Man reads the final provision for the farm. He’s been wondering about this ever since Peter’s death, remembers every word of the conversation he and Thomas had back in 1950. How Thomas worried about singling out his youngest child for this inheritance, how the others would feel about it, but not as much as he worried about the implications of leaving it to multiple children jointly. The messiness of that choice. What is Lawyer Man to make of Thomas’s having done just that, after he warned him? After what happened to poor Big Johnston’s land? But it isn’t Lawyer Man’s task to evaluate the choice, only to deliver the news.

Sir, says a nearby child’s voice, but a husky one, noticeably adolescent. My little brother needs to use the lavatory, sir. Lawyer Man looks up from the paper in his hand to see thirteen-year-old Samson holding the hand of his tiniest brother.

Right in there, says Lawyer Man, pointing to the house, and the little child goes running.

Samson perches on a stair, waiting. Watches his host with interest, scanning the lawyer’s high-quality oiled shoes, his old-fashioned pince-nez. This boy, almost a man himself, is keenly interested in men and what they wear, how they sit, what they say. His father has drilled into him how important this is, the risk one takes in not understanding and conforming to it. And here is another breed to study: big-brained lawyer. Samson will add it to the file he keeps of acceptable possibilities. What you reading, sir? he asks.

Lawyer Man tells him the whole thing. The child listens, following somewhat, but more interested in the lawyer’s officious tone and the authority it conveys. Sound kinda like math, Samson says at the end. Like a division problem.

Well, that’s if it goes well, says Lawyer Man. But if not? Maybe plain old subtraction.

Samson will remember this later, when his politician father is redoing the arithmetic for the next generation, summarily subtracting four of his own children from the equation, and again when the bequeathal shifts like a hot potato between the hands of the two anointed sons, including the small boy who now reemerges from Lawyer Man’s front door with droplets of tinkle down one chubby leg.



Lena was surprised but pleased to have been included in the provision for the farm. She had already prepared her heart for exclusion.

On a night when her husband had plans with coworkers, she had her brothers over for dinner to discuss a few estate matters. Her apartment in southern Nashville wasn’t large, so she subtly discouraged them from toting along their entire broods. Elijah brought his second-youngest, little Isaac; Joah brought seven-year-old Micah, who would otherwise have been driving his mother crazy at home with his questions and orneriness.

Once the kids were situated in front of the television in another room, Lena poured drinks for herself and her brothers and began preparing dinner: chicken and dumplings, which she hadn’t made in years. She’d gotten the ingredients from a grocery chain.

“Let me tell you right now,” said Joah. “Luke says we should—”

“Luke says, Luke says,” mocked Elijah. “That’s the right place to start, isn’t it? What Luke Lanyer says.”

“Just let him talk,” muttered Lena, dropping a hunk of butter into her pot.

“Say it, then,” said Elijah, gesturing at his brother with his glass.

Joah glowered at him, glinting eyes under dark brows. “Luke says his daddy will buy it if we want to sell. At a nice price.”

“Sell.” Elijah frowned. “Why in the hell would we want to do that?”

Joah smirked. “You want to know why we’d want to make some money on a place where we don’t want to live anyway?”

“How do you know I don’t want to live there?”

“Do you?”

Elijah cocked his head to one side. “I have six children, Negro. You don’t think there might come a day when I need somewhere to put somebody?”

“Six.” Joah nudged Lena in the ribs and winked at Elijah. “You right. You got six children.”

A sharp silence fell over the kitchen, Elijah busying himself with his drink. They could hear the kids in the next room, laughing at The Dick Van Dyke Show.

“I’ll say it another way,” said Joah. “You’ve got many children. You would rather have one house to leave to them? Or many dollars you could split up however you wanted to?”

Elijah gave his brother a hard look. “I don’t care all that much about a dollar, Poke,” he said. “Dollar not so hard to come by. But we grew up on that farm. That don’t mean nothing to you?”

Lena smacked her hands together, then started rolling chicken pieces in a large bowl of flour. “Means something to me,” she said.

“Me too,” said Elijah.

Joah leaned back in his chair. “Then I guess that means I’m the only one who likes money,” he said, and laughed sharply and loudly. The children in the next room turned up the volume on the TV. Joah took a long drink of his whiskey and lapsed into his lazy, twenty-year-old impression of a transatlantic accent. “You don’t need money if you work for Tennessee State University, I suppose. Or for the county.”

Elijah frowned. “I didn’t say that.”

“Me neither,” said Lena. “But maybe you can understand why I don’t want to hand deliver something my daddy used his own two hands to care for to someone who did what he did to Peter. You know what, Poke?” She scowled and turned back to the stove. “Never mind.”

The children appeared in the doorway that separated the living room from the kitchen, three pairs of enormous brown eyes drinking them in. “What y’all yelling about?” groused Darlissa.



With no decisions made, Lena proceeded to do what she felt she needed to with the house. With the help of her sisters-in-law, she spent a few weekends cleaning out the rooms that had gathered clutter and dust during her father’s short widowerhood. The process was painful, an invasion. The litter of cloth handkerchiefs, some visibly used. The worn socks crumpled beneath Darla’s handmade quilt, which Thomas had kicked off in the throes of a fever. All around the room, and especially by the four-poster bed, Lena found little scraps of shoe leather, signs of the small repair projects he’d tried to finish while convalescing. She collected them and took them home, meaning to save them; but her husband pointed out that the fashions had shifted away from that sort of matte finish and eventually she threw them away.

In the wooden nightstand next to Thomas’s side of the bed, Lena found her father’s old journal. She flipped through it idly, not particularly interested—much of it was notes about the crops; crude diagrams of shoe-repair techniques; on one page, a recipe for natural fungicide—until she reached a certain page, dog-eared and worn:

[image: ]

She sank onto the bed and sat with that for a moment as Naomi and Ellie skittered around her dusting surfaces. She tried, truly, to commune with the spirit of her father through the little imperfections in his pen strokes. Tried to imagine his pensive face as he’d sat on what she understood must have been multiple occasions, committing these intentions to paper and then revising them. Instead she saw the stoic face of her mother, listening from the other side of the bed. Darla, who had loved and understood her children better than anyone. Whom of course Thomas must have consulted, as he had on every decision down to what sort of jam to spread over his toast.

When Joah’s wife passed by, Lena quickly closed the book and put it back into the nightstand, stacking it atop one of the many household Bibles.



Next she had to climb the stairs to the lone room on the second floor, the cramped loft where her brother Peter had lived. A place she hadn’t been since their teenage years, and where she suspected no one else had been for almost that long. She pulled her sweater around her as she reached the top of the staircase. The room was cold but somehow still smelled faintly like her brother, an earthen and animal scent. Strewn around the floor were a few clothing items she recognized as his and others she didn’t. His bed was unmade, the sheets bunched at the foot. There were a couple of old schoolbooks stashed in a corner, handwritten notes and other papers pressed between their pages. His leather wallet, a handmade gift from their father, lay splayed open on the floor.

Darla, meticulous housekeeper that she had been, had carefully tended every room except this one. As though she’d been afraid of it, worried she might find something that confirmed the things people had whispered about Peter. Lena felt sudden anger toward her mother, an unwelcome and pointless surge of emotion. Followed by an out-of-nowhere stab of grief for Peter, whose name their father had inked first in his private notes about the farm. Only to have to cross it out later because that smirking yellow-haired bastard had—well, who felt like reexamining that whole sad business? No one. Lena had resolutely tucked it away in her mind like the boilerplate police report. Accidental death by drowning. And what would sadness get her anyway? Nothing.

She knelt beside the bed with her garbage bag in hand and got to work. Before she finished, she made Peter’s bed and laid his leather wallet neatly against the pillow.



Not for the first time, Peter and Zena tried to reach her. Their chances were best here in the house. Hers was a presence they loved and missed more than most; and they could read her tumbling thoughts, knew how far their validation would go. They walked right up to her, grasping at her elbows as she made Peter’s bed, hospital corners and all. But all Lena did was pull off her sweater and lay it over the back of a chair, as though the room had warmed suddenly.



Eventually, it was finished. The house was, from Lena’s perspective, duly exorcised of its dead.

For their efforts, she gave Naomi and Ellie their pick of the house’s small niceties: the Sears glassware, Darla’s carefully curated store of household linens. Naomi took all but two sets of the plush bath towels; Ellie the dishrags hand stitched with Darla’s maiden name. Lena was happy to see those items go to households filled with children; happier still to return to her own quiet apartment in southern Nashville, where there was neither space nor need for extras.

She called up each of her brothers in turn when she got home. Elijah, she said; and then, Joah. The house is paid off, it’s in good shape, everything is clean. I suggest we go about our business, keep tending the orchard and the gardens, work out a plan for turning a profit on some of the crops. Put our money together and pay someone to help out if it seems necessary. But no need to sell nothing to nobody.

She didn’t say what she wanted to, that she’d sooner cut off her own arm than let Luke Lanyer get his hands on even a square inch of the farm where her brother Peter had drawn his last breath.



Okay, said Elijah, who was working at his kitchen table when the call came in, swamped with constituent matters. You just call me up if you need anything about that.

Good, said Lena. I will.



Okay, said Joah, and then he was silent for a long moment.

Okay? said Lena.

Ain’t that what I said? Okay. He cleared his throat. You said you all finished with the house? You don’t need to go over there no more?

Not right now, I don’t think, said Lena. But maybe we could figure out a way to rotate—

Sure, we can rotate, sure, said Joah. I was just wondering. I’ll run over there soon, take a good look. And then he found a reason to get off the phone, and did so.
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It didn’t go as planned, of course. Lena wound up running payroll at TSU for a few years, and then the entirety of the Finance and Accounting Department, a role rich with responsibility that afforded her no glamour by day—the hours she spent hunched over a desk, poring over the school’s books, the national reporting requirements! Text so dry she would sometimes use it to read Darlissa to sleep—but funded a lifestyle for her and her handsome, smooth-haired husband that was exactly as she’d imagined since her own college days. The Barksdale lifestyle. Tuesday-night university dinners, Saturday-night gin parties. Clothes from the best Nashville retailers that mirrored the fashions up north, or so her Chicago cousins assured her. Her old farm-ready cotton dresses, which no longer fit her anyway, Lena donated to a drive run by Planned Parenthood of Tennessee and North Mississippi.

She found her way back onto the farm sometimes, but her visits were brief and not nearly as frequent as she’d intended. She’d dust all the surfaces and check for bugs and then spend a moment wandering the main floor in a cloud of sentimentality, just long enough for the ghosts to scan her and determine that she looked healthy and happy. She would enter through the front door and exit soon after, heading straight back down the driveway to her pearl-colored Falcon. There was no spare moment to check on the land, even as time marched on and Darlissa reached the age where she didn’t have to be minded closely.

Meanwhile, Elijah, now the family’s patriarch, had grown himself an impressive career in local politics. First a councilman, then a two-term council president, and eventually—heartened by the steady support of his Lanyer County base and inspired by the example of Mr. Stokes up in Cleveland—he set his sights on a mayoral run.

But—ah, life—here was a complication.

Lavinia Johnston had had her baby in late 1958 as planned, a mercifully uncomplicated birth in the same Negro hospital where, two months earlier, Naomi Lamb had delivered her sixth. Lavinia tried her best to get the father there, dispatching one of her brothers downtown to see what he could do. The brother didn’t have a better idea than to throw rocks at the council building, but he was unsure where to aim them, and they chipped the window of one of Elijah’s colleagues, a white man who wasted no time calling the police. The boy ran away before any officer arrived, slinking back to the hospital in failure.

And so that’s how little Fern Johnston was born without a father. An undersize but long-limbed child with piercing coffee-brown eyes and sharp features, prettier than her awkward mother. She lived with her mother and grandmother, attended the same public school as her half siblings and some of her cousins without knowing it. Was always told her father lived someplace else and never worried too much about it, because Historic Serviceberry was a universe and a family unto itself.

Fern was a funny, precocious child who didn’t care much for school but loved pretty things, patent-leather Mary Janes and sparkling jewelry.

She did worry about her mother, whose every stress and instability she’d absorbed since the womb. Lavinia had an okay job as a medical assistant, plus live-in childcare of the grandmotherly variety, but seemed to have money worries that peaked toward the end of each month, before subsiding dramatically at the start of the next one. Cycles that didn’t exactly align with her biweekly paychecks or the paltry amounts on them.

Enter Elijah, offering her monthly infusions. Lavinia would leave little Fern with her grandmother and take a night out, which Judine would allow her out of pity; she’d come back tipsy and smiling and with the crease between her eyebrows temporarily smoothed. Then things would be nice for a few days: The bills would get paid, the groceries would get bought in abundance, and Lavinia would buy herself a new dress and her daughter a barrette or something.

Lavinia wasn’t generally an affectionate mother. She loved little Fern, but in a pragmatic and frazzled way. She didn’t snuggle with Fern on the sofa to watch sitcoms or sneak kisses during hair-braiding sessions, but she did take great pains to braid the girl’s hair perfectly, so that no one could say so much as a word about it at school. Her mothering was driven by obligation and self-consciousness; there wasn’t room for mush.

On these early-in-the-month days, though, things would be different. Lavinia would hand over her little gifts with a genuine smile breaking her pinched face. Or better still, she would lean in, enveloping little Fern in her warm scent—golden and oaty, from the soaps she bought at the market and cut with pure glycerin to make them last longer—and incorporate the gift directly, pinning, for example, the brand-new barrette in the girl’s freshly braided hair.

Here you go, darling, she would say. She only called Fern darling at the beginning of the month.

Then there came a day when it stopped happening. Who can say why? Lavinia looked the same as ever, but we all know men. Maybe her looking the same as ever was the problem. Or maybe it was that campaigning for deputy mayor in a racially mixed district didn’t leave certain people much time for extracurriculars. Or that a person raising six children under his own roof had enough expenses to worry about. But whatever it was, there were no new barrettes for a few months running. And suddenly Lavinia’s mood, which had always ruled little Fern’s world, turned a permanent shade of charcoal gray.

Just as she had nine years earlier, when she’d made the choice to turn up pregnant at Elijah’s party, in 1967, Lavinia got bold. While running errands, she’d gab loudly to anyone who’d listen about her financial woes and how her child’s father didn’t seem to realize how much raising a kid could cost. And bolder still: Should a stranger comment on Fern’s developing good looks, her keen little chin and full lips with their deep Cupid’s bow, Lavinia would wink and say She gets that from her daddy.

Who’s her daddy? some gossipy strangers asked. He live around here? Must be real handsome.

Handsome, sure, Lavinia would say. But thinks he’s too important to call us up these days.

Someone in the Piggly Wiggly once asked Lavinia was Fern’s daddy Dr. King himself.

Fern’s ears pricked, because was he? She watched as Lavinia thought before answering—she’d always had a mischievous, messy streak—but finally shook her head. Someone a little closer to home, she said, and threw a long look at one of Elijah Lamb’s campaign posters. He’d hung them all throughout the store, eye level from checkout. Oh well, thought Fern.

After that, the open secret traveled fast. Every so often, someone at school would tease Fern about being related to the man on the corny posters. This was a curious change. Fatherlessness, a condition Fern shared with at least a handful of her classmates, had never been especially newsworthy; but it turned out that having a secret father, one with a separate family that lived just around the corner, was more salacious than not having one at all. Fern had to get good at kicking shins and hurling insults, and also at avoiding grocery-store checkout lines. She studied the Lamb children, her supposed siblings and cousins, fixating especially on the girls, with their clean-pressed dresses and hair.

The news found its way across certain borders. Say, said Luke Lanyer to Joah one day, as they sat going over the work plan. Your brother got a kid by some ho in Historic?

Poke shrugged. Wouldn’t surprise me if he did. How the hell I know? he said. But I think—I hope—he’s got more sense than that. Or at least that’s what he later told Elijah he said. But maybe he just stopped after the first part. And Lanyers have always had loose lips.

And so in 1968, though of course it was overdue, barrettes started appearing again. Lavinia started going out again, not often but sometimes, and staying out until after Fern’s bedtime. She found her smile once more. Good things coming your way, she murmured once to Fern the morning after a late night out, as she stood sleepily scrambling eggs at the stove.

Dr. King was murdered in April. Across the country, people wept as though they’d lost a dear friend. A small part of Fern wondered whether Lavinia’s mood would darken again, but it didn’t, at least no more than everyone else’s did. A few weeks after that, she brought Fern a new silver bracelet with a starter charm, a pea-size lamb, already attached to it. Before clasping it around her daughter’s wrist, Lavinia held the bracelet up to the light and showed her how to see the little numbers stamped on the closure, explained that that meant it was real.

Fern was walking herself to school the next day when the sunlight caught the bracelet. She stopped on the sidewalk to admire it, this beautiful gift that was her first piece of real jewelry and one of the nicest things she’d ever owned. As she stood fingering the little silver lamb, a Pontiac Tempest driving too fast down Main Street jumped the curb and ended little Fern, age nine. A complete accident of the most horrifying kind, one that collaterally ruined the driver’s life and, of course, shattered Lavinia. Elijah would remain in sporadic contact with her for the rest of her short life, sending money and gifts as he could, but he could sense her pulling away, joining her mother in a protracted descent into grief-stricken hermitage. Once, she told him she had tried bargaining with God. I’ll never see Elijah again, she’d offered, if only you could just—

But of course little Fern did not come back to her; and eventually it only seemed right that Elijah should not either.



The next day, Fern found herself among strangers, upset and deeply confused. But still, she had her new bracelet, and that was some consolation. Zena and Peter let her show it off to them, oohed and aahed over its everlasting shine. Tried to do right by the girl, their sweet-faced child with the unexpectedly sharp tongue. Offered to cuddle her whenever she wanted, which wasn’t often, because she just wasn’t used to that.
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Meanwhile, on the other side of town.

It turns out there’s something called adverse possession. Squatters’ rights. A funny little legal quirk with potentially huge ramifications, a real kick in the ass.

My father explained the concept to me in his usual lawyerese. In Tennessee, as in most parts of the country, use something for long enough and it just might become yours in the eyes of the law. I couldn’t believe this when I first heard about it, but eventually Daddy was able to make some sense of it for me. It’s to keep people from abandoning their property, he said, sounding as always like a talking legal pad. The law doesn’t want things untended and ugly, and neither do your neighbors. Put that way, it made sense.

So, say you own land, but you’re not watching it closely, or you aren’t clear on its exact borders, or something like that. You thought your property ended right here, but it actually ends over there. Someone else enters and starts using it. Down the line, your new neighbor can walk into court and just might be able to stake a claim to it, as long as they can prove they did it on purpose and you didn’t stop them. Just like my roommate, Kayla, who started wearing my favorite BCBG dress after it got tangled up in her laundry pile, then eventually decided the dress was hers. The doctrine of yoink.

From what we can figure, the idea came to Luke Lanyer in 1958, right around when Peter died. Or maybe he’d been cooking it up for a while and that was just his first opportunity to move on it. We don’t know, of course. But Peter remembers—the way he remembers everything from that time, with maudlin but crystalline clarity—the question Luke asked him. Who you think knows y’all land best?

And of course he remembers his own answer, to both the original question and the follow-up. Himself first. Joah second. When both he and Luke knew Joah hardly knew anything beyond the basics, and certainly not details like the exact contours of its borders. With first Peter and now Thomas out of the picture, there was no longer a person alive who knew the Lamb farm like the back of his hand.

Which was how this next part was able to happen.

According to court documents, it was just a few weeks after Peter’s death—during the dark, horrible mourning time, when Thomas hardly set foot on the land and Darla hardly set foot outside it, when Elijah was busy burying himself in his new work, and so on—that a wild storm of wind and rain knocked over a lengthy section of the hilltop fence that separated the two farms, scattering the wooden segments southward along the grassy hill. (Or so the Lanyers maintained, and there was no Lamb paying close enough attention to confirm it, and no one ever bothered cracking open an almanac or even an old newspaper to check.)

Rather than bother their grieving neighbors about it, the Lanyers—Luke and his father and brothers—gathered up the scattered pieces of wood fence and began a quick reconstruction project, enlisting their rather large Negro staff to help them put the thing back together. It was important that it be done quickly, because the end of March— prime Tennessee planting season—was approaching. And so they worked fast, paying the staff overtime to do the bulk of it on a Sunday. Joah Lamb’s weekly day off.

When they finished, the rebuilt fence looked nice; it looked even better once they repainted it in April, planted gorgeous candy-colored phlox along it in May. If anyone noticed anything different about it, no one mentioned.

No one earthside, anyway. And what could the dead do? When Zena and Peter found themselves with a decent vantage point, they saw it immediately: The fence swelled significantly south of its original positioning, thieving what they would eventually learn was a twelve-acre section of the Lambs’ parcel. The hill where Zena had sometimes watched teenage Lena gather spring onions could now be accessed only by hopping the fence, which of course a person would never do if on the other side lived the family the town was named for.

There was no one else around who could do anything. The next closest neighbors a quarter mile away. Thomas and Darla submerged in their grief, then all too soon gone to be with Jesus. Lena climbing the ranks at TSU. Joah turning the blindest of eyes to the whole thing. What you mean, you think the fence moved? he was once heard saying to a worker confused about the placement of the new crops. You must be stupid or something.



I don’t mean to harp on about my BCBG dress, my favorite dress in life and eventually my forever dress, but the similarities can’t be denied. Kayla and I were college roommates for the last three-quarters of our time at UVA. The first week of sophomore year, I was still unpacking clothes from my suitcase, and I dropped the dress on the tiny strip of hardwood floor between our sides of the room. It had cost me $34.99 at the outlets, this tiny black Lycra sheath with a tummy panel and a cutout just at the center of my rib cage. It got sucked into Kayla’s laundry pile, washed and dried in the communal machines, right along with her Target yoga pants, her Amy Winehouse concert tees. It only shrank an inch or so, thank God.

Because she never put her clean shit away, it took Kayla weeks before she happened to pull it out while trying to find an outfit for a campus party, one I wasn’t going to because I had to study for a physics test. Did she recognize it as mine? Unclear. If she’d ever seen me wear it, it had been during our freshman year, another lifetime. Easy enough to tell herself it was hers and to slip it on in desperation because she didn’t have a better option. Then again a few weeks later for another party at the Faulkners. This time I’d gone to bed early, because I had my period and I was supposed to tutor in the morning anyway; I didn’t see Kayla leave. And so on—things like that for the rest of the year.

Our junior and senior years, we ran in different circles despite living together in learned harmony, and I spent half my life studying. Same thing in grad school. After graduation, both of us in the DC area, she’d invite me out, and most of the time I wouldn’t go. I was a homebody wallflower, a takeout aficionado, a watcher of cozy reality television. Once I started dating Khari, you couldn’t have paid me to go out to bars you had to dress up for. I only ever wanted to be with him, wearing things it took only a second to get back out of. And so I never missed my BCBG dress and didn’t notice for years that Kayla was wearing it out regularly, styling it with pewter body chains and over-the-knee boots and other things that didn’t really go.

When Kayla was about to get married—the first one in our friend group somehow, after damn near a decade of committed ho-bag behavior—I made myself go to the bachelorette party up in Southwest even though I’d been depressed all summer and didn’t really feel like it. I hadn’t seen her for a few months just then and almost didn’t recognize her when I finally got up to whichever crowded waterfront bar it was by the Wharf. But then there she was, clutching a shot glass and wearing my dress.

Hey, bitch! I said, to get her attention. Rihanna was playing from the speakers by the bar; I had to yell over the noise. Kayla came up close and we half hugged, one arm each.

LD!! she hollered. She was already drunk and had a full shot glass in her other hand. She turned around and yelled my name again, announcing me to her seven girlfriends who were scattered around the bar patio dancing with men. I didn’t recognize any of them.

Is that my shit? I yelled, plucking at the shoulder of the dress.

What? She was bouncing a little on the balls of her feet, a human metronome, eager to get back to dancing. You want this shot?

Is that my dress? I tried again, putting my face right by hers. You wearing my dress, bride girl?

We were both giggling. She looked down at the dress and stage gulped. The cutout had snagged on something and unraveled a little bit, and the hem had frayed. It still looked great on her, but not better than it had on me back when it was mine. Er, she said, and smiled sheepishly. Tradezies!

And she pressed her shot glass into my hand, then turned and flounced back into the crowd, nodding for me to follow her. I took a sniff. Southern Comfort and lime, our favorite. I shot it, and it was perfect, a tart little flare down the throat. Immediately I had the urge to text Khari about it, some stupid poetic overshare about how nice it was to be out with my friend after so long, but then I remembered he’d been weird about all things Kayla since her engagement. Like he was when anyone we knew took the next step.

Instead, I followed Kayla across the patio and to the bar, where I let a stranger order me another SoCo drink, this one a cocktail for slower consumption, and I tried to forget about Khari and the stresses from my internship and the fact that Kayla had gotten her man to want to marry her when mine wouldn’t even return my calls sometimes. Another drink and I was forgetting those things. And I was remembering how much fun I always had with Kayla back in the day, and admiring how well she wore the bride diet, how sexy and perfect her outfit was, and thinking I should go on a summer diet and try to get a couple going-out dresses that looked as good as hers did.

You see what happened there? Just like that, the dress became hers. It took ten years, but it also only took a minute.



So it was with the farm. In Tennessee, adverse possession takes twenty years. Twice as long as Kayla had my dress. Long enough for a hundred thousand things to happen in the lives of the owners and the squatters. Long enough for grass and the children’s legs to grow long, for kudzu to overtake and obscure everything, for people’s hearts to rehome themselves outside the place they’d spent their childhoods.

The Lanyers had to wait until 1978, the twenty-year mark, to bring their case in court. Giving them plenty of time first to educate themselves on how best to prove it. Giving the surviving Lambs plenty of time to lose focus. Lena with her ledgers and her gin parties, Elijah schmoozing his way around town plus managing a busy household and then some.

To prove a claim of adverse possession, you had to show that your use of the property in question was open and notorious, a cruel requirement. For this, what you had to show was that you weren’t trying to hide what you were doing, yet no one tried to stop you from doing it. Which of course no one had. At no point had the Lambs confronted the Lanyers about their twelve-acre theft, which had happened in plain sight. And because the Lanyers knew the particular judge who eventually heard their case—a Lanyer in-law, the cousin of the woman who’d marry Luke and with whom he’d have his twin boys someday—and knew that judge liked to have all Ts crossed, they heaped on even more arguments than they needed.

But really this part was easily argued, because as the Lanyers would be careful to point out in the papers later, Joah Lamb himself had directed the phlox-planting efforts along the rebuilt fence. He worked there on their farm, six days a week, and had done so for years. If anyone should have raised an issue with the accuracy of the boundaries, shouldn’t it have been him?

And also—it seemed to the Lanyers, they argued, both in the claims they filed in court and in the streets afterward, that a man as well-liked, well-connected, and well-remunerated as their dear former neighbor Mayor Elijah Lamb could easily have hired someone to look after his family homestead, where no one had lived for years. He just hadn’t bothered doing it.
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That’s how it happened that the bustling Lanyer property grew by twelve acres, while the neglected Lamb farm shrank by the same amount.

The fight that resulted! Zena, Peter, and Fern watched in horror as the siblings met on the property itself one Sunday afternoon, each clutching a copy of the notice they’d received from the district court informing them of the success of the Lanyers’ filing and of their newly reduced property dimensions. Elijah carried his copy in a neat manila folder, which he’d tucked into his slim leather briefcase. Lena had read her copy four or five times over for comprehension, then shredded it into furious confetti. Joah had simply rolled up his copy and then shoved it into a back pocket.

They sat around the long-unused butcher block in the kitchen.

“This was a real bad mistake,” said Elijah, his head in his hands. “Don’t know how we let them get away with this.”

“I do,” said Lena. “Everyone was too busy with other things. Nobody ever came to check out that goddamned fence.”

“Hey,” growled Elijah. “I don’t want to hear blasphemy.” He turned to his brother. “Poke. You work for them.”

Joah leaned back in his chair, arms folded. “Yes, and so?”

“So, you didn’t know this was coming?”

Joah gave his famous scowl, a look that used every corner of his expressive face, from his dark eyes to the bearded point of his chin. “This exactly, maybe not. But y’all remember what I said back when Daddy died?”

Elijah and Lena frowned simultaneously, because of course they remembered. Luke says his daddy will buy it if we want to sell.

Joah thumped the table. “Think what would be different if you’d sold back when I wanted to. Think what we could have gotten. Look around! No one’s managing the day-to-day. No one’s turned the fields over in years. Just about every last peach tree has fungus or leaf curl. You know what it takes to get leaf curl at bay?” He exhaled sharply.

“Never wanted to sell to Lanyers,” murmured Elijah.

“No,” agreed Lena. “They’re just about the last people I’d want to, in fact.”

“I do have to ask,” said Elijah, “why you, Joah, can’t do something about the fungus, seeing as how it’s part of your line of work.” Now his arms were folded, the cuffs of his office shirt pushed up to the elbows. Elijah had kept himself in good shape, his upper and lower limbs remaining firm and muscled even as tinsel gathered in his close-cropped hair. “To put that another way, seems right easy to hire a boy from the area to weed and manage the plants. Maybe throw in an extra dollar to—”

“Walk the acreage and make sure no one else is trying to steal it from us?” cut in Lena.

“Precisely what I was thinking.”

Joah snarled. “Sounds real easy until you’re the one who’s got to handle such an undertaking.”

Elijah sat up in his chair. “Well, you’re a one-third owner of this place.”

“And so are you, brother.”

Elijah leaned forward. “You know how much is on my schedule for this week coming up? For just this Monday, for that matter?”

Joah rapped his knuckles against Lena’s forearm. “You hear this, sister?” he said. “You free on Monday, right? You wide open. Not shit to do. I hope so, because Mayor ’Lijah’s busy.”

Lena laughed involuntarily, but then sucked her teeth and rose from her chair, started fussing in the kitchen. Checked the bare cabinets, the refrigerator that held nothing but a couple of beers.

She picked up one of the cans and rotated it in her hand, then sniffed the air. “Say,” she said. “Which one of y’all’s was here last weekend?”

“Maybe some of mine.” Elijah shrugged. “Janis and Tommy and Isaac.”

“Maybe Micah and Jenny, too,” offered Joah.

In fact, it had been all of the above and then some: every one of the Lamb grandchildren between ages eighteen and twenty-five (save Darlissa, away at Spelman), plus a couple dozen of their local friends. Zena and Peter and Fern had watched the party, piqued and bemused. The kids had stashed six-packs in the fridge; they’d sat along the porch railing and perched on the roof, sipping at the beers and puffing from stinking cigarettes; they’d paired off and stolen away to the bedrooms to negotiate quick, nervous fucks.

“Because,” continued Lena, slamming the refrigerator shut, “seems like you could ask them to help. All those full-grown folk.”

“Aw, now, Lena,” protested Elijah. Normally the children were off-limits.

Lena’s eyes narrowed at her eldest brother. “I’m just trying to find us a solution. Since you say you’re too busy.”

“I am too busy.”

“I got a solution.” Joah raised his hand, schoolboy style, then reached over and swiped the beer from Lena’s hand. With a quick motion he snapped the tab, then took a drink. “We sell to the Lanyers,” he said, and belched.

Elijah stood and took the other beer from the fridge, cracked it open. “Why exactly are you bringing that up now? You need money again or something?”

“Everybody need money.”

Elijah took a drink and grimaced; the kids had gotten the cheapest, shittiest beer at the gas station. He slammed the can onto the table. “Hard to believe you’ve been working for that family this long and still can’t rub two nickels together,” he said, and snorted.

A storm cloud gathered over Joah’s head, his hunched shoulders.

Elijah gestured at Lena and then at the highest-up cabinet, one the kids wouldn’t have known to look in. She opened up the cabinet and rooted around until she found a Jim Beam bottle, poured some into a glass. Instead of handing it to Elijah, though, she leaned against the kitchen sink and took a slow sip.

“Who cares about nickels?” she said, ignoring Elijah’s frown. “Wouldn’t matter to me if they offered us half a million dollars. I don’t know if y’all remember, but I remember Daddy telling us he walked this land top to bottom with fat old Jack Delano, because he wanted to know what he was buying before he bought it. Every corner of it. He was careful from the very beginning. And then what do we do? We turn our heads for a few years and a big old hunk of it disappears on us. Just like that.” She picked up Elijah’s manila folder and slapped it against the edge of the table. “And where were you?” She looked each of them right in the eye, first Elijah and then Joah.

“Where were we?” Elijah scowled. “Where were you?” He ticked off his points on his fingers. “Desk job. One little girl child. Husband who can’t keep a job and can’t find his nuts with both hands. What you got keeping you so busy?” And with a sudden motion, he grabbed the glass from Lena’s hand, ignoring her yelp, letting its contents slosh over the side and onto the sleeve of Joah’s white T-shirt.

Joah rose to his full height—he was the only one of the three brothers who’d been able to look Thomas square in the eye, though who’s to say Peter wouldn’t have done the same, given another year or two—and squared off against his brother, pressing his thin chest against Elijah’s broader one, pushing him backward till his ass bumped against the countertop and the glass fell from his hand. “Nigger,” he rasped, enunciating carefully, eye contact unwavering. “You ain’t more important than anyone in this room. No matter what they tell you down at city hall.”

Elijah didn’t have height on his side, but he puffed himself up. “You sit your ass down, you stupid-ass boot-licking motherfucker. Sit. Your. Ass. Down.” Pushing Joah off him with both hands, sending him lurching backward across the kitchen floor.

Lena ducked out of the way, scarlet fury all over her face. “Real nice,” she said as the two scuffled, knocking into the countertops, shifting the table so that the feet squalled against the old linoleum flooring. “Y’all fight about it, then. Two middle-aged idiots who both think everything is someone else’s fault.”

They kept pushing at each other, each trying to hook an arm around the other’s neck, but slowed and quieted their grunting, primed for whatever other instigative thing she might have to say.

She decided to oblige. “There were three of us in that will, so we have to share. But you think Daddy would have done it that way if he could have seen this happening? The two of you scrapping like dogs in the kitchen? You think he wanted us handing it over to the Lanyers like a goddamned Christmas gift?”

Elijah pulled free of Joah’s headlock while the other was distracted. “Boot-licking motherfucker,” he wheezed.

Joah let out a sour, breathless cackle. “And you just perfect.”

“Not perfect,” Elijah said. “But better than your wanna-be-white ass. Trying to spoon-feed them what’s ours.”

“At least he can count his kids on one hand.” This was Lena, arms folded. She hadn’t moved to clean the mess on the floor.

“You saying you think—” But Elijah fell silent.

“I’m not saying anything except that I’ve done what I can to keep this whole thing smooth. When I go to be with Jesus, I’ll leave my portion with Darlissa, and there won’t be no confusion or craziness. I don’t know that either of y’all two can say the same.”

Elijah smacked at his leg with frustrated hands, trying in vain to blot the spilled liquid from his dress pants.

“Well, good on you,” snarled Joah, ducking into the hallway between the kitchen and hall at the rear of the house. He hunched his shoulders and was shrunken again, compact and menacing. “You know, wasn’t none of us supposed to get it anyway. Not you, not you, not me. Daddy meant it for Peter.”

“Oh, to hell with you,” muttered Elijah. He found a washrag hanging over the sink faucet and began mopping the bourbon from the floor.

“Wait,” said Lena. “You mean you saw the…?”

“Sure we did. But just forget about that,” said Elijah, wiping more aggressively.

There was quiet in the room for a moment, three tempers simmering. Of course, Zena and Peter and Fern could feel it all: Elijah’s agitation, Lena’s struggle to quiet her own tongue, the return of Joah’s old desire to lash out at his grandiose older brother. The discomfort of it was arresting. And underneath it coursed the unsettling undercurrent of Lena’s twenty-year-old suspicions, the way her brain screamed at every mention of the Lanyers, who, as far as she was concerned, were the reason Peter wasn’t standing in this room with them right now. Something similar went on in Elijah’s mind, but more quietly, as it had to jockey against so many other things.

(And Joah’s? Because of course now they could know his thoughts, had been able to for the twenty years since his inheritance. And among the ghosts, there was curiosity about what he might remember about that whole business, how it might color his feelings toward his longtime employer. But on this topic, his thoughts were opaque, trained resolutely toward the future. He never indulged a stroll down memory lane, had bricked off that pathway entirely. Rarely thought about his younger brother at all. Which said a lot in itself.)

“So y’all both saw Daddy’s notes,” said Lena.

“We did,” said Elijah. “Long time ago.”

“Because that would mean—”

She was about to try to articulate a theory about how it might impact a young man to know his younger brother had been favored in that way, what sort of desperate act it might lead to, but she closed her mouth, because what value did a theory have?

And now Joah had disappeared into the hallway, heading for the living room. A moment later they heard the front door open. “Y’all enjoy y’all night,” he called out, and then he was gone. It was the last time the three were ever in the same room together.

Elijah kept cleaning. Lena sank back into her chair. Gripped with tenderness, Peter tried to snuggle up next to her. He studied her worried, remorseful face. She’d grown old enough to be his mother. He knew what she wished: that she hadn’t let her two living brothers fight, that they hadn’t all let their words sprout barbs. He reached for her hand, and her fingers twitched, but not toward him.

“Bootlicker,” said Elijah. “Whip-cracking-ass motherfucker. Part of me does wish he’d go to court, have them partition off his third so we could just be done with his ass. Telling me I got too many kids when he can’t scrounge up a few dollars to feed his own.”

“The thing is,” murmured Lena, “don’t you ever lie awake over what happened with Peter?”

“I can’t,” said Elijah, and this was the truth.

“Oh,” said Lena. “Okay.” She began gathering her things, bending to retrieve her knocked-over purse. When she found it, she fished out her keys and left the kitchen without a word, letting herself out through the door to the porch. It was getting late, and she had a long drive ahead. Hot tears stung her eyes.

Alone in the kitchen, Elijah rinsed his washrag and wrung it out, but it held its fragrance and its yellowish tinge. Finally he dropped it into the sink. “Lena’ll deal with it,” he said aloud to the empty room. He gathered up his copy of the court papers and, with a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, let himself out through the kitchen door. Down the porch stairs he went, and then he boomeranged right back up to lock the door with the key he’d almost forgotten he carried in his pocket.
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At her father’s funeral, Aubrey had frowned at the matte charcoal stone that stood vigil over Micah’s final resting place. Why is it gray? she’d asked Bellamy in the quiet segment after the interment, as they stood watching strangers drop in handfuls of soil. Most of the other ones are white.

He always wanted gray, Bellamy had answered somberly. It had stunned Aubrey somewhat, the evidence of yet another conversation he’d had with his elder daughter from which she herself had been excluded.

Well, why’d you pick this funky shape?

Bellamy had whirled on her, pressing a finger to her lips. You’re asking me this now? she’d whispered through a corner of her mouth. Where were you while I was—?

She’d turned away abruptly and never answered. Aubrey hadn’t asked again.

But now she understood: Micah’s stone was carved into the subtly ornate, semicircular shape of the glass transoms over the front door at the house on the farm, through which she’d peeked to let Trey in. She hadn’t thought of the gravestone at the time, but now here it was, inches from the shell toes of her canvas sneakers:




	
MICAH LAMB

June 1957–Jan 2023

Grandson, son, nephew, husband, and father









She sat cross-legged in front of it and skimmed dust from its surface. She read the inscription and was ashamed at not remembering it even slightly. Nephew. To her recollection, Micah had rarely mentioned the aunt or uncles she now understood he’d had, and especially not the uncle who’d died before his first birthday. Nephew?

But anyway, here he was. Resting in peace beneath the hardy sun-bleached grass that tickled her ankles. The man who had drilled her in multiplication tables and rewarded her with Little Debbies, who had carried her scream-crying from the movie theater when The Hunchback of Notre Dame got too scary. Who seemed to have set a weekly alarm to remind himself to harass her about applying to law school. Who had perfected her favorite recipe for scrambled eggs. Who had built a shrine to her mother throughout his decades-long widowerhood, tending it for the particular benefit of Aubrey, the only person in the house without detailed memories of Suzette.

With her mind, she reached for his face, the sound of his voice, and when both were slow in coming, she pulled out her phone to find an old video of him.

First, though, she found a text message:

Hey (this is Trey)

She didn’t remember giving him her number but supposed she must have. She waited, watching the text box.

He typed something, then deleted it three times. Just as she was about to return to her search for a video of Micah, a message came through: Soooo … any thoughts on anything? Lol

Revulsion bubbled in her esophagus. Of course, the child was not thinking at all of the rejection letter Trey’s employer had just received; she was thinking only of the tang of his underarm sweat, the glint of his wedding band. She could not remember, suddenly, what she had found sexy about him.

She deleted his texts, considered blocking him but decided that was a bridge too far. Then she found her way back to Trevor and Tolliver Lanyer’s shared LinkedIn page, two onetime Adonises squeezed into a single thumbnail photo, and composed a short message.

Before sending it, though, she changed her own profile picture, scrapping her buttoned-up ACK ID photo in favor of a sun-kissed selfie, hair loose, a bit of cleavage peeking through the frilled collar of a favorite sundress. The light just right off her chin and cheekbones. She knew perfectly well how men like this operated, men of a certain age and degree of privileged confidence; she’d worked for dozens of them at ACK.

She saved the new photo, then sent her message.

They wouldn’t respond immediately, she understood, but it wouldn’t be long. Men who were important but hungry were jealous fishermen, never wanting to leave a line untended lest a tantalizing salmon swam by. They kept their phones face up in meetings and at family dinners, and patrolled their own inboxes even as they paid subordinates to do the same.

Wilting in the sun, thighs itching, she rotated and slouched against her father’s headstone to wait. She drank from her cup of Janis’s peach wine.

Down at L’Agneau, they’d put music on the speakers, transitioning the vibe to welcome the evening crowd. Sharp synthesizer over a thudding bass line: the Blackbyrds. Another staple in Micah’s Saturday cleaning soundtrack. As soon as Aubrey heard it, her father’s face flashed into her mind, detailed and near. All around the cemetery, the trees vibrated in their stillness.
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In the weeks after their fight, Elijah, Joah, and Lena assiduously avoided one another, which wasn’t hard to do. Elijah went to his municipal meetings and his groundbreaking ceremonies, kissed his wife in public, conducted his usual private business privately.

When he found a moment to catch his breath, he put the word around his office that he needed to hire a couple of young men with farming skills. His sweet butter-skinned secretary offered up her younger brothers—teens with placid eyes and strong calves—and Elijah sent them to work immediately, alongside his own two youngest sons, Isaac and Nathan. The four were hired to walk the entire perimeter of the Lamb farm three days a week, to cull the growing number of deer, and to report on fallen timber. He would pay them what he could, and they could help themselves to whatever they found in the Frigidaire.

Elijah conducted a makeshift orientation. He met them on the property, handed each young man a map. Meaning to walk the full perimeter with them, he got winded a quarter of the way through and deputized Isaac and Nathan to show the newcomers the rest of the way.

He limped his way back to the house and let himself into the kitchen, where he ran into Lena, who stood at the sink frowning at the bourbon-stained rag he’d left there the week before. He asked her what she was doing there, and she said she came every Saturday to dust, if nothing else. She fixed him a sandwich and a drink without his having to ask.



Joah went to Luke Lanyer’s downtown office, hat in hand, to request what would have been his fifth raise in almost thirty years. The salary, which in 1950 had seemed obscenely generous to a young man thrilled to find a job at all, had just barely kept pace with the times, he explained. It had put Micah, his eldest, through state college, but he had a daughter and another son to think about, and a wife growing tired of her punishing schedule as a psychiatric nurse at the county asylum, and he appreciated the continuity of his work for the Lanyers, but—

I’ll run it by Daddy, Luke said. Speaking of times changing, you get anywhere talking those folks into selling that land of yours?

We don’t talk like that no more, Luke. But I really just wanted to ask about whether I—

Luke ashed his cigarette with one hand and silenced Joah with the other. I heard you about the money. I’ll run it by Daddy. You ready to go over the schedule for the week?

But luckily Ellie would be promoted to head nurse not long after that, so Joah didn’t have to follow up. Which was a relief, as it would have soured things with Luke, who’d done so much for Joah over the years, one way or the other. What the hell did Elijah and Lena know about money, anyway? Everything they’d ever gotten, they’d had handed to them, was what he figured.



Lena complained to her girlfriends about her muleheaded, hot-tempered brothers, then steeled herself and went on about her business.

(But she did call up her sister-in-law Naomi to get the scoop on Elijah’s new hires, to find out how much he was paying them. Quietly, she began sending Naomi half the money, not really caring whether Elijah knew but understanding that he would have balked if she’d offered it to him directly. Naomi, likewise, sent regular brief thank-you notes, knowing Lena did not care about being thanked but understanding that Elijah would have insisted, had he known.)



The final third of Elijah’s life was more careful by far than the middle third had been. There were no more accidents; it was all streamlined, luxurious simplicity. When it was time, when his doctor and secretary had pestered him about it almost as much as his wife had, he sat down with a lawyer to plan his estate and was frankly grateful there were only Naomi and the six grown children to consider.

He did the easy parts first—the beautiful house in the Historic District to Naomi; the money to everyone in various proportions; his nice gold watch, a gift from the city for years of civil service, to his spirited eldest grandson.

But the farm—this he stewed over for a few days, letting it distract him at work, and for a few nights, pondering it as he took his evening constitutionals, wandering his neighborhood with the cane he didn’t really need but liked for aesthetic reasons.

They held a family party back at the farm, his own growing brood and his sister’s trimmer one. This was Lena’s work; she was a crack shot at organizing things like this. No Joah; Lena told herself he’d be too busy with work. Anyway, she figured, if he heard the sounds of the party from the Lanyer farm and drifted down to investigate, she’d just tell him the gathering had been impromptu—never mind that her own daughter, son-in-law, and grandchild had road-tripped from Richmond to attend. Elijah accepted this plan and was happy to be present. He sat himself on the porch for the duration of the party and let the young people fuss over him.

While a passionate person, Elijah was not generally a sentimental one; so he was surprised to find himself welling with emotion at the loudness and vigor of the multigenerational crowd. More surprised still that, when his daughter Janis knelt before him and offered a plate of ribs and baked beans, he could not look her fully in the eye. Nor when her sister Donna perched herself to his left, declaring herself his opponent in an ongoing bid whist tournament—her, too; he avoided her competitive stare.

(Because little Fern had had eyes like that. Though he’d only really seen her up close in her babyhood, he remembered them vividly: upturned at the corners, the clear brown of unadulterated coffee. She would have been just a few years behind Donna and Janis, middle-aged but perhaps wearing it less elegantly, because she hadn’t gotten to have Naomi as a mother.)

Putting that outside child on the first draft of his will, the draft that had never seen the light of day, had been an act of desperate terror. A foolish attempt to right a wrong, or at least to quiet a wheel that squeaked more loudly as time went on. Leaving Donna and Janis off the newest draft was another version of the same. If not all his girls, then none of them. It made some sense to him.

(In fact, it was good for something. Fern, who’d spent decades in burning envy of Donna’s pampered firstborn status and Janis’s inherited work ethic, found herself finally placated, able to tolerate Elijah’s thoughts of her half sisters without wanting to scratch at furniture. Zena and Peter were relieved; the simmer of her fury was not a relaxing backdrop to the endless time they spent together.)

And then, to make it less blatantly sexist, Elijah had also chopped his son Tommy from the farm devise. The child had been a knuckleheaded fool since day one, nothing like his namesake grandfather.

That left three, in theory, to inherit Elijah’s one-third interest in the land. His eldest son, Samson; plus Isaac and Nathan, who’d dutifully worked odd jobs on the land and otherwise helped monitor it for years by now.

But Nathan had never enjoyed the work he’d done for his father on the farm. An artist by nature, he’d described it to friends as “paid slavery.” But he respected his father, and so in 2002 he took Elijah out for a nice dinner—a new Mexican restaurant had just opened in town—and over sizzling fajitas he rejected the bequest.

All the better. That left just Samson and Isaac. Samson didn’t act particularly excited but did start reading up on land usage and local ecology, topics they hadn’t covered in his fancy computer science classes at college. Isaac had enjoyed the farm work and was touched by the notion. He loved the land, had always loved it. His best memories were of sprinting up and down its vast fields and hollows in childhood, of the middle-of-nowhere adolescent parties he’d hosted in the house with his cousins. Later, of driving dates out to see the place, to lie beneath the stars a half mile from the nearest streetlamp.

In 2003, Elijah died a painless, dreamful, postretirement death. Just didn’t wake up one day, the best a man could ask for. His memory was honored in the papers and on television; his children wore black in public for a year. Isaac in particular felt true sadness, even as his soul breathed relief. His father had insisted on a certain appearance of utmost masculinity, which over the years Isaac had come to understand must have to do with the untimely death of that uncle he’d never met, the whispers—but all of that was of another generation. Now a man could live authentically. Especially with his celebrated father gone.

Samson and Isaac, born several years apart, had never been close, but they collaborated efficiently on farm-related matters throughout their brief time as co-owners. Isaac would have liked to plan for his portion to go to a son or daughter, had that faint dream come true. But it didn’t, and so when he found himself unexpectedly near his end at a tender fifty years old, he decided to leave his portion—one half of one third—to a favorite nephew, a kindred spirit, the brilliant son of his stupidest sibling.

Hays was in his final year of college when he heard his uncle Isaac had died. He was sad but grateful for Isaac’s thoughtfulness and generosity. For spring break that year he planned a trip out to Lanyer County to walk the land. When he got there, he was stunned—pleasantly so—by all that he found. Such history everywhere, such loud and vibrant life.



As much as Joah had always resented the notion of primogeniture in his own family, he had, ultimately, spent the bulk of his life pathetically pattern matching the Lanyer example. Smoking Luke Lanyer’s preferred cigarettes, mimicking Luke’s air of smirking nonchalance, and so forth. Luke was the eldest Lanyer child, and in primogeniture, the eldest takes all. When George Lanyer died, Luke inherited the Lanyer farm and booted his younger siblings off it.

Joah couldn’t do that with the Lamb property; nor, as these decades had proven, could he talk his siblings into trading the shrunken parcel for the sort of liquidity that would let him live a different life. One in which he could eat at Luke Lanyer’s favorite restaurants without waiting for an invitation from his boss. But he could do better than his big-toothed, recklessly people-pleasing older brother, whose third of the property interest had to be divided even further after his death.

First, Joah briefly considered a Hail Mary. Because a minor cash grab might have been better than nothing. Ellie was near retirement, and his own career was all but over now that Luke Lanyer had outsourced the farming, switched to seasonal hires to run hayrides and sell onion rings, and installed computers to track payroll. Joah thought he might offer to sell Luke his one-third interest in the Lamb farm; let the savvy Lanyers take it up in court before one of their many gavel-wielding relatives. Let them force partition it, wresting Joah’s third of the place away from the other Lambs, who’d turned their backs on him anyway. He thought about it rather furiously one languid summer early in the new millennium as he sat in an office at the corner of the Lanyer property, sorting timesheets for the college-age shitheads whose attendance he now had to manage.

But then he lay awake every night that summer, his mind going, as it had begun to do in his older age, about Peter. Of how, in the early days of his employment, Joah had found himself venting to Luke—a surprisingly good listener, who in those days had spent a lot of idle time lazing around on the farm as Joah worked—about his discovery of Thomas’s notebook. The shock of learning that the farm, and with it the promise of landowner status, was intended entirely for Peter. Peter, who, at that point, was just a kid with a perpetually dazed look on his face and a certain unnameable quality—a sweetness that in their high school days would have gotten a teenage boy’s ass kicked.

Joah had spent his early life with his resentment trained on Elijah and hadn’t even noticed Peter horning in on the finite resource of their father’s favor. It was a real punch to the jaw.

He and Luke had discussed it often in their rambling conversations, and Luke had repeatedly validated his feelings. Should be you, he’d agree as Joah ranted. Could have been you and me, neighbors one day. Fat old men with land and money. Though later his tone had turned optimistic. Could still be that way one day. Might be something I could do to help.

What had he imagined Luke might do to “help”? As he lay awake that summer in 2002, he genuinely could not remember, so completely had he suppressed his own mindset from the time. Nor could he remember what he’d made of Luke’s strange and sudden request to consult with Peter about broccoli or whatever it had been. He did, however, remember the shock of receiving his father’s phone call, then piecing together the details of what Luke had alleged and what he’d done about it. And of course they’d picked on Peter together only the day before. It wasn’t such a stretch to think Luke had done what he’d done for the shameful reason he told the police.

After that, Luke had waited quite a while before asking, offhand, What your daddy decide about the land, then? Look like maybe it’ll be yours someday after all?

Remembering all that, he couldn’t bring himself to sell to Luke. And so, back to primogeniture. Toward the end of summer 2003, Joah wrote his eldest son, Micah, into his will as the sole inheritor of the one-third farm interest and of what little else he had to his name.

He called Micah up after he did it, told him his intention. Micah was busy when he answered the phone, stuck out in the sticks of western Maryland on some godforsaken Girl Scout camping trip. Micah had been widowed a few years earlier, when he was only half the age Joah was now, and was constantly busy with the daughters he now had to raise alone. The line was patchy and there were shrieks all around, third-grader excitement. Micah listened to the news and yelled out his thanks.

Hey, said Joah to his eldest. You remember what I’m about to tell you. He spoke with difficulty now because of the knot in his lung, but he could still squeeze clarity from his low baritone.

Yeah, Daddy. Micah mumbled something to one of his daughters, then cleared his throat. I’m listening.

Was he really? But Joah went ahead and said it anyway. Your uncle and your aunt always did think they were better than me. They weren’t then. They ain’t now.

Of course they aren’t, Daddy.

That place—the farm—is just as much yours as anyone’s. More so than some of them, even. Don’t let them whisper behind your back, don’t let them call the shots without you. You get back out here and check up on it when you can, you hear?

I hear, Daddy. I hear. But there was noise all around him now, those strange songs Joah wouldn’t have recognized but I would have known from my own Girl Scout days. Silver and gold and a rick-a-bamboo.

Joah was quiet a moment, marveling at the distance he felt from his son, his heir. You still there? he asked after a moment. He was sitting on the balcony outside his and Ellie’s empty nest, the little apartment they’d rented since launching their last child for good. The sun was blistering, and his view, these days, included a video rental, a liquor store, a Sonic.

Yes! Yes, still here, said Micah, impatient.

Let me just tell you this one last thing. Your people are all buried in the cemetery at Mount Carmel. That’s where I’m headed, too. Ain’t no reason you shouldn’t do the same, if you want.

Sure, Daddy, said Micah. Then, without warning, the signal was lost.

Joah sat staring at the receiver for a moment, regretting his own timing. But if not then, when? These children never sat still for a moment.

Baby, said a voice at the screen door, and here was Ellie, holding a tray with a sandwich, whitefish on wheat toast, and a brothy bowl of low-sodium minestrone. She came through the door and laid it on his lap, a gesture that touched the onlookers in various bespoke ways. She adjusted his portable oxygen tank with practiced fingers. Then she sat quietly in the other folding chair beside him and began thumbing through an Essence magazine.

Joah took a few pecks of the healthy lunch, which had too much pepper but not enough salt. Talking to his son the young widower always reminded him to try not to take her for granted. Thanks much, Ellie, he said around a perfectly edible if not savory mouthful.

A few hundred miles away, Micah returned his cellular phone to his duffel bag and tried to put the conversation out of his mind, stressed as usual by his father’s unpredictable intensities. An inheritance in another state was just one more thing to worry about, and God knew he lacked capacity. He hoped he’d been patient enough. His father had recently lost a sibling, his last living brother, the star of the family, and though the brothers hadn’t really spoken for years, it entitled him to as much patience as Micah could muster.

He surveyed the green valley of Camp Brighton Woods, finding his teenage daughter sprawled morosely across the trunk of his SUV in the parking lot; his feral nine-year-old—the Girl Scout, the reason they were here at all in the middle of a summer workweek—tearing giddily across the campsite with her friends, leaves and mud and other unidentified grime climbing her scrawny ankles, clotting her hair. With both children accounted for, he relaxed and tried to recall what he’d said to his father and what his father had said back, but the conversation had to compete for space with so many other things, such as whether he’d paid the orthodontist’s bill, what awaited him when he got back to the office on Thursday.

He didn’t think about the conversation again for years, not even after Joah was gone and he’d assumed partial ownership of the land. Not until Micah himself was trapped alone in a hospital bed, struggling for breath—respiratory failure trailing a bad bout with Covid, the worst thing that had happened to him aside from the loss of his fiercely cherished wife twenty-seven years earlier—did it come back to him, an acute memory of a half promise.

Already he had composed most of his own will—the people who ran in his circles had been proactive estate planners for a few years now. The house and a brokerage account to settled-down Bellamy; a chunk of cash and some serviceable furniture to erratic, insolvent Aubrey. He had internalized his father’s lessons in primogeniture; plus, the girls needed such different things. Aubrey didn’t need a house; she needed the flexibility to go get a degree and ditch that smirking white boyfriend whom anyone could see was just about over the novelty of her.

Micah had not yet decided about the farm interest, but as his end closed in, an image came to him. He saw Aubrey leaning against an oak tree, a wild sprite camouflaged in her green scouting uniform. He saw himself buried in the ground beneath her feet, nourishing the tree at her back.

A masked nurse came by, and he asked for something to write with. When she handed him a pen, he committed both intentions to paper.



Lena eventually got a job offer—one even better than TSU, with excellent pay and benefits—at a college near Richmond. While Darlissa was finishing her freshman year at Spelman, Lena and Levi were settling into a spacious loft condo in a small community of Black professionals, many of them employed by the university.

Lena spent that spring decorating. In the bathrooms she hung wallpaper printed with serviceberry flowers; on the mahogany bookshelves she placed her many elegant bookends, a collection she’d curated over decades. Over the center of the mantel she hung a professional portrait she and Levi had had done for their twentieth anniversary, then hung Darlissa’s graduation photo on the left. On the right she initially hung a photo of herself with her three brothers—the famous shot from Elijah’s wedding day—but she found that it unsettled her when she was in the house alone. She replaced it with Peter’s yearbook photo, clipped directly from the book, matted, and mounted in a handsome wooden frame.

By the time Lena and Levi retrieved Darlissa from Atlanta, the nest was fully feathered. Just as Lena had, recently, begun to have the occasional experience of mistaking her own reflection in a distant mirror for the apparition of her mother, she now regularly bumped into Darlissa around the smallish condo and had the sensation she had walked back in time and was encountering her younger self.

Darlissa was all flushed cheeks and supernova energy, suddenly confident enough to wear hot pants to the roller rink on summer nights with the friends she’d already made within a few weeks in Richmond. She’d learned to do her own relaxers and to walk on platform heels. When she was around the condo, she wore Lena out with her opinions on the Carter administration and her half-baked critiques of her mother’s professor friends. Lena tried to shut her up with housework, but Darlissa could hold up more than her end of a conversation even while cooking family dinner, and often did, twittering nonstop as she browned meat and shaped dough into balls with her pretty little hands. Her chicken and dumplings came out absolutely perfect every time, and her face was that of an angel. It didn’t shock Lena at all to see how much boys liked her, how they mooned around after those so-called roller-skating dates.

There were certain things that were tougher in those days for young single women than for their married counterparts. And so, before sending Darlissa back for her sophomore year at Spelman, Lena went and got herself a prescription from the university gynecologist—dutifully filling out the forms with details not about her own menstrual history but about her daughter’s—and then brought the all-important plastic compact back home along with a bag of caramels, Darlissa’s favorite.

There’s one thing I really want to tell you, she said to Darlissa as she sat in the girl’s room, helping her pack for the semester, and she pulled out the pills and the candy and began to explain.

Darlissa already knew some of it, of course, but listened anyway, and had the decency to blush as her mother pressed the petal-pink compact into her hand.

Her champions in the Great Wherever—because by now, Lena, who’d never wanted more than the one child, had written Darlissa’s inheritance into her will, granting the ghosts the access they’d been waiting for—watched with bated breath for a while. But they didn’t have to worry, because Darlissa took the pills faithfully whether or not she had a boyfriend. She continued to do so after graduation, using the morning ritual to center herself in the early days of her first banking job, when the stress made her (now professionally relaxed) hair fall out in clumps and dating was the furthest thing from her mind. And through the first year of her marriage to her man, gallant Willis, who would swoop by the bank at lunchtime with bouquets of phlox, her favorite. She was diligent about her pill-taking until their first anniversary, when—per their agreement—she dumped the few tabs she had left in that refill down the toilet.

Here’s what’s funny. She could have saved the effort. The pills had made her periods regular as a metronome, but without them, Darlissa was early one month, late the next, like her mother. Blood came forth unexpectedly, ruining trips, complicating workdays. And no baby.

Darlissa and Willis tried for two years, watching their friends get pregnant, the news pouring in as one after another of Darlissa’s maternal cousins added to the family tree. Motherhood, an eventuality she had once banked on and worked to stave off, became a fixation that shadowed her heart, loomed in a corner of every room she entered, and thrummed along with the bass line of the Herbie Hancock albums she and Willis listened to over dinner.

And so she had to go to her mother. There was a procedure they could do, but it cost more money than she and Willis had been able to save, between their downtown Richmond rent and their modest buppie lifestyle.

Darlissa was prepared to beg. Lena had been a devoted mother but not an obsessive one; there was so much to her life that wasn’t about her child. But wouldn’t it be nice to be a grandmother?

It was a decent amount of money they were asking for. Lena thought about it, talked it over with Levi. She called up her brother Elijah in Lanyer County under some other pretext and listened to him brag about his career, yes, but mostly about his grandchildren, how smart they were, how athletic, this one’s cute lisp, that one’s striking green eyes. As Elijah blathered, Lena’s mind was invaded first by thoughts of little brown-eyed Fern Johnston, and then by memories of the farm of which she was still part owner. Darlissa was hardly anyone’s farmer, and she’d chosen a husband to echo her father—recessive, indoorsy, happy to support any cause he could from a comfortable chair. She would need someone to come after her, an heir. A feeling came over Lena like the cracking of an egg, and when finally her brother shut up about the green eyes and whatever else, she called her daughter.

The procedure was shit then compared with what it is now, the odds of success even lower, but Darlissa got lucky. They did it twice, spending twelve thousand dollars, which Lena and Levi had wired over from their savings. They had budgeted for three tries, but after the second one Darlissa was pregnant, a divine secret she kept until she couldn’t. She’d just been promoted, and her boss demanded certain promises. That she wouldn’t abruptly quit, that she would deliver every bit of the quality work product they’d come to expect from her.

Of course, she promised, and it was true. I was born on a snowy day in February, and my mother went back to work at the bank in the middle of April. The day before her return to work, she dressed me in warm layers and tucked me into my car seat, and we drove over to the fancy part of town to pick up Lena—her mother, my granny. Then the three of us drove up to DC to see the cherry blossoms, two hours, and I’m told I cried half the way there until they pulled over and Granny climbed into the back seat with me. When we got to DC, they gave me a bottle and then walked me up and down the rows of trees, pink blooms against cyan sky, none of which I remember. They passed me back and forth and held my unfocused little eyes up to the trees. Granny told my mother it would all be fine, that my mother’s career would make it worth it, that she didn’t mind taking an unpaid sabbatical to help out, and that she and I would become great friends. My mother—hormones jumping everywhere—was weepy and grateful.

They stayed an hour before driving back down to Richmond. Granny spent the night on our sofa, waking each time I cried so that my parents could get a good night’s sleep. In the morning, my mother showered and put on her new suit. Granny nestled me in the crook of her arm and lifted my little hand to wave goodbye as my mother and father walked out the front door together to start their respective workdays.

Then she looked at me, the first baby she’d held that way since her own, and I’m told I looked back at her like, All right, then, let’s get on with it. The story goes that I reminded her of her mother, skin like smooth red clay, sharp intelligence behind searching eyes. When she set me in my bouncer and then turned away to fix my bottle or mop the kitchen floor, she knew it was me back there, but the eyes she felt were her mother’s, peacefully and lovingly appraising, and she half expected to hear Darla’s voice critiquing her work just the way it had once critiqued her technique for planting peach-tree saplings.

That would have freaked some people out, of course, but Granny welcomed the feeling, which is why she scrapped her sabbatical to take an early retirement and looked after me full-time for four years. My mother was no slouch, but so much of what was good about me—my aptitude for numbers, the care I took with the neatness of my hairstyles, and the way I always put my schoolwork first and rarely caved to peer pressure—was handed down directly to me by Granny.






44


Aubrey seemed to have gotten what she needed from her father’s headstone. We watched her rise unsteadily, her slender legs tangling beneath her, then blow an awkward kiss toward the stone.

The others tried to nudge her over my way, using whatever feeble tools they could access this far from the house: an enticing breeze, susurration in the lowest branches of the trees that surrounded the cemetery. All they got for their efforts was a ten percent spike in the presence of mosquitoes throughout the cemetery. Aubrey tramped between the stones, slapping at her neck.

She should see you, said Peter.

No, I said. I had no particular need to be perceived by her. I never had. If anything, I felt embarrassed to be lying dead just a few feet from her living, sun-fired legs. I had loved and pitied her for over a year, watching her floss her teeth, vomit up French 75s and onion rings, slave over evidentiary documents, weep as her computer speakers murmured the violin lullabies her late mother had recorded for her just in time. I preferred it this way, watching her fumble through everything I’d left behind, gazing upon her with no way for her to look back at me.

That’s what you prefer, Peter said. But what about her? She barely knew this side of her family until this week. Don’t you think she deserves to?

It would depress her even more, I said. The last thing she needs.

They ignored me. Look over there, child! hollered Zena. Fern scrambled up into the trees and shook the branches, sending leaves on a painful, slow drift to the ground around Aubrey’s feet.

Just stop it, I said. Stop it! Leave me alone! Leave her alone!

You’re being selfish, they said, tutting at me in stereo.



In the end, though, a flash of vivid purple caught Aubrey’s eye. Laid across my stone, the bouquet my mother had left for me that morning.

Aubrey looked down at the stone, reading my name, my birth and death dates, the epitaph my parents spent days arguing over, both of them fevered with grief.
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Ah, she thought. She reached down to touch the velvety iris petals and thought of the way Darlissa had cradled them in the hotel room, how tenderly she’d placed them on the table. She thought then of something Darlissa had said the day before about Hays: I try to be in contact with him more since my baby died. Her baby, this full-grown child of twenty-seven.

I felt naked, too perceived. I tried not to watch but of course didn’t have much choice. I felt her internal shudder as she did the math on my dates, felt her escalating discomfort as she considered a litany of possible explanations. Twenty-seven: leukemia, suicide, a mass shooting? She thought of my mother’s pretty, composed face, on which she had not detected even the tiniest trace of sadness. Brilliant and beloved child. She tried to imagine what I must have looked like, wondered whether I’d inherited the cherubic snub nose her cousins shared.

Twenty-seven. She wondered whether I’d lived long enough to have had my heart and my dreams shattered, or whether that was something that only happened after a woman turned thirty.



I was born smart. And my parents were eighties buppies: They bought me flashcards, videotapes. Once I graduated from Granny’s full-time care, they sent me to a Reggio Emilia school; later, I had private tutors. Granny continued to help immensely, treating me like an adult in a child’s body. She used me as a sounding board for her concerns, didn’t shield me from her regrets. I learned to hold adult conversations, developed a strong neural network of context that surfaced in unexpected ways.

I beat the pants off every standardized test they put in front of me. I earned my way into one of Richmond’s magnet elementary schools, finding myself the only Black girl in most of my classes for the next several years. I took the SAT with a stomach virus, finished early to run to the restroom, and still pulled nearly perfect math and verbal scores. I got into all my top-choice colleges and selected UVA; Granny hosted a celebration for all my friends at Maggiano’s. I majored in mathematics and made straight A’s for five of my eight semesters of college. I studied while my friends skipped class to go bullshit at the mall, sipped Smirnoff Ice while they torched their brains with Everclear. I would have graduated early, but Daddy checked me on that: You in a hurry to get a job? Why not enjoy that beautiful campus as long as you can?

From college I went straight to the graduate school for my master’s, and a couple years later I had internship offers to choose from. I didn’t get one at the place I really wanted—NASA—but my interviewer told me he could get me a job there if I did a year somewhere else first. So I went to my second choice at one of the big agencies, working earth system science projects. I had box braids; I did my own manicures. My parents helped me rent an apartment off the I-295, and sometimes I hung out with friends at bars. Which is how I met Khari.

I haven’t done him justice so far. He wasn’t just some fuckboy, though I’ll grant that he was built like one. He worked out every day; he had thick pecs that strained the fronts of his T-shirts. He cut his own hair every two weeks. He played the electric bass and had calluses on the tips of his strumming fingers. His skin was melted chocolate. He used to borrow his roommate’s sandalwood cologne. I had never wanted anyone so badly; I hadn’t dated much in school, so he was my first real boyfriend.

He had been the one to hit on me, a rarity in my life. Remember, I was the lone Black girl in all my magnet schools, focused on my work, wired to make my parents proud. I wanted to work for NASA. But then this. Him.

He came from corporate types and was in business school himself, which pleased my parents. Must be smart, said Daddy once when I called home. Probably not as smart as you, though!

(He was, I swear it. We’d go to bar trivia, and he’d answer every question right even after three old-fashioneds. Where meanwhile I’d be tongue-tied after a single Southern Comfort cocktail, forgetting things I’d known forever. The symbol for sodium and the name of the actress who’d played Dorothy Gale.)

He met my friend Kayla. We all went out for drinks. This was one time she didn’t wear my Lycra dress—good friend that she was, she played ugly that night, wore her hair in a sloppy bun, draped herself in oversize yoga wear. Khari was friendly to her but saved his full charm for me. I never fully thanked her for that, and I also never got to repay the favor. She was already married when I died.

I was a smart girl; I should have known better than I did about certain things. But I was also a young woman who’d had weird periods for over a decade. Whose mother had given thousands of dollars to some clinic in Richmond to have me. I never went on the Pill because my friends said it made you fat, and I already had hips I felt I had to camouflage with dolman tops and boy-short underwear. Instead, when Khari and I got exclusive, I got a prescription for a diaphragm, a nice no-hormone solution. I was supposed to fill it with spermicidal jelly and then stick it in, which usually I did.

But sometimes Khari would take me out for a pitcher of that delicious frosé from the bar next door, and then we’d get home and the diaphragm would be in my purse but the jelly wouldn’t. And most of the time I’d have the good sense to say Wait! But sometimes not. And then Kayla had told me there were ways to count the days; you started from the first day of your last period, and then you counted X days and avoided it then to be safe, but then after Y days the danger should have passed—and so sometimes if the jelly wasn’t in my purse, I’d try to count, but again there were my wonky periods, plus the frosé impinging upon my critical faculties.

These sound like excuses, but I swear they aren’t. This is just what happened.



It was really just a matter of time. And it was during that January visit to Lanyer County, the one after Granny died, when I realized my period was five days late. I’d been three days late plenty of times, but rarely four, and never five.

It hit me while I was sitting around the table with my mother and Great-Aunt Naomi, telling them about my sighting from years earlier. “I can’t be sure,” Naomi was saying. “But I do think that was Peter.”

“Auntie,” said my mother carefully, picking at a speck of something on the bright white tablecloth. “Don’t get this girl all confused.”

Naomi shrugged. “Mister Thomas swore up and down he saw a ghost here once. You got to wonder if ghosts come in sets. Peter died right over by where the child said.”

My mother’s eyes filled. “You mind if we don’t talk about the dead right now?”

Naomi closed her mouth and wrapped an arm around my mother’s shoulders, and they left the room together, murmuring about clothing they were going to donate. When they were gone, I sat back in my chair for a moment, thinking. The word Peter, when it fell from my great-aunt’s lips, had knocked a memory loose in me.

Granny had a brother who’d died young, a fact I’d known for years. I’d seen his photo, a good-looking imp with lanky arms and bare feet. I’d never known his name. But Great-Aunt Naomi had said that word—Peter—and I knew right away that that was him, the teenage boy from the photo and the young man I’d seen lazing by the pond. Darling brother of the seventy-six-year-old grandmother I’d recently lost.

As I sat thinking about that, something else dawned on me. I’d packed tampons for this trip, but so far I hadn’t needed them. Dry underwear and no foreboding dull ache.

While they were occupied clearing Granny’s closet, I put on my sweater and went walking across the land again, hoping to get better cell phone reception, hoping to jog my flow, counting and recounting the days in my head. It was five, I was sure of it.

I walked the whole shrunken perimeter—Granny had told me when I was young about the Lanyers and their thievery, my father filling in the legal details—giving the pond a wide berth, until I found myself marching toward it as if pulled magnetically. I stopped with the toes of my UGGs at water’s edge, in the exact place I’d visited at age nine. I stared down at the gritty mud and saw a shred of Sprite wrapper, which I picked up and pocketed. I tried to remember the faces of the cousins I hadn’t seen since that day, and I got much more than that: Their woodsy smells flooded my sinuses; I felt their fingers scrabbling in my hair. I thought of the proud way Granny had introduced me to them and my other extended relatives. My granddaughter, Le’Dar. Her hands firm and still on my shoulder.

I felt my cousins, and I felt Granny, and I felt someone else, too. Three someones. A spirit I had known before and then two others: a woman and a child; one worn-down and timid, one light and fearless. Sitting with my face to my knees, I could feel those three looking at me, their judgment everywhere. Stereophonic. They all spoke in my mother’s voice, asking me why hadn’t I used the spermicidal jelly. Asking me didn’t I want to work for NASA someday. Didn’t I give half a shit about this place they kept watch over, this pure sanctuary. Didn’t I care about Granny, whom we all loved, and who had tirelessly cared for me in her retirement years, run my flashcards until her tongue must have gone numb. I kept my face like that, pressed to my knees, for as long as I could, not wanting to see them in their judgment.

When I was crying so hard my nose started running, though, I had to lift my face; and of course there they all were.



I got through the rest of the trip and then the return flight, listlessly playing the good daughter. I held my mother’s hand on the plane, spent the night at my childhood home in Richmond to comfort her even when I would rather have driven back to my apartment in Alexandria.

Khari texted me back, finally. Told you I have a lot going on with the semester starting up, that’s why I can’t really talk right now. I found him easily on someone’s Instagram carousel, doing shots at someone’s lounge party.

For another three days, I woke up praying for blood on the sheets. When it hadn’t come by the weekend, I got up early Saturday morning and walked through the winter chill to the grocery store on the end of my block for a First Response. I also bought a hunk of tofu, a bagful of beet greens, and two big knobs of garlic, telling myself if the test came back negative I was going to finally start taking better care of myself, beginning with a pot of homemade soup.

I didn’t take it right away, because that day I had to drive through a sudden sleet out to Kayla’s stupid housewarming party. She and her husband were renting this town house in Southeast, and with two people in it, one of them a man, it counted as a home. As much as I didn’t feel like going, I dutifully flat-ironed my hair, pulled on tights and the minidress I’d crafted using my mother’s fabric scissors. I brought wine as a housewarming gift, made small talk with the friends she’d accumulated at her consulting job. When I felt like I’d done that for long enough, I went upstairs and locked myself in the master bathroom to take the pregnancy test. It didn’t even occur to me that she might not want guests on the second floor; we’d lived together for years, used each other’s bath and hair products—but once I was up there, I realized I hadn’t fully accounted for the husband’s presence. He actually lived there, leaving the smell of Old Spice on things. The bathroom had hand towels that matched the memory-foam mat, Van Gogh prints from IKEA on the walls. Downstairs was all Frank Ocean and swelling crowd noise. I hiked up my dress and pulled down my flannel tights, peed on the stick, waited.

The fucking thing was positive. Despair filled my lungs and throat. I walked out of the bathroom and tried to call down for Kayla, but my voice wasn’t working. I was hoarse with confusion and terror, disbelief.

I sent a photo of the test to Khari, regretting it immediately. According to the social-media triangulation I’d done, he was at a different classmate’s hookah thing.

But then he texted back right away: FUUUUCK is that real

Yeah I know fuuuuck

There was a long silence. Finally, he wrote back: Can we talk tomorrow?

I wasn’t thinking straight. My mother had always been consistent in her messaging. If you want something done, don’t wait for a man to take care of it. Tomorrow. It was the start of his last semester of business school; he was trying to enjoy it. I thought of pushing the issue, but some of our worst fights had happened when he didn’t want to talk but I insisted. My mind flew crazily from thing to thing, lighting momentarily on the thought that if he was going to enjoy his Saturday, why the fuck shouldn’t I do the same? So I put the phone away and went downstairs, pushing between people until I found Kayla on her tiny back porch, laughing too loudly with her husband and some other couple.

“Hey,” I said, interrupting. “Kayla, we need to do those shots we used to do. The SoCo ones. To christen the house.”

They all looked at me like I was a leper, some random interloper who looked like an adult but didn’t have the job or the income or the relationship to prove it, but Kayla had always had top-notch social skills. She broke off and followed me back into the kitchen and found the Southern Comfort on the card table.

“Nazdorovye,” I said, lifting a shot glass. Kayla stared at me quizzically but tapped her glass against mine. I downed the shot, feeling insane, and watched as she did the same.

“You okay?” she asked. Her eyes fixed on mine, a first sip of intimacy.

I was actually about to tell her, but then here was her husband, coming in off the back porch, encroaching on us. He came right up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders and all but physically lifted her away from me. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I called over the noise as she followed him away.

Someone stepped on my foot; I yelped, then fled the house, ran out to my car, slipping on the ice and struggling a little bit with the frozen door handle, then climbed in and started driving toward home.

One thing I never was in life? A drunk driver. I hadn’t had anything but that one shot, turning down various glasses I’d been offered. And this was the sort of weather that required high alert; as I approached I-295, the sleet picked up, falling at an aggressive diagonal, and I cranked up my windshield wipers to the fastest setting, my senses prickling with caution.

Here was the irony. If I could feel the shot at all, it wasn’t until I’d steered the car around the freeway and to nearly the bridge that would take me across the Potomac River. And what I felt was a sharpness as a catalogue of memories came to me. My mother had told me that story about her mother putting her on the Pill for college, had reminded me every day of my life that such responsibilities were our own to choose and to act on. Before that, in my teenage years, my grandmother had told me all about her encounter with Cora the deaconess; and, too, about her own mother’s care in spacing out her children, sparing me the details about Great-Great-Aunt Carrie’s tea but providing enough context for me to fill in on my own later. Both had told me, in so many words, that in matters like these, only a fool would wait on a man for direction. They had drawn the road map for me.

As I neared the river bridge, I had righted my brain. I knew the chorus of judgmental voices I’d heard at the pond that day was nothing but my own imagination, projecting the worst at me. I knew exactly what I’d say to Khari the next day whenever he got around to calling. Fear and wildness had taken over me, but there wasn’t room for either to stick around. I was only a year from the promised NASA internship.

And I was a good driver, but 295 was slick, my wipers and the wintry mix making it hard to see the solid dividing lines. I was in the right lane, a foolish place to be on a busy highway sprouting exits every few yards, but I’d wanted to drive as slowly as I felt comfortable. As I congratulated myself on my sudden clarity, the car to my left accelerated unexpectedly and drifted into the counter traffic, ricocheting off the median bumper and then swerving into my lane. I braked to avoid him, my tires protesting. My last living thought was how unbelievable it was that a short wall and a shallow hill were all that separated the orderly concrete of the highway from the Potomac River, and then I went over.
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A phone notification told Aubrey that Tolliver Lanyer had written back.


Hello, Aubrey, really good to hear from you. I’ll lay my cards on the table and say that connecting with you is a very high priority for my brother and me. Any availability for a call sometime tomorrow? I can promise you will be interested in what we have to say.



Then, a minute later, a thirsty follow-up:


Promise also that it will be an improvement on whatever offer you have already gotten from the Hightower Group.



Probably it would be better, strategically, to make him wait longer for a response, but Aubrey began drafting one anyway. Thinking, for whatever reason, as she tapped at the letters, of Boyd at his table in the Marigold in his lush forest-green merino pullover.

“Aubrey? There you are.”

Her stomach sank and she stopped typing, feeling caught, though of course Hays hadn’t been able to read anything on her screen. She dropped her phone into a pocket. “Hey. I was just—”

“No, I get it.” Hays held up his palms, apologetic. “Paying a visit to your dad. I just wanted to make sure you hadn’t gotten lost or anything.” He dropped his gaze and frowned as he took in the headstones around them. “Need me to help you find him?”

“Oh—no. I found him already. I was just looking around.” She pointed down at my stone. “Darlissa’s daughter?”

Hays knelt and ran an affectionate hand over the marker. “Yeah. Our cousin. Amazing girl.”

“Did you know her?”

“For sure. We met when we were kids, and then later when I was touring colleges on the East Coast. She was wonderful. Darlissa misses her like you wouldn’t believe.”

Aubrey squatted beside him and touched my dates. “How did she die?”

“A horrible car accident up near DC. Drunk driving was involved.” And of course, as always, I was powerless to correct him. He looked down at Aubrey’s glass, then met her eye. “The service was here, and the burial, too, obviously. I’m really sorry no one ever told you about it.”

“Well—maybe my dad mentioned it and I just didn’t process it.” Feeling defensive, she gestured at the year 2013. “I was in college when she died. I wasn’t paying a lot of attention to family stuff then.”

Hays smirked. “But you never heard of me, either. Or Samson or Darlissa or anybody.”

It was true. After his wife’s death, Micah had maintained relations with his in-laws, carting Bellamy and Aubrey to holiday gatherings with his late wife’s side of the family. Aubrey had never wondered about extended family beyond Suzette’s sisters and their children, a large and lively crowd. Micah was cooler toward his own sister and brother, who lived far away and didn’t keep in touch, and that had been that. But it was odd, that degree of family tragedy—a cousin joining the Twenty-Seven Club, predeceasing both of her parents, one of whom was Micah’s own first cousin—not making its way into their dinner-table conversation. Odder even than his not mentioning the farm itself.

“But anyway,” said Hays. “Now you know about her.”

Aubrey sighed. “I kind of hate her for never having to be thirty.”

Hays laughed, an act of extreme generosity. He had loved me and the joke was tasteless, but by now he also loved her.



We have to do something, I said, but I don’t know what kind of something. We can’t let her sell her part away to the Lanyers of all people.

Peter agreed, saying, If you think it was bad, my brothers and sister trying to share the place, imagine it with Luke Lanyer’s boys involved. Inserting themselves in every little decision, messing up the plan any time someone wants to do something with it. You have to imagine they’d set it up somehow so they’d be the only ones to make any money off of it, and then they’d pressure the other three to sell it cheap, just to be rid of it.

But we didn’t have to imagine, because we knew too well what had happened in certain other decades. How the Lanyer County Police Department had rubber-stamped a police report featuring one Lanyer’s unchecked version of events. How the local courts had let their namesake family simply swipe part of their neighbors’ acreage. If they were able to hook so much as a finger into the property, they’d find a way to penetrate it fully. And of course there was the threat of partitioning, always looming.

I don’t see why we don’t stop her, said Fern.

Because we can’t, I said. You think sending a couple mosquitoes her way is enough?

But we should try, said Fern. I don’t want to be stuck in the middle of a Costco.

Think about what we did with the earrings, Zena told Peter.

’Cept that wasn’t on purpose. It just sort of happened.

It was and it wasn’t. Le’Dar, you know her best of all of us. What can we do?


Hi Tolliver, sure, let’s talk tomorrow morning, can you do 11:30 Central Time?

Absolutely I can. I’ll loop in my brother Trevor and we’ll send over an invite. Looking forward to it, Aubrey.





“Where have you two been?”

Darlissa and Janis had removed their outer layers and sat fanning their armpits on opposite sides of the long table; Samson sipped thoughtfully at a beer. Aubrey and Hays slid onto the benches beside them. “Looking around,” said Aubrey. “I found my dad’s headstone.”

Darlissa squeezed her hand. “Good. I thought you ought to.”

Aubrey’s phone buzzed in her pocket.

“We do miss our Micah,” said Darlissa. “What a nice cousin he always was to me. You too, Janis?”

Janis peeled her shirt from her significant bosom and fanned down the front of it. “Micah, loved me some Micah,” she said, but didn’t elaborate. “Y’all excuse me while I go check on the register.”

“I’ve got to start heading back to Jackson,” said Samson. “But I’ll tell you one thing about Micah before I go. Old Mister Reefer himself! That man—well.” He uttered a bellowing laugh, then collected himself when Aubrey’s eyes widened. He slapped his hands on the table and hoisted himself to his feet. “Never mind. Good to be with you fine people.” He dropped a fifty on the table and headed toward the parking lot, throwing a wave over one shoulder as he went.

Hays checked his watch. “Eventually I’ll need to get you two back to the hotel and then get myself to Memphis, but I’m not in a hurry just yet on a nice night like this.”

“Can’t say I’m desperate to rush back to the DoubleTree either,” said Darlissa. She looked over at Aubrey. “So tell us, honey. What do you make of your visit?”

Again Aubrey felt herself clamming up, not interested in the forced reverence. But she thought of the cemetery, and of Darlissa’s daughter buried in it, and felt a sudden urge to be kind. “Well, I’m glad I came,” she made herself say. “I’m glad I got to see everything. It’s such a nice place.” She paused. “And I guess I’d rather be here than back home feeling like shit over Boyd.”

“Boyd, was that his name?” murmured Darlissa.



I really don’t know what to do, I said. I don’t have any ideas.

Maybe when she goes to sleep, said Peter, we could try to get into her dreams, show her it’s a bad idea to hand the keys over to Lanyers.

But dreams are murky, unpredictable, and then people forget them anyway. Plus, I said, and pointed at her empty glass with its sweet-smelling, sticky film. She’s going to sleep like a log in that damn DoubleTree.

And frankly I didn’t want to be there anyway. I was trying not to feel too jealous about it, her conked out on the double bed across the room from my mother, whose presence I would have given anything to feel again in some real way. I didn’t need to watch Aubrey take it for granted, her body curled shell-like around her phone on the crisp white sheets I couldn’t feel either.

I just don’t think I can do that, I said to Peter with finality. Next idea.

I’m out of ideas, Peter said sadly. Besides just hoping the Lanyers make an offer that doesn’t impress her.

But she just lost her job, I said. Anything would impress her right now.

Sounds like you don’t have much of a plan either, Peter said pointedly.

Look here, said Zena, breaking her long silence. She looked at me hard, the sort of look I used to get from my grandmother all the time, the same sharpness at the corners of her dark eyes, which either withered me or else set me right instantly. Zena held me with that look for a moment, then turned it on Peter, then Fern. Then she looked back at the group, at Aubrey who sat slapping mosquito bites on her ankles as my mother tended the embers of their faltering conversation. We can look and listen as much as we want to, said Zena. Talk about it as much as we want to. But I do think it would help us all to remember that much as we might want it to be otherwise, life is only for the alive.



Darlissa got to her feet, knees protesting. “Okay, y’all,” she said. “Give me ten minutes to walk on over to the cemetery, pay respects to my baby one last time. Then we can go back to the hotel.”

Once she was a few yards away, she turned to see the two of them, Hays and Aubrey, ducking their heads to murmur about something, Lord only knew what. Something about Darlissa herself, probably, which didn’t bother her and in fact she found rather endearing. She and her cousins had done plenty of that, funning privately at her mother and uncles and some of their peculiarities. And then the fact was that one day you become your mother, and what was funny turns suddenly critical.

If, that is, you were so lucky as to make it that far.

She moved slowly across the grass on purpose, both for the smothering heat and because this particular walk never got easier, not even the second time in a single day. She was looking for the custom bouquet she’d bought earlier in the day from the downtown florist: iris and passionflower and bee balm in a gradient of purples, her daughter’s favorite. After a moment, she sighted it, vivid among the drab stones, and followed the color to where she’d buried me.



“So tell me,” said Hays, leaning closer. “You leave tomorrow; we’re going to run out of time to talk. Tell me what happened with the guy. Boyd.”

Aubrey sighed. “Fine.” She stared off into the distance, watching Darlissa disappear behind Mount Carmel’s wide redbrick foundation, and considered where to begin the story of the end.
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For Christmas dinner, Boyd’s mother Brigid had suggested a casual (“very casual”) potluck in the kitchen of the Elledge home. Small and easy, compared to some sort of extended-family do. “No one will have to spend the week beforehand cleaning for company or the whole holiday cooking,” she’d said; and, put that way, it made more sense than the alternative. For Aubrey’s maternal relatives, with whom she and Boyd had spent the previous Christmas, hosting a holiday was an existentially horrific affair, with so much stressed-out performative bullshit that went into it. For her first Christmas without her father, this would be a thousand times better. Simple food, a simple gathering, and then they’d simply say goodbye. No carols, no gifts, no bullshit.

Aubrey found the most complicated recipe she could for miso-braised mushrooms and then almost killed herself sourcing king oysters and enoki on Christmas Eve, visiting six different grocery stores on foot. Boyd had volunteered to bring the drinks—good whiskey and excellent wine, plus the usual single can of Mahaffey’s Red Field per the family tradition—and picked them up from the liquor store next door to his office building.

The morning of, Aubrey woke up early at her apartment and prepped the mushrooms, scoring the elastic flesh of the king oysters and then immersing the lot of them in a marinade of miso, garlic, and sesame oil. Then, as she waited for Boyd to pick her up, she tried on twenty outfits and hated every last one. Under Brigid’s leadership, the approach Boyd’s family took to things like major holidays was in turns irreverent and achingly earnest, and Aubrey had never been able to correctly predict which it would be. If she wore a nice dress handed down from her sister, she’d find Boyd and his parents in cotton jammies, cornily coordinating. If she wore the snowman cardigan she’d bought for her office’s ugly-sweater party, surely Brigid would be in a fucking evening gown.

In the eleventh hour she settled on a red turtleneck and her nice jeans. She consulted the full-length mirror for every possible angle to make sure she didn’t look poochy, and fretted. There, where her top met her pants, was that the beginning of—? But no, of course not. But was it? She stood frozen for too long, staring, wondering whether it might help to make herself throw up, but ultimately she ran out of time: Boyd texted to say he was pulling up outside.

Downstairs, her happiness at the sight of him in his white Solterra was visceral. She stood at the driver’s side window until he rolled it down. “Hi,” she said, and tried to kiss his mouth, catching instead the strawberry-blond stubble on his cheek. He’d worn flannel pajama pants and a ribbed henley top.

“You’re not cold?” he said, and unlocked the doors.

In the car, she didn’t mention the ordeal with her clothes, because they had an agreement. The first positive test had been Friday; they’d confirmed with another on Saturday, kicking off a weekend of panic, and then Boyd had said—No. Let’s table this for now. Christmas was a Monday, and they would circle back to it later in the week, after they’d each had a chance to think. Separately, Boyd had emphasized. It stung but didn’t surprise her, because Boyd was always that way. Fiercely private when he had something on his mind.

In the meantime, thankfully, there were other things to talk about. “Did you find the mushrooms you needed?” asked Boyd, pulling out from beneath her building’s crumbling portico. “I saw some at the corner store but figured those probably weren’t the right ones.”

“No, yeah, those wouldn’t be, but I did find some,” she said, and held up the bulging tote bag in her lap. “Wish me luck that these will be enough. Did you find the drinks?”

He nodded his head to send her attention to the back seat of the station wagon, where there sat a paper bag, its contents clanking against one another. The necks of two wine bottles crested the top of the bag, and she saw from the labels that they were old standbys: Brigid’s favorite Sancerre and her own favorite Rioja.

“Perfect,” she said thankfully, and just as the word fell from her lips, she remembered that she wouldn’t be able to drink even a sip of it.



“They’re here!” sang Brigid, who stood in the door of her beautiful house with her thin arms outstretched. She wore one of her shapeless silk dresses, her long platinum hair tucked beneath a velvet Santa hat. She gathered Boyd into a hug and pressed her face into the front of his henley.

“Merry merry, Bridge,” said Boyd, stroking the nape of his mother’s neck.

Brigid’s husband, Jon, appeared behind her: well-fitted gray suit, red-and-green ascot, silver bells jingling at his jacket cuffs. “Children!” He swerved around the embracing mother and son and folded Aubrey into his arms. “Bright—beautiful—beloved—children.” Between each word he planted a moist kiss on Aubrey’s forehead.

These fucking weirdos. And yet, how warmed she was by the welcome. She reached for Boyd’s hand but missed it and instead let herself be guided into the house by his parents.

“Drinks,” announced Boyd, hefting his paper bag. Aubrey clutched her mushrooms and followed him to the kitchen.

Here among the unholy mess of opened food packages and savory cooking smells they found Boyd’s sister, Neve, a serene-looking and apparently sober version of Neve. She was rummaging in the refrigerator when they entered but emerged with a handful of seedless purplish-black grapes. “Hi, guys! Good God, taste these,” she chirped, offering them the grapes from her hand. She looked good, wearing black sweats with expensive stitching, her rust-colored hair tamed into a thick, high ponytail.

Boyd took a grape and chewed it as he slid the Red Field into the crisper, the Sancerre into the Vinotemp. The Rioja and whiskey he placed on the countertop. “She makes an appearance at two family holidays in a row! Glad you made it, Nevvie. Guess Psycho Thanksgiving really is behind us.”

“That was last year, this is this year. It’s all fine.” Neve wrapped an arm around Aubrey’s shoulders and held a grape to her face. “Have. I’m serious. They’re so good.”

Aubrey let Boyd’s sister slip the grape into her mouth. It was sweet but not remarkably so. On second thought, was it possible Neve was rolling?

“All right, beautiful children,” said Brigid, appearing in the kitchen doorway. “If you aren’t actively cooking—out. Go play Settlers of Catan with Jon in the sitting room. I’ve sworn it off and he’s in withdrawal. Are these the mushrooms?” She pointed to the Tupperware container in Aubrey’s hands.

“Yes! They’re completely prepped, I just need to flash-fry them. It’ll only take a couple minutes at the very end and then I can serve them with everything else.”

“So nothing to do right now? Then off with you—Catan!” Brigid made a gentle swatting motion with her hand and then installed herself in front of a countertop to toss the contents of an enormous wooden salad bowl.

Aubrey gazed wistfully at the fragrant pile of kale and endives and radicchio and sliced radishes, which were far more appealing than the idea of board game hell. But she followed Boyd and Neve into the adjacent sitting room, where Jon sat unpacking the contents of the Settlers of Catan box, arranging the board meticulously on the teak coffee table and sprinkling the tiny wooden game pieces all around. “The rules, everyone remembers the rules, yes?”

Aubrey didn’t. “Maybe I can just be on Boyd’s team?” She tucked herself beside him on one of the diminutive leather benches that stood around the table.

“Oh, come on.” Boyd shifted subtly and guided her with a firm hand to a bench of her own, then handed her the frayed instruction sheet. “We played a few weeks ago.” Had they? Maybe with some of his K Street friends.

Neve peered over Aubrey’s shoulder at the instructions and sucked her teeth. “I fucking hate this game,” she complained. “But fine.” She whipped her head to the left and locked her gaze on her brother, baring her small eyeteeth. “If I have to, then you’re going down.”

Jon reached into the breast pocket of his suit jacket and produced a pair of drugstore reading glasses, which he settled onto the bridge of his nose. “Forgive me, my patient progeny, but actually I’ve forgotten how to play,” he said, taking the instructions from Aubrey’s hand.

God, how exhausting it was. But it was Boyd’s favorite game, and so. They persevered through several false starts and practice turns, until finally an actual game was underway, with Boyd predictably in the lead. The object was expansion; you situated your resource-producing settlements and grew them as rapidly as possible, claiming land, avoiding the gray meeple that represented a persistent robber. Boyd was quick and intuitive with his plays, silently planning his strategy and then moving immediately each time his turn rolled around. Aubrey started sluggish and then improved as the rules came back to her, easily outplaying bewildered Jon and erratic Neve, and suddenly she was winning.

“What the heck,” said Boyd during one of Aubrey’s turns. “No. A die roll that goes off the table doesn’t fucking count.”

“Who says?” Neve frowned at her brother and linked an arm through Aubrey’s in a random show of solidarity.

Jon consulted the instructions. “I don’t see where—that’s not in the—”

“Oh, Jon, come on. It’s not in the rules,” said Neve. “He’s making it up.”

“Guys. This is important,” said Boyd. “I need her to not get that lumber.”

“I’ll roll again,” said Aubrey over Neve’s protest. For the second time, a five. She took the lumber she was due.

“Motherfu—” Boyd squeezed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “Fine. Lumber, you got it. Anybody, drinks?” He stood and shoved his hands in his deep flannel pockets.

Rioja, Aubrey was about to say, and then stopped herself. She caught Boyd’s eye and shook her head subtly. Jon requested one of his fancy wines; Neve, a vodka and La Croix.

Boyd disappeared into the kitchen as Jon and Neve went back to contemplating their next moves, and Aubrey sat back in her chair, inventorying. She had a minor headache that had begun with the morning’s outfit frenzy, most probably because she’d skipped her usual coffee. And maybe her nerve endings felt too alert, like exposed live wires. But she felt normal otherwise, no nausea, none of the unexplainable fatigue or soreness that Bellamy had complained about through two first trimesters.

It was too early for all that, anyway. The tests she’d taken had been the ones that promised the earliest results possible; her period wasn’t even due for another day. Her body might not have entirely gotten the message yet.

Boyd, diligent researcher that he was, had looked into the relevant information on timing. It was the twenty-first century, at least for the moment, and they lived on the border of a blue district and a blue state. Whatever they decided to do, he’d told her, they had at least a couple of weeks to figure it out, though of course clarity sooner would be great. Decide what to do and then full steam ahead. That was how he’d put it.

But Aubrey was thirty-two. Two years older than Bellamy had been when she’d become a mother. People grew up, they got married, they had children and put on family dinners, serving salads assembled from homegrown greens. Or they did it in a different order, if they were less beholden to the old conventions. Aubrey’s father had been dead nearly a year, the hot coals of his judgments cooling in her mind.

There was this other part, too. Neve sat with her head ducked over the game board, her smooth, vibrant hair hanging dangerously close to a few of Aubrey’s settlements, and jabbered to her father about her stupid strategy that wasn’t going to work. Neve had never held anything beyond a few fucked-up temp jobs, yet she could afford things like Kérastase conditioner and $450 sweatsuits from brands Aubrey had never heard of. She would never want for anything, which of course meant neither would Boyd, nor would any child of his.

Boyd reappeared in the doorway bearing a vintage tray loaded with drinks, Catan-related annoyance still written all over his face. He handed a full wineglass to Jon, a tinted highball to Neve, and a glass of water to Aubrey, then plopped back onto his seat with his little glass of whiskey.

“Oh, it’s Christmas,” said Jon, gesturing with disapproval toward Aubrey’s water. “Have anything. Have some of this.” He held out his own glass of red wine. Its silky scent tugged at Aubrey.

But no. “I have to work tomorrow,” she said, which was indeed true. On the day after a holiday, the ACK halls would be relatively empty, haunted only by the partners with the most dismal work-life balances, who wouldn’t bother her. So she’d chosen to preserve her vacation days.

“My turn,” said Boyd, and rolled the dice. An eleven, allowing him to gather up lumber and grain and ore, which he promptly used to build a city. The move didn’t quite steal Aubrey’s lead but did threaten it; his fortunes had turned, and the next roll would make all the difference.

Aubrey held up her palm, offering him a high five, but instead he pumped his fist into the air and took a long drink from his glass.

“Cutthroat,” murmured Jon.

“I don’t know, Jon,” said Neve, “but I really feel like you and I still have a chance.”

“You do,” said Boyd, his voice husky in the way it always became after a drink. “Of course you do, you always do.”

Aubrey rolled a seven, the magic number. She considered where to place the little gray meeple that was the robber, that resource-siphoning thief of joy. Whether to handicap Neve further or seal Jon’s last-place fate, or whether to stave off Boyd for what would likely be the last round of turns.

“I dare you,” said Boyd, watching the robber dangle from Aubrey’s hand.

Was that playfulness in his tone, after he’d been so strange throughout the entire game? With hope in her heart and a little flourish of the wrist, she set the robber on Boyd’s highest-yielding brick hex. As she did so, she remembered that he was right, they had played this stupid fucking game before, only a couple of weeks earlier, with a result similar to this one, a late upset in her favor. It had tickled Boyd to watch her win that way, still mildly confused about the rules but managing lucky rolls and decent plays. I guess I win, she had said then, and he’d leapt over the board, over their laughing friends, and smothered her face with exaggerated kisses. “Sorry,” she said now, sweetly.

Boyd lowered his face into his hands and exhaled gutturally. Aubrey stroked his elbow; he jerked it away.

“Sorest of sore losers,” said Neve. “So embarrassing, this one.”

Boyd raised his face; it was damp and colorful, crimson splotches staining his neck and cheeks. “Fuck it. Give.” Aubrey dropped the dice into his hand, and he whipped them across the table. Not the retaliatory seven he hoped for but a three that effectively lost him the game.



Jon and Boyd and Neve wanted a rematch, but Aubrey knew better. As Boyd swept a hand across the array of hexes, gathering up the multicolored cities and settlements and roads, she got to her feet, mumbling about mushrooms, and went to the kitchen.

Delibes’s “Flower Duet” drifted languidly from invisible speakers flanking the Swedish range cooker, which was now a site of chaos: overcrowded pans, brown spills. Brigid stood at the stove with her hands lifted in a gesture of helplessness, mismatched oven mitts. When Aubrey entered, she whirled. “Thank God an expert is here,” she said. “I just stink at this. Grab something, would you please?”

Aubrey squeezed in beside Brigid and turned off the heat on the mashed potatoes, which were already burning at the edges. She wasn’t a particularly passionate cook, but just about anyone in the world could have outdone Brigid, as she’d learned soon after meeting Boyd. The simplest things had impressed him: well-seasoned baked chicken, turkey burgers, anything involving rice. Brigid maintained her birdlike physique through culinary asceticism. She could make a perfect salad, but that was the end of her repertoire.

But she was a loving mother, and so here on the stove were attempts at her children’s favorite foods. “Okay, good,” said Brigid, gesturing to the mashed potatoes, a favorite of Boyd’s. “That has butter in it already; you only need to put it into … that empty dish right there. The vegan stuff for Neve is over here; I’ll handle it. Once you move those potatoes, you can start on your mushrooms—you said they wouldn’t take long?”

Aubrey began scooping. “Nope. The potatoes look so good!”

A lie, the potatoes had all but glued themselves to the sides of the Le Creuset, but Brigid’s thankful smile was a balm after that round of Catan. “You’re sweet. Also, just water? Please have wine; we’ve already got three bottles open and we can open others, if you want. White, orange, red?”

Aubrey’s stomach twisted. “Maybe in a few minutes,” she said. She set the dish of mashed potatoes aside and found a clean pan. “Okay, mushrooms.”

Brigid shucked her mitts and took a drink from her own wineglass, then raised it toward Aubrey’s face, tipping it by a taunting fifteen degrees. “Try! Sancerre. I’m set on converting you.”

“I—” Aubrey scraped her memory for the excuse she’d given Jon. “I’m working a full day tomorrow, I have to—”

“Oh, since when does that mean no wine?” But Brigid lowered her glass and returned to her side of the range. “Okay, Neve’s nut loaf is done, I think. Though—between us—how can you even tell?” She grimaced, then lifted the charred brick from the oven and set it on a trivet.

A confidence, if a tiny one. The warmth in Aubrey’s core spread to her limbs. When they’d first gotten serious, Boyd had said she should feel no pressure to ingratiate herself with his parents; he’d been, actually, a little befuddled that she would think she needed to. Brigid doesn’t care about that stuff, he’d said, watching Aubrey toil over a thank-you note after her first birthday gift from his mother. But everything in her upbringing told her otherwise. Bellamy had had her hair freshly relaxed and pin-curled before her first time meeting the people who would become her in-laws, after all.

“You’re sure about the wine,” Brigid pressed.

“Maybe when I have my hands free,” offered Aubrey. She drizzled sesame oil into the pan and fiddled with the burner temperature. Then she searched the storm on the countertops, carefully moving things aside until she found her Tupperware container. She opened it, and it sent forth a delectable aroma, fresh garlic and ginger and the powerful earthiness of the mushrooms themselves, which remembered their provenance even after they’d been lightly battered and pressed in panko.

Brigid rested her chin on Aubrey’s shoulder to watch her separate the mushrooms with a fork. “Incredible. Boyd always says what a good cook you are, and I see it.”

“I’m really not,” said Aubrey. She considered for a moment, then decided—a confidence for a confidence—and forged ahead: “And even if I were, he doesn’t care about that at all. He’s not into, like, Women belong in the kitchen, or anything. He’s more into egalitarianism. Sometimes I feel like I’m failing some kind of feminist test by cooking for him at all, if that makes sense.”

It was quiet for a moment, long enough for Aubrey to regret the disclosure. Then Brigid said, “Well, he comes by that honestly. Jon and I tried to put egalitarianism at the center of everything we taught them. When Jon first started at the university, we sat at that table”—she pointed to the little dining nook at the corner of the kitchen—“and, with the kids sitting right next to us, we wrote out a little internal contract. During such time as Spouse 1 is employed by blah-blah, Spouse 2 will accept primary responsibility for preparing and serving all family meals except on alternate Sundays. We did the same thing years earlier when Boyd was on the way. I had to waddle around, enormous and sweating, and so Jon had to navigate the shops and buy the bassinets and all that. My friends’ male partners always pretended not to be able to manage any of those tasks, but of course they could have.” She paused, snapped her fingers, and unsheathed a baguette, then laid it on the vacant rack inside the oven. “And then, of course, I showed the kids the contracts when they were old enough. I wanted them to understand that our division of labor had nothing to do with my being a woman or Jon’s being a man; it was just that he was doing that, and so—temporarily!—I would do this. And of course, fifteen years later, I’m no better at doing this! Oh, well. Do you think that oil’s ready?”

It was. Aubrey dropped in the first batch, an even mixture of chopped king oysters and whole enoki. She braced herself for the smoky, sibilant crackle; but no, she was using nice oil in a nice pan over a nice stove. The mushrooms sizzled quietly and evenly, turning golden after a minute or two. Brigid handed her a gigantic slotted spoon, which she used to transfer that batch to a plate.

“And actually,” said Brigid, as Aubrey started on the next batch, “speaking of women transcending traditional expectations, I think that’s one of the things Boyd values so much about you, do you know?”

“Yeah?”

“He’s always telling us how smart you are. About your legal work, and that class you teach. Teaching isn’t easy! It’s so much more than just knowing the material.”

“Definitely! Yeah, it is.” What a nice surprise this was! Boyd had never had much to say about her test-prep classes other than to question whether the money was worth giving up multiple nights per week talking herself hoarse. He’d never shown any interest in the substance or mechanics of SAT prep; had never asked her, for example, how she went about helping the most stubborn learners, on whom her standard techniques and analogies didn’t work. She could imagine sharing such small details with Brigid or talking pedagogy with Jon over some future family dinner.

“It’s so clear what an impressive young woman you are. So bright and also so eloquent. Jon and I talk all the time about how well-spoken you are.”

She let herself be briefly annoyed by that, well-spoken, and then pushed it out of her mind because what was the point.

Brigid stood close, her bird shoulder just a millimeter from Aubrey’s pan-stirring arm. “So I hope you won’t mind if I offer a little advice.”

Of course. This wasn’t a surprise. This was the closest Brigid had ever seemed to an auntlike figure; and in Aubrey’s world, aunts, like fathers, couldn’t stop themselves from giving unsolicited advice. She braced herself to hear that she should apply her eloquent brightness to law school. She tightened her core and said, “Hit me.”

“You and Boyd are just the sweetest couple. Jon and I couldn’t be more thrilled about it. I think a few years from now, you’ll find that Boyd is the ideal egalitarian partner. He grew up with that example.”

Aubrey waited to hear where this was headed. She lifted the second batch of mushrooms to its resting place and began another.

Brigid continued. “But he isn’t ready to fulfill that promise just yet. Do you know, actually, that Jon is almost eight years older than me? I don’t mean to negate everything else I’ve just said, but there is one inescapable fact about men, which is that time works differently for them. I’m sure a smart woman like you can follow exactly what I’m saying.”

“I—”

“All I mean to say is that—well, I think you ought to make your plans with the understanding that my sweet son is nowhere near ready to shop for bassinets on his own, and I take it you’re juggling quite a lot yourself. You will need support. And so I suggest that you—because it can only be you, of course—decide what to do, and then”—Brigid turned her small hand rigid and knifed it forward, a locomotive hurtling down a track—“full steam ahead.”

Cement settled into Aubrey’s stomach, her hands and feet. The third batch of mushrooms burbled and then hissed, but the spatula hung motionless at her side.

Brigid placed a hand on her shoulder. “Of course,” she said, “you have a dedicated ally in me. I don’t imagine you’ll run into any issues, but on the off chance, I still have a few good friends who haven’t retired, and one of them is a gynecologist named Tess Werner-Simson, who…”

Aubrey forcibly powered down her ears as Brigid prattled about her long friendship with the good Dr. Werner-Simson, who worked as the medical director for the Planned Parenthood location in Northeast DC. She heard only Brigid’s music, and barely. Of all things, opera, cloying and saccharine. Aubrey kept her head down and stirred her mushrooms, finding that this third batch had cooked too quickly in the left-behind grit from the first two. When it was time to take them out, she plopped them onto a paper towel, blew on them, hard, and then shoved them a few at a time into her mouth. They were far too crispy, but otherwise perfect, meaty and savory, with just enough salt and the rich minerality of the earth.

After she’d swallowed, she reached into an open cabinet and pulled down a fresh stemless wineglass, which Brigid, still gabbling without cease about Dr. Werner-Simson’s incredible career, filled nearly to the top with Sancerre.



Neve burst into the kitchen, cheeks flushed. “Fuck that game,” she said.

Then Boyd, hands in the pockets of his pajama pants: “Guess who didn’t win the rematch.”

Finally, Jon, beelining for his wife. “Put me out of my misery, Bridge,” he said, wrapping his hulking frame desolately around her elfin one. “The kids started flogging me on the first roll and didn’t let up. Tell me there are dishes to set out or something.”

“Dinner won’t be much longer. Just a few minutes. Aubrey, do you want to—”

The appearance of the other Elledges had sucked the air from the room. “Sorry,” said Aubrey. “Realizing I should call my family sometime today, and now is probably best? Before we sit down to eat?” Without waiting for an answer, she squeezed past her hosts, past the framed childhood photos of hale freckled Boyd and impish flame-haired Neve that lined the hallway, and back into the vacated sitting room. They’d left the finished game spread out across the coffee table, and Aubrey could only imagine it would be left to Brigid to clean it up.

Her sister answered her FaceTime on the first ring. “Hang on,” Bellamy said over the tumult of background noise, and after some fumbling she had turned the camera horizontal. Nearly a dozen faces crowded into the picture, her sister’s out of focus in a corner and her small niece’s in the forefront, grinning and giggling. Around them, two of Aubrey’s three aunts and an assortment of cousins and in-laws had gathered to say hello. Everyone was fancied up, full makeup, even the babies spit-shined, her niece’s hair sumptuously greased.

“Hey, girl,” said Aubrey’s Aunt Lee. “Who got you that turtleneck? Did I get you that? You look cute! What’s in that glass?”

It had not occurred to her that she would miss them. Actually, miss wasn’t quite accurate, because of course her rational mind knew she would have spent twice as long readying herself for that gathering as she had for this one; and that after that, they would have poked at her for many miserable hours, assessing her outfit, interrogating her about work, guessing at things she’d hoped to keep secret. But she was happy to see them on the screen, happy to roll her eyes as they all talked over each other, telling her about the food she was missing.

And when Boyd entered the sitting room and sat quietly beside her, slipping an affectionate hand around her waist to announce that dinner was served, she understood that she should not rush off the phone just because he’d said so, not make it as easy for him as she so often did in so many ways. And in fact she did manage to keep him waiting for thirty full seconds before his tugs grew so insistent that she had to end the call.
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“Wow,” said Hays quietly. “And so then did it go okay?”

“Well, sort of,” said Aubrey, and told him the rest. It had seemed to go smoothly—it was the kind with pills, thirty-six crampy hours spent streaming The Great British Baking Show in bed—but her body, uncooperative and true to form, had clutched onto some things it hadn’t needed. She’d had to go back for a follow-up procedure, and that too had seemed to go smoothly—but then there was an infection, her body once again prolonging what could have been a minor setback.

She’d needed antibiotics, an expense of only twenty or thirty dollars. But then a roommate had slipped her a few tabs of Vicodin for the pain, which made for several days of fuzziness, and this was how she’d wound up exhausting her PTO and dipping into unpaid leave at ACK, and having to miss her SAT classes and yoga studio stints. Of the money Micah had left her, the portion not confusingly tied up in fancy equities and ETFs had already been turned over to the Department of Ed or used to pay off her old credit cards. Enter Brigid’s $1,400 loan, sent to Aubrey in an envelope bearing a Betty Friedan Forever stamp. It arrived by snail mail, sparing Boyd the embarrassment of any direct involvement.

“So that’s the best part,” finished Aubrey. “Now I owe her money.”

Hays’s eyes were wide. “And there’s no way you can get out of that? It … doesn’t sound like she really needs it, does she?”

“I don’t want to get out of it,” said Aubrey. “I owe her.”

“And then, after all that, he broke up with you.”

“Well, not right then. Three or four months later. So it really was for the best.”

Hays went quiet, unsettled, struggling against his indignation but understanding it didn’t matter what he thought. It was how I’d felt, watching the whole sequence of events, except that now he was able to put his arms around her and pull her head onto his shoulder.

She let him do it, though it wasn’t necessary; her wounds weren’t fresh, and it was so hot. When he released her, she fixed her hair and turned her attention to her neglected peach wine. “It’s honestly fine,” she said. “Think of how screwed I’d be now, otherwise. I got fired today, did I mention that?” She laughed wildly. The concoction was strong and she was drunk; it had crept up slowly, then descended on her like a sledgehammer as she got comfortable on this bench.

Hays studied her and saw it. “I think it’s time to head back to the hotel,” he said. “Let’s go and get Darlissa.”



My mother had sat telling my headstone about her trip so far. About the day she’d had and the one before it, the surprise of sharing her hotel room, the meetup with the Hightower Group’s sexy, well-dressed messengers, the sweltering air heavy with mosquitoes. For emphasis she tapped the stone gently with the tip of her index finger. I could see it, but I couldn’t feel it.

“And this child,” she was saying. “Your cousin.” She gave a wry little laugh, thinking of all the small quirks and inconveniences. “Honey, you can’t imagine the mess. LD, I promise you she’s more teenager than thirtysomething. But comes by it honestly. My cousin Micah—girl…” She shook her head, indulging in a private laugh. “Did his best, I guess, whatever that was worth. That man always was a selfish trip, though, so it’s incredible he raised those girls up as well as he did. You do have to wonder what happened to Uncle Joah and all the ones in his line. But I know you don’t know.”

She paused and looked around, seeking Joah’s stone as if worried he might have heard her. There it was, ornate and black, not far away from her mother’s silver one and the matching one belonging to her father, who’d died sooner but waited here for her.

My mother didn’t feel like getting to her feet so soon after lowering herself to the earth, so she didn’t. “Poke, you sure were a strange so-and-so,” she called quietly in that direction. “But I’m going to do my best with your granddaughter.”

She turned back to my stone and spent a moment arranging the petals of the flowers she’d laid down. I drank it all in. Her carefulness and attention to detail, the way her fingers lingered in case the arrangement tipped once she let go. I took in the various shades of purple and thought of the way that, after my death, she’d sat motionless in my apartment for four hours, committing to memory all the small accents I’d added to the place: the lavender Threshold curtains, the faux violets in a small vase on the table.

She’d buried her mother, as all daughters plan to do, and of course that had been difficult. But then, to bury a child weeks later.

Of course now I understood the way she loved me. That whatever disappointment I worried I might bring her had been an invention of wrongheaded self-importance. That were it a possibility, she would have dived into the Potomac River after me and pulled me back out with her perfectly manicured hands.



Look, I said to the others. You can’t leave this up to me. Someone else, please.

Fern was using all her strength to try to scoop up acorns for pelting, which we all knew was a fool’s errand.

Darlissa is your mother, said Peter, as if I didn’t know that. Your mother. All we need is a way to get her to figure out what that idiot girl has been up to and stop her before she calls up Luke’s boys tomorrow morning. Can’t you tell us what that way might be?



Darlissa pulled her gaze away from my stone and gasped, because here I was in body, approaching her with the sun behind me.

No—this wasn’t her child. This was Aubrey, her foolish young cousin. And then here was Hays behind her, and the two of them were coming to pull her away.

This was what made the visits so hard—not the arriving but the leaving. No matter how many times she did it, when it was time to stand up and walk away from the grave, her legs were jelly and her heart was dried clay.

But the children, with their hardy bronzed-brown kneecaps and their gently nervous smiles, both reached out to help her up. Her legs had fallen asleep. Hays’s hand was strong, holding steady as it lifted Darlissa’s left half to standing; Aubrey’s wobbled a bit, but she clasped the other one around it and managed the same with Darlissa’s right. And then neither one let go, even as Darlissa got herself together and began to put one foot in front of the other, carrying her protesting body away from the stone. They held on, both of them, Hays on her left and Aubrey on her right, until they’d navigated the maze of graves, crossed the expanse of as-yet-undisturbed lawn, and followed the short gravel path to the car.



Hays parked under the DoubleTree’s porte cochere and nudged Darlissa with an elbow, nodded in the direction of the back seat. Aubrey had fallen asleep during the short drive, and it wasn’t even eight o’clock.

They watched her. The girl slept exactly like a child, limbs splayed wide open, her delicate throat and midriff exposed. Darlissa thought to reach back and push the sweaty tendrils of hair off Aubrey’s cheek but stopped herself. “Poor thing,” she said softly.

“I know,” said Hays. Then he leaned toward Darlissa and added, sotto voce, “I think she lost her job today? Don’t know the details.”

Darlissa sighed.

Leaning in even closer, he continued. “I’ve been thinking about something. I want to run it by you. But let’s get her inside first.”

Darlissa nodded. She reached back and gripped Aubrey’s knee, gave it a gentle squeeze. “Aubrey, honey,” she said.

The girl startled awake and clutched instinctively at her crossbody bag. Finding it undisturbed, she relaxed to the point of slumping in her seat. “Are we here?”

“Go inside, honey,” said Darlissa. “You have your key to the room?”

Breathing noisily, Aubrey checked her pockets, then unzipped her bag and checked that, too. “Yeah,” she said thickly, showing them her key card.

“You go on up to bed. Room 302. Repeat that back to me.”

Aubrey ignored her and pushed open the car door. Darlissa nudged Hays, but he was already climbing out, leaving the hazard lights on and following Aubrey into the hotel. He reappeared a few minutes later and sank into the driver’s seat. “She’s in,” he said at his normal volume. “Sleeping in her clothes, though. The most I could get her to do was brush her teeth.”

Darlissa snorted. “Well, that’s something.”

“So here’s what I was thinking,” said Hays, and cleared his throat. “I could … I could just buy her out.”

Darlissa looked at him and blinked.

“She needs the money more than she needs anything down here. That’s a city girl, you see that, right?”

“Does look that way. But do you have it?”

“Do I have what?”

“You can afford to pay her what’s worth?”

Hays gave his cousin a look. “You know I’d pay her what it’s worth.” He offered up the details, the figure he and Justin had saved to put a down payment on some future house. Money that had sat moldering in a savings account for years as the husbands bickered, splitting hairs over zip codes and finished bathrooms.

“Well, what about that? You don’t need to keep it for your down payment?”

Hays turned away. “We’ve been house-hunting for over a year at this point. But I’m not ready to buy anyway, and that’s reason enough not to. I’ll have to talk it over with Justin, but I’d be happier to have a bigger share in the farm. And to see Aubrey with a little safety net. I don’t know for sure, but I think she’d land on her feet if she could just buy herself some time.”

Darlissa nodded. “I agree,” she said around a lump in her throat. “And I’ll tell you what else, Richmond is just a sneeze away from DC. I don’t know how much she’ll let me, but I intend to try to help her out, too. Sure, then. Buy her out.”

“The only thing,” continued Hays, “is it’s her birthright the same way it is ours. That’s the one thing I keep getting stuck on. Thomas left it to Elijah and Joah and Lena. Feels strange to cut off an entire line like that.”

“Hey. Shhhh,” said Darlissa, and pressed her shushing finger to Hays’s lips with surprising roughness. Her brow furrowed so deeply her forehead ached. “I don’t want to hear about ‘cut off an entire line.’ What’s a line, anyway? Here you sit, part owner of a farm your own daddy never set foot on again after he graduated high school. And then what about my line?”

Hays hung his head, contrite.

“A line, if we’re going to use that term, is just a shape with a beginning and an end. I’m the only daughter of an only daughter. There are things I hold in my heart that belonged to my mother and my grandmother, and I’ll take them with me when I go. That isn’t the end of the world, though. Better that than for me to lay them out in a yard sale for someone to swipe.” She paused. “I don’t know if I’m making sense, but do you think when Thomas—my grandfather, your great-grandfather—put down those three names in his will, he meant for that to lock us all up into eternity? You think he knew there would be a Samson, a Darlissa, a Hays, and an Aubrey sharing it in the first place? You think he’s looking down on us now thinking we’d better not dare mess that up?”

“I don’t think that. I never met the man, but if I had to guess, I’d think he did what felt most fair. And I’d imagine he hoped his children would take it from there.”

“Well, I did meet him, and I think you’re right. And they did take it from there. And now we can do the same.”

“All right. All right.” Hays nodded resolutely. “I’ll check in with Samson, make sure he’s all right with it. And tomorrow I’ll talk to Aubrey, take her temperature, see if she’s interested. And then”—he exhaled quickly, a sad but resigned little sound—“I s’pose she’ll be done with this place forever.”

Darlissa had been searching the contents of her purse for her room key, preparing to climb out of the car, but now stopped and bit her lip. An idea was percolating, but she wasn’t ready to share it just yet. Instead she yawned, opened her door, and swung her legs out into the still, hot, heavy air. “Might do, might not,” she said. With a grunt she stretched backward and pecked Hays’s cheek. “Night, baby.”

“Good night, cousin.” He stayed parked as she approached the DoubleTree and let the automatic doors slide open, the synthetic chill rushing out to envelop her. She turned and waved, but still he sat parked. She marveled at his manners, his home training, this child of her most knuckleheaded first cousin. What a gentleman he was! What an angel, more thoughtful than almost any man she’d ever known. How thankful she was for his help.

When it became clear he wasn’t going to drive away until she’d left his sight, she ducked behind the brick elevator bay and waited a beat, then peeked. He was gone. Out she crept and beelined for the front desk, where she took not one but two of those delectable cookies.



Oh my! said Zena.

That’s something, said Peter. They might actually work it out among themselves. That make you feel better, LD?

Almost, I said.

Because they didn’t know it like I did, Aubrey’s uncanny ability to make the wrong choice.

We’ll have to wait for morning, I said. We’ll see for sure then.

Fern scoffed. ’Lissa and them cookies, she said.
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Aubrey woke up at nine-thirty beneath the open blinds. Blistering sunlight and another hangover.

Darlissa sat at the desk, reading glasses perched at the edge of her nose, typing on her phone. “Good morning,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

Aubrey chose the standard lie. “Fine.”

“Your flight is today, isn’t it? What time?”

She had no idea. Where was her phone? She checked her pillow, the sheets, the recesses behind her double bed. Then her pockets—had she slept in her clothes?—and her crossbody bag, which lay neatly on the nightstand by the bed.

Darlissa cleared her throat. “Are you looking for your phone? It’s right there.” She pointed: Sitting on the desk was the familiar rectangle, plugged into its charger.

“Oh, God. Thanks.” Aubrey climbed out of bed, the change in equilibrium intensifying her headache, and shuffled over.

“Not me. Your cousin Hays did that. He wouldn’t have left without making sure.”

Aubrey searched her mind but couldn’t quite find a memory of Hays’s handling her phone, or being in the hotel room at all. Shame filled her as she fumbled with the buttons, navigating to her email history, and searched for the name of the airline. “Four-thirty,” she said after a moment. “For my flight.”

“Good,” said Darlissa. “Plenty of time.” She rose and placed her hands on her hips. “Get dressed and pack up your stuff. We’re heading back over to the farm. Hays wants to talk to you about something.”

“Oh,” said Aubrey, bristling. “Back to the farm, again? Okay, but…”

A memory tugged at her. She fell silent and scrolled her messages, quickly finding the one from Tolliver Lanyer. A phone call scheduled for eleven-thirty. She quickly did the math in her head; the farm was only a few minutes’ drive away, and there was plenty of land to walk there. Much more privacy than in this tight little icebox of a hotel room.

“That works for me, actually,” she said, and began scooping her things into her duffel bag as Darlissa called a cab.



Hays awaited them on the porch steps when they arrived, wearing a short chambray jumpsuit and with a fresh haircut. Aubrey did a double take and checked the time on her phone again. When had he managed it? Samson sat beside him in one of the comfortable recliners, playing on his phone. He looked up and waved at his cousins.

“Oh,” said Aubrey. “Another family meeting.” She closed a hand around the phone in her pocket, wondering whether somehow they’d seen her messages to the Lanyer brothers.

“Of sorts,” said Hays, and crooked an elbow in her direction. “Let’s go for a walk.”



Samson and Darlissa watched them go.

Darlissa raised an eyebrow at her cousin, and Samson nodded back at her, his neck creaking audibly at the movement.

She sank onto the chair beside his and chuckled. “Cousin,” she said. “We are old.”

He shrugged. “Sure are,” he said. “But that’s all right.”



Aubrey stared at Hays. “Just—you would just give it to me?”

“The money? Yes. Once we did the paperwork. Fee simple, free and clear. It would mean I owned half in total. Darlissa, a third exactly. And Samson, the same sixth as before.”

Aubrey turned her head. They’d come to the northernmost part of the property and sat with their backs to the wooden fence, staring down over the land. Before them, trees and fields and there, in the distance, a pond that glittered behind a belt of deep-green vegetation. As before, what she felt was the feeling just outside of a feeling, curiosity that was almost reverence, interest that was almost wonder.

“So?”

She turned back to Hays. “Say the number again. Just want to make sure I heard right.”

He did. It was less than the figure Trey had laid out, which of course meant it would compare pitifully to the Lanyers’ offer. But it was still enough to tide her over for the foreseeable future, long enough to help her land a new job, cover her COBRA payments, reimburse Brigid in full, keep Bellamy and her roommates off her back.

“For the paperwork, what would I have to do? I mean, I’d need to get a lawyer.” Her stomach soured as she thought of how annoying it would be to ask Bellamy to help draw up the right documents. Trevor and Tolliver Lanyer, by contrast, would have a hundred thousand lawyers on retainer to ease her through the process at little or no cost.

“I would help with that,” said Hays. “And I’d be open to whatever sort of, you know, due diligence you wanted to do to make sure it was all fair.”

She—rudely, she realized—reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. It was going on eleven-fifteen; she’d need to shake Hays off soon to take her call with Tolliver.

“Anyway,” said Hays softly, as if to himself. “Well, there’s no real hurry. You have a flight to catch this afternoon and a life to get back to. And you know how to reach me once you decide.”

“Thanks,” she said. “I’m—I’m just really hungover. I feel like I might be able to shake it off, though. I was going to just walk around by myself for a little bit—that okay?”

He showed her his palms, smooth except for their deep life lines, and backed away. “No worries,” he said. “No problem at all. I’ll head back to the house and hydrate with our dear elders.”

Aubrey watched him go and then did, in fact, start walking. She wanted to be in motion when Tolliver called. With her muscles occupied, she thought she could manage the semblance of nonchalance.

She wasn’t walking toward anywhere in particular. She’d been across the entire parcel two days earlier with Hays, but only sort of remembered its topography, the sparse landmarks he’d pointed out. There was the fence that separated this property from the Lanyers’ more developed one; there was the shed in which her great-grandfather had taught the fine art (or exacting science? Aubrey still wasn’t sure) of shoe repair.

She remembered this wall of gargantuan oak trees. Remembered this sign—


DANGER NO SWIMMING



—and drummed it with her fingertips as she passed. As Hays had done, she steeled herself, then swung a leg as high as possible, hooking it over the railing. It went better this time than it had the previous one.



Zena said, I think I have something.

We all sat there watching, black resignation swallowing up our bright hope. Because Lanyers were not fair fighters; they were ruthless and persistent and moneyed. Their creativity almost as limitless as their pockets.

But now, Zena saying this. After she had told us all to stand down, that life was only for the alive.

What, Zena? I asked, exasperated. What do you have?

From the pocket of Zena’s precious dress she withdrew something. A small, half-crumbled sheaf of papers.

What’s that? I asked irritably. It looks like it belongs in a hamster cage.

Look, said Zena, and turned the pages gingerly until she found the one she wanted. She ran her fingers across the words. Doesn’t this say—?

Oh, that, said Peter. That? You think that’s gonna do something?

Zena shrugged. Y’all have a better plan all of a sudden?



Aubrey slipped her feet out of her flip-flops and walked as close as she dared to the water’s edge, letting the silty mud squeeze between her toes. Time check: It was 11:26, four minutes to go. Men like Tolliver Lanyer would rely on reminders from their staff, who in turn closely tracked Outlook calendars. The call would come exactly on time, because he would have another scheduled right afterward.

In her brain she held the figure Hays had offered her with his husband’s blessing, a nice round number of which he’d been visibly proud because it reflected years of hard work, discipline in savings, the strength of the marriage itself. It was a number the Lanyers could laugh at. But also one that would help her to the next lily pad.

Her foot landed on something that crinkled noisily, and she looked down, expecting to see a piece of trash, some old candy wrapper or something, stuck in the mud.

But no, it was something else. She knelt and plucked it from the ground: a tattered pamphlet, bent in the place where her foot had pressed it. On the cover was printed, in slightly archaic typeset with less-than-perfect kerning, the words SEARS, ROEBUCK.

She would never be able to explain what made her open it, because it wasn’t the sort of thing that would normally pique her interest. But maybe it was that the pamphlet seemed to have appeared out of nowhere, as if it had sprouted from the mud itself. Or maybe it was seeing the store chain’s full name, which she knew only from her father. Girls, we need to replace the dryer. We’ll see if Sears, Roebuck—I mean, just plain Sears, Sears, Roebuck’s what they used to call it—does a Memorial Day sale.

The pamphlet was full of grainy old photographs, each displaying the façade of a different house. Beneath the photos, cutesy faux-elegant names. The Goldenrod, the Argyle, the Wellington. She flipped through, taking in their floor plans. Each one had a price tag beside it, somewhere between five hundred and five thousand dollars. For these gorgeous single-family homes! The Starlight, a cute bungalow with a wraparound porch and a dormer, cost less than her share of the monthly rent. She wondered when the pamphlet had been printed but couldn’t find a year mentioned anywhere.

Aubrey lowered herself onto a patch of dry grass and kept flipping through. A large hunk of red-clay dirt had gotten wedged in between the middle pages, and she stopped when she reached it, shaking the pamphlet so the dirt fell back to the ground. Then she drew in her breath when she saw the image at the centerfold. It was a photograph, grainy like the others, but arrestingly familiar. It was the house down at the southern edge of the farm. The one where she’d gotten drunk with her cousins two nights earlier and which Hays had just walked back to in his chambray. The color palette wasn’t quite the same in the photo—even in grayscale she could see the shutters were darker and the hedges taller and more orderly—and it didn’t have the added-on loft at the rear, but this was the house, or one just like it.

The text beside it read:


THE AUBREY, a one-story residence perfect for four or more people, is a triumph of modern design. Raise a family here! This ten-room colonial incorporates a cozy hallway that connects the open-floor kitchen at the front of the house with the bedrooms at the back, each with a high ceiling and a large window providing light and ample ventilation …



And so on and so forth, generously spun verbiage that in fact did serve the purpose of making the little house sound massive. (Aubrey counted on her fingers and wondered whether the writer had counted the linen closet as one of the ten rooms.)

The name’s significance had to settle over her like humidity in the overwarm air. At the turnoff from the main drag that ran through Lanyer County, she’d felt profoundly dismayed by the sight of the street sign that greeted the group. Bellamy Street. Further confirmation, as if anyone needed it, that her sister had lived closer to their late father’s heart.

But now, this. She’d just spent hours inside that house, cooling off, recovering after a battering from the Tennessee sun. She’d rested her tired feet and calves there, eaten chicken and dumplings so sumptuous she’d almost cried. Her relatives had sung old-school R&B to her—joshingly calling her a fool, yes, but also wrapping their arms around her sore heart and forgiving her for drinking up all their rosé. She’d walked the house’s floorboards—with an interloper at her heels, but regardless—and though no one lived there, it had felt like what it was: a family home.

She understood also that there was dilution at work. That whatever she felt in the house would have been stronger forty years earlier, in Micah’s early adulthood, with the walls freshly painted and the appliances newly replaced. That it must have been a place he loved. A place close to his heart.

Her father had never mentioned this. She felt ashamed that she’d never thought to ask. Where did my name come from? The kind of question more curious people came up with naturally. Had he held on to both names from childhood and flipped a coin for which one he used first? Had there been a negotiation with Suzette? It was the house on my family’s farm property. It’s the kid’s birthright. No, that wasn’t Micah. He’d been deflective and private, forever joking his way out of serious topics. Let’s just call her something that looks gender- and race- and everything-neutral on a résumé. But it wouldn’t have been the real reason.

We watched her sit there for five silent and unbroken minutes, carefully smoothing out that page of the pamphlet, reaching for memories that didn’t exist.

Bellamy would know. It would be embarrassing to ask her but maybe worth it. Aubrey reached into her pocket for her phone.

“Oh, fuck,” she said, staring at it. “God damn it.” Three missed calls, one after the other, each from an unknown number in Joliet, Illinois. She smashed at the call-back button, which naturally went straight to voicemail. Once, twice, three times. On the third try, she left a voicemail she knew sounded rushed, sweaty.

She knew men like the Lanyer brothers. Their easily bruised egos and insistence on controlling all timetables. After their third attempt—and they’d likely been sitting in separate offices, attempting a three-way call—they’d probably shrugged and moved on to the next time-sensitive task of the day, this correspondence moving instantly down the priority list. Who knew when they would return her call now.

But, well.

She tucked the pamphlet gingerly into one pocket of her shorts, her phone into the other. Staring out across the still water of the pond, she made—or unmade—her decision.
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“Lord, child,” said Darlissa, her lip curled slightly. “You left a pair of panties under the bed.”

So she had. They’d come back to the hotel room to grab Aubrey’s things and do a final sweep before the airport run. Aubrey knelt and fished out the red boy shorts—clean, she longed to tell Darlissa, though she knew it wouldn’t matter. “Thanks,” she said, and shoved them into a pocket of her duffel bag.

“You sure you don’t want company to the airport? I don’t mind riding with you if you want,” said Darlissa.

“No, it’s really okay,” said Aubrey. “I could use the time to decompress in the cab. And I’ll probably need to call my sister to ask her for a ride on the other end.”

“If you say so,” said Darlissa, but her voice was tired and relieved. She settled on the desk chair, rolling it over close to Aubrey. “Hey,” she said.

“Yeah?” Aubrey looked up from her phone, on which she’d been fiddling with the Uber app, finding that the nearest driver was under four stars and almost thirty minutes away.

Darlissa touched her leg. “You feeling good about—well, you know. About what you told Hays? Don’t think you’ll change your mind?”

Aubrey’s stomach flip-flopped, but not in the bad way. Her recurrent thrill of excitement had to do partly with the money coming her way, yes, but also with the happiness in Hays’s eyes and his demeanor at their goodbye. “No,” she said. “I won’t change my mind. As soon as I get home, I’ll deal with all the contract stuff and get it done.”

“That’s good,” said Darlissa. “Your cousin is a good man. He’ll do what he says. You can take it to the bank. Literally.”

“Same here. I’ll do what I said, too, I mean.”

“I’m sure,” said Darlissa. “You trust him?”

Aubrey was quiet for a beat. Then: “Yes,” she said. “Definitely, yes. I do.”

“What about me? You trust me?”

Aubrey looked Darlissa in the eye, surprised and unmoored. She took in the older woman’s faded but undeniable good looks, her attentive face, the thoughtful crease at the center of her brow, the playfulness in her dark eyes. A smartass instinct rose in her, but she suppressed it. “Yes,” she said truthfully. “I do. One hundred percent.”

Darlissa studied her back. “Well, even if it’s not true now, eventually it will be.” She reached out to smooth down Aubrey’s hair. “But anyway, let me give you a little piece of advice. I have a strong suspicion you’re going to find yourself a landowner again someday. So please let’s work on your poker face before whenever that happens. You hear me? We can’t have you drooling into your lap every time someone draws a dollar sign on a napkin, my Lord.”



For a while after the women had gone, Samson and Hays reclined in restorative quiet on the porch. Every so often flicking at mosquitoes or checking their texts, but silent otherwise, their minds filling with thoughts more similar than either would have guessed.

Eventually Samson broke the silence. “Well, nephew,” he said. “What you think about that? That cousin of yours.”

Hays didn’t say anything, but an inward smile passed between them and then sublimated.

Samson looked over, finding his most knuckleheaded brother’s brilliant boy staring across the lawn, eyes focused keenly on a viridescent patch in the otherwise deep-green lushness. “Need to check up on that section next couple days,” said Samson. “I went over it with seed two or three weeks ago, after last time we talked.”

“More rain should be coming,” said Hays.

“So I hear.”

“I could come around and do the checking,” said Hays. “Since you’ve done it the last few.”

Samson waved a hand. “I don’t mind. Get me out of the house, give Roda a break from me.” He laughed. “When you’ve been married as long as I have, that’s how you say it. Give her a break from me. Even when what you actually mean is … you know. Or, well, maybe you don’t know.”

“Or maybe I do,” said Hays with a wink. “Anyway, fine. If you really don’t mind.”

“You’ll do it when I can’t get to it.” Samson paused. “Plus, it sounds like you’re about to be half owner to this place. A lot more for you to worry about than some bare patches in the lawn. If the girl comes through, I mean.”

Hays didn’t answer but pushed off the back of the recliner and tripped down the porch steps, suddenly wanting to be deep in the land. He followed the same path as always, hopping lightly over the fence—DANGER, NO SWIMMING—and then sidestepping the heavier roots, pushing his way through the trees.

Though it had been thirty years, he remembered it like yesterday: the cookout, the entire family crashing through this part of the woods on the hunt for some missing girl cousin of his, the out-of-towner whose name he had only just learned. The collective relief of finding her unharmed. All the children closing ranks around her to listen as she told them, all hushed attention-getting tones, about the young man she’d seen lounging on the other side of the pond. Just sitting right over there! Pointing to the place where, earlier that same visit, Hays himself was sure he’d seen … well, it hadn’t mattered then, because the other children seemed to be indulging her—indulging me—without exactly believing the story, the way children will do. But it did matter later, when Hays was back on the farm with his father, or later on his own, reaching back into his memory of that day to confirm the credibility of similar sightings that happened more and more often the older he got.

And now here was the pond again, unchanged since 1994 other than some mild erosion at the northern bank that he and Samson would need to talk about. And there on the other side, as was always the case lately, were his ghosts. He warmed at the sight of us and lifted a hand in greeting. We did the same in return.

He’d hoped Aubrey would have eyes for us. He’d brought her here on purpose, looking right at us and hoping she’d see what he saw, Zena smoothing out her dress, Fern twiddling with her treasured bracelet. He’d hoped for her to ask him the obvious question: Who’s that over there? But he’d watched her eyes: blank. Just like all his little cousins’ back in the nineties except for the one.

And now here I sat on the other side of the pond, among the others, staring back at him, painfully unable to get any closer. I satisfied myself with waving the way I always did, mouthing words I knew he could see. His eye contact was stronger than ever, his understanding sharper. He blew me a kiss and waved back, then shoved his hands in his pockets and turned to walk back to the house.



Ultimately it made the most sense for Aubrey to call Yellow Cab. Right on schedule, the taxi pulled up under the porte cochere and popped its trunk. She dropped in her bulging duffel and moved to open the door, but the driver was quicker, climbing out of the cab to pull the handle for her. Chivalry and a strong aura of sandalwood, a familiar combination. “Oh, hi,” she said with surprise, climbing into her seat.

The driver reseated himself and found her in the rearview mirror. “Don’t tell me, don’t tell me … DC.” Mirth crinkled the mahogany skin around his eyes. “Glad to see you again. You have a nice trip?”

“Yeah, I did. I’m surprised you’re back on this side of town!”

“Oh, didn’t I mention on our other ride? I’ve got family out in Lanyer. I do jobs out that way when I can, go get a plate in between. I bet my people know your people, if we was to compare family trees.”

They were driving down Rue Street, passing Mount Carmel and the small metallic blip on the horizon that Aubrey now recognized as L’Agneau. They sailed past the Sonic, the video rental, the Mexican restaurant with its overdrawn exterior décor. Then a row of small, tidy homes, children running barefoot between their lawns.

“Anyway,” said the cab driver. “You get a chance to pay respects to your daddy?”

Aubrey pulled her eyes away from the passing scenery. “My respects. Yes, I guess so. I did make it to his grave and to a couple of other places that mattered to him. I feel bad about not doing it sooner.”

The driver waved a hand, dismissing her concern. “Life gets busy. Those who passed on know we got to get on with it. I’ll tell you one thing for a fact, though: He sure is proud of you.”

Aubrey snapped to attention. “He is? How do you—I mean—do you know him? Did you know him, I mean?”

The driver laughed, a gentle bellow that felt safe but still brought a flush of bashfulness to Aubrey’s cheeks. “How’m I gonna know him? I don’t even know your last name,” he said. “But what I do know is you’re a beautiful girl, good manners, and flew all the way down from DC to Memphis and took a cab still farther besides to come and see him. I know he didn’t play about you, not for a second. Because you don’t play about him. You make him proud every day on this earth. You like Le’Andria Johnson?” And with a flick of his wrist he summoned ornate gospel from the speakers. “I don’t feel no ways tired,” he sang along to the track at full volume.

They had reached the highway that would carry them back to the city. Aubrey settled in for the long ride, staring out at the traffic. What had Darlissa said? Even if it’s not true now, eventually it will be.



My heart, said Zena. I didn’t know if it could take all that!

Well, of course it could, said Fern. That wasn’t even that bad!

Obnoxious child, I said, but my heart wasn’t in the rebuke. I was giddy with relief.

Peter was awed, reverent. You did it, Z, he said. Even after everything you said. You came up with something.

I did, didn’t I, said Zena, with something close to pride in her eyes. I sure did!
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“Well!” crowed Bellamy. “You deign to let me pick you up from the airport. Did I win the lottery or something?” She stood leaned against the front of her Honda Odyssey, arms folded.

Shut up, Aubrey wanted to say, but bit her tongue and yanked at the handle that opened the automatic back door to the Odyssey. Here was her niece, Violet, secure in one of the two car seats, clapping her hands with delight. “Auntie!”

Aubrey hefted her duffel bag into the space between the car seats and gave Violet a kiss, surprised at her own delight. “Niecey! Thanks for coming to get me.”

“But I didn’t drive the car,” said Violet soberly. “Mommy did.”

“Oh, good point,” said Aubrey. “Well then, thanks for coming to get me, Mommy.”

“But I brought you this!” Violet reached into the dank, crumby depths of her car seat and fished out a Ziploc bag filled with a few sweaty slices of cheddar and an equal number of multigrain crackers.

“It’s true,” said Bellamy, as she and Aubrey climbed into the front of the car. “She insisted we needed to bring you a snack. I said, No, grown-ups take care of their own snacks, but she wasn’t having it. So you’ve got cheese and crackers.”

In fact, Aubrey’s stomach was nearly collapsing in on itself with hunger. “Thanks, Vi-vi,” she said with real gratitude. Then she looked over and found her sister staring at her with naked curiosity. “What?”

“So?” Bellamy started the drive, posture rigid, hands at ten and two o’clock. “I already know you’re going to be as annoying as possible about this, so let’s just jump into it now. What even made you go down there? Who did you stay with? I’m sure it’ll take us days to get to what you actually did while you were there.”

Aubrey reached into her Ziploc and painstakingly arranged a slice of cheese atop a cracker, then took a dramatic bite. “Well,” she said slowly, and found her best theatrical transatlantic accent, which never failed to irritate the living fuck out of Bellamy. “First things first—Vi-vi, cover your ears—first things first, I had the most godawful UTI when I got on the plane. Honestly, that’s one of the only things I remember. Picture it: Western Tennessee, hotter than hell, and me in the middle of it with my urinary tract on fire.”

Bellamy swatted her arm, hard. “I swear—”

“No hitting, Mommy!”

Bellamy drew her fingertips down the length of an invisible seam at the center of her torso. “Oh my God. Okay. I’ll be patient. Just promise me you are going to eventually tell me, right?”

“Yeah, no,” said Aubrey, cutting the shit immediately, surprising herself. “I will. It’s just that it’s a long story, and maybe not in front of Violet.”

“Yes. Okay. Fair enough.”

“But in the meantime, if you want a teaser?” Aubrey leaned in close and spoke low so her niece couldn’t hear. “Guess who got laid?” And before Bellamy could react, she shoved the rest of her cheese and cracker into her mouth.



Did she do what she’d said she would? Of course she did; there was money on the line.

But did it take her longer than she’d have liked? Of course it did. Her hurry wasn’t so horrible; there would be a final ACK paycheck to tide her over. She spent the weekend sleeping off her trip; the Monday afterward, cleaning out her office. She taught her Tuesday-night SAT class with the enthusiasm she felt her soon-to-be sole income stream deserved, then took an Ambien she’d pilfered from her sister’s medicine cabinet and slept for almost twelve hours.

Wednesday was her first opportunity to open up the email Hays had sent and follow his careful instructions. Ever meticulous, he’d laid out a checklist of everything she’d need to do. He’d attached a sample deed transfer form; a copy of the last land appraisal, confirming its total estimated value at exactly three times what he’d offered her for her third; a brief list of a few real estate attorneys and licensed notaries within walking distance of her apartment. He’d written up the instructions for filing the transfer electronically, clarifying that she wouldn’t need to come back to Tennessee to record it with the registrar there. Adding that, as a show of good faith, he’d wire her half the money upfront, the rest after she’d completed her portion of the tasks. For a couple days she busied herself doing what felt like proper due diligence, Googling various relevant terms to determine she wasn’t being scammed.

But of course she knew she wasn’t. And sweet Hays. At the very bottom of his email, just before his signature, an escape hatch: There is absolutely no rush. If at any point you change your mind, just give me a call and we can table or end the discussion.

By the time the weekend arrived, she was comfortable writing back: No, let’s do it!

Here was a post-breakup miracle: She didn’t think of Boyd at all until the following Monday, the very moment Hays’s wire hit her bank account; and then in fact it was Boyd’s mother who popped into her mind first. Without hesitation she opened the banking app on her phone and sent Brigid the remaining balance of her debt. Then she closed the app and the corresponding browser tab in her mind, climbed out of bed, and got dressed. She chose a nice outfit, an unwrinkled navy shirtdress from the work section of her closet, which she knew wasn’t actually necessary but seemed fitting for her trip to the notary.

As I watched her walk up the street from her apartment to the nearest Wells Fargo, the manila envelope containing her documents tucked preciously beneath her slender arm, it occurred to me that I was probably about to lose her just as she lost her connection to the land. That this might be my last look at her, in her smart little work dress, in her four-year-old pewter Nine West flats, wearing a gold bracelet that belonged to Bellamy, and with her hair pinned into a tight chignon at the nape of her neck. Nothing like the girl I’d been watching since her daddy died.

That made me start to miss her, and it made me watch her even more closely than normal. As she sidestepped the 14th Street catcallers, tightening her grip on her envelope as she beelined for the bank. As she dutifully joined the short queue, standing a respectful distance from the person in front of her, pressing her heels together, exchanging a polite smile with the security guard and then dropping her gaze toward the ground, past her own shins, glad to see the blood had dried on the one she’d nicked while shaving that morning. Micah’s baby, his infuriating but beloved younger child, with Micah’s cocoa eyes and the sharp Cupid’s bow he had inherited from his own father and grandmother, but which Aubrey curled up in her own funny way when she caught a glimpse of someone else’s crushed pretzel on the floor. Her warm, living skin like sugared pecans. The delicate wrists Micah had invited into the gene pool when he’d married Suzette, the fine-boned violinist. On one of which wrists her borrowed bracelet twinkled when, upon reaching the front of the line, Aubrey shook hands with the notary and laid her prefilled forms on the desk between them.

“How can I help you?” asked the notary, and less than two minutes later it was over. Just as quickly as it had begun. As I’d suspected, my consciousness uncoupled from hers as if they’d been snipped apart with scissors.



I almost forgot to tell you what it was like after my accident. It went almost exactly the same way as the uncoupling. Instantaneous. There was no time for discomfort, for fear or regret. One minute I was in the Potomac River and the next I was beside the pond on our farm. I recognized it immediately, the warm stillness and the earthen smell of the murk that had collected at its edge. I was glad to be back there, where I’d been a few days earlier, on land that felt substantial beneath my feet. And I felt it immediately: I was free, in lots of ways.

I took inventory. Somehow I had my black Lycra dress back, the frayed hem repaired to the way it was before Kayla took it, the cutout perfectly centered on my flat stomach. While I don’t know exactly why, something deeper than knowing came over me. I understood that this was my final representation. However angry I felt about my death, I didn’t mind the dress, at least.

I collapsed backward onto the bank of the pond and stared up at the sky. I wanted to sink into the loam. And then faces appeared at the edges of my vision. They were close enough to touch, and I could feel the warmth of them all around me, and the bodies attached to them. First a woman’s face, pockmarked from poor nutrition but lovely regardless, her tiny braids gathered tidily into a single thick rope that hung over her thin shoulder. Then a young man’s—Peter? I said, recognizing him immediately, and I could have cried at the smile that spread across his handsome face. And then a child, a girl not more than nine or ten. Sunny yellow church dress and a press and curl. Hers was the face I fixated on, with its sweet dimpled chub. She was touching my shoulder, checking out my Lycra. She was giggling at me. What was funny? Nothing I could figure. I could feel that elsewhere among the living, my parents weren’t sleeping and could hardly feed themselves, so deep was their devastation. But Fern’s face was delighted, a bright canvas of joy.

And then I realized that it was just because I was here. Another person to swap stories with. Someone new. I settled in, ready to get started right away on my list of questions. There was no end to all the things I wanted to know.
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