
[image: Cover: Till Death Do Us Part: A Novel, by Laurie Elizabeth Flynn. Author of The Girls Are All So Nice Here. “An intoxicating, atmospheric, and twist-packed testament to the impossibility of truly knowing even those we love the most.” —Ellery Lloyd, New York Times bestselling author of The Club.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Title: Till Death Do Us Part, by Laurie Elizabeth Flynn. Simon & Schuster. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]






For Astrid, Cullen, Delilah, and Briar:

For deepening my writing, and my heart
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The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

—William Faulkner




In vino veritas.

In wine, there is truth.

—Pliny the Elder








Prologue

September 2012

HE STEPPED OUT OF THE sea, the ocean pooling under his feet like a fallen cape, waves packing the sand into brown sugar. My husband, a phrase that still seemed foreign to me. Nobody had thought we would last beyond a month, maybe two, once the lust started to flatline. You barely know him, friends had warned me after a diamond ring encircled my finger so much sooner than anyone expected.

Everyone would hate that we eloped, but our spontaneous ceremony on the beach in Santa Barbara had been perfect. I’d worn a simple linen dress and held red-mouthed hibiscus flowers. Humidity had curled the ends of our hair, the crown of my head beginning to bleach from the sun. A day later, we had yet to tell our loved ones. We wanted it to be only us for a little bit longer.

“You should come in next time,” Josh said as he sat down and toweled off beside me.

I straddled his lap, my fingers resting on his damp shoulders. “You swim too far. It stresses me out when I can’t see you anymore.”

He kissed me, long and hard, his thumbs hooked into my hips. When he pulled away, his eyes were playful. “I love you for worrying about me, June Kelly.” My new name felt like a novelty. “But you don’t need to. Nothing bad is going to happen.”

I believed him. After all, he had been right about everything else.

But seven days after I was pronounced his wife, I became Josh Kelly’s widow.






PART I The Harvest



Harvesting—or picking—is the first step in winemaking. Ultimate precision must be used, and harvesting by hand ensures that only the best-quality grapes make it to the next stage of the process. The harvest is all about the when. Pick too soon, and the physiology of the grapes will be all wrong, the acids too high and sugars too low. Missing the ideal window tips the scale the other way, the acids skyrocketing while sugars plummet.

On the vineyard, as in life, timing is everything.








One June


Prospect Heights, Brooklyn

August 2022

I KNOW IT’S COMING before it actually happens. We’re underneath a sprawling elm in Prospect Park, eating a picnic lunch Kyle packed—baguette and sliced pears and Comté cheese the shade of caramelized butter, paired with a notoriously hard-to-find Australian bottle that I’d mentioned was one of the best orange wines I’d ever tasted. It’s the wine that tips me off, from a small husband-and-wife-operated natural winery in Victoria, too special for a regular lunch.

He doesn’t get down on one knee, because I told him I didn’t want him to. I wanted casual, just us. No dimly lit restaurant, no audience of family and friends. His hand reaches behind his back, where he must have been hiding the ring box in his pocket all morning. The ring itself is not a surprise: we picked it out together, a one-carat oval diamond on a thin gold band. Its design is simple and classic, something I knew I wouldn’t question in five or ten or thirty years.

“June Emery, you know how much I love you. You’re my best friend and the person I want to spend the rest of my life with. I’ve never been so sure about anything, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make you as happy and loved as you make me feel. Do you think… will you marry me?” he says, his smile almost sheepish, as though he’s afraid I’m going to respond with anything other than a resounding yes. We’ve been together for six years, and marriage has been on the table for at least two of them. It was a conversation Kyle was ready to have long before I was. Now, in the warm late-summer air, his question lingers between us.

I pause for only a second. “Yes. Yes! Of course I will.” My hand extends, and he slides the ring onto my finger. It’s a perfect fit. My nails are buffed and polished a neutral pink. I suspected, when he asked me yesterday if I wanted to spend Sunday afternoon at the park, that he had something planned, and the minute I saw the wine, I was certain that this was it. That we’d leave engaged.

Kyle embraces me tightly, my face embedded in his soft flannel shirt, which is his weekend-casual uniform when he’s not in suits for work. Tears burn my eyes, and when I pull away, he notices.

“I didn’t think I’d cry,” I say, holding my smile steady. “They’re happy tears, I promise. This just feels so right.”

And it does feel right, me and Kyle. But the tears aren’t simply those of happiness. My intense emotion in this moment has nothing to do with Kyle and everything to do with a past he isn’t part of, a version of me that preceded him. The other ring, the one I wore before, a tiny cluster of diamonds I’d thought was the most beautiful piece of jewelry I’d ever seen. The one I continued to wear for years after Josh was gone.

“Hey,” Kyle says, brushing his thumb under my eye. “This is different for you than it is for me, and I get it. You don’t have to pretend otherwise.”

I nestle under his arm, grateful beyond words that he’s this understanding, this forgiving. A lot of men in Kyle’s situation might feel like they were perpetually competing against a ghost, locked in a comparison game they had no chance of winning. I half-heartedly dated a few guys in the years after Josh, but they never stuck around, either because they sensed my hesitation or because they didn’t want to live under the weight of my trauma. Kyle has only ever been thoughtful and patient. He’s so good to me that sometimes I fear I don’t deserve him.

“You absolutely deserve him,” my best friend, Phoebe, has repeated more than once. “You of all people deserve to find love again.”

Again, because this isn’t my first time feeling that I’ve found the one. This won’t be my first wedding. The happiest day of my life was followed a week later by the worst day imaginable. Until Kyle, I didn’t think I’d get that second chance at passionate, true love.

Kyle tips up my chin to kiss me, his lips soft and yielding. My fiancé. This time will be different, because everything is different, including me. I’m thirty-nine now, Kyle forty in November. We’re more established—I own a natural wine bar; he’s a vice president at a private equity firm—we’ve lived together in our Prospect Heights apartment ever since the start of the pandemic when our individual leases expired; and we’ve talked extensively about the future, mapping out what our lives might look like next year, five years, a decade from now. We discussed a short engagement, mostly because we both want kids. I’ve been off the pill for six months: we’re not actively trying, but we’re not being careful either, though so far, my period has still shown up every month like clockwork.

From our spot in Long Meadow, we FaceTime Phoebe and then my parents, who still live in Connecticut, along with Kyle’s parents in Pasadena. Pam and Richard, my future in-laws, are gray-haired but tanned and fit from years of hiking in the canyons. Pam has become like a second mother to me, perpetually warm and welcoming—the opposite of Josh’s mother, so many years ago, whom I barely got to know.

My own parents are thrilled, but not surprised. Kyle lets me know that he secretly asked them for their blessing weeks ago. “It was really important for me to do things right,” he says with a little shrug, and my love for him swells. My mom has tears in her eyes as I show her the ring. We keep the calls short, a flurry of gleeful congratulations. It was hard for my parents, after Josh. They didn’t know what to say or how to act around me, my grief as raw as an exposed nerve. Every time I tried to tell them his death hadn’t been an accident, they’d exchange a look, a quick flicker of their eyes that told me they thought I was letting the sadness destroy me. I knew they wanted me to find a way to move on.

A stranger offers to take our picture, and I hold up my hand while Kyle swings his arm reassuringly across my shoulders, I said yes, I’ll type underneath it later before posting on social media, and there will be so many comments from friends and coworkers and clients, people who have supported and loved us, who genuinely want the best for us both.

“I have one more surprise,” Kyle says as we leave the park. “You now have the night off work, and we have a reservation at a place I know you’re going to love.”

“But how?” I say. “The bar’s going to be busy—”

He smiles, laugh lines creasing around his glasses. “I might have told Trish about this and sworn her to secrecy, and she made it happen.”

“Seriously? I can’t believe Trish could keep that secret.”

Trish is the manager at Grape Juice, my wine bar. Even though she and the rest of my staff are very capable, I still find it difficult not to be there to oversee everything. I knew when I began to pursue the idea of opening my own bar that I’d need to pour all of myself into it to even have a chance at succeeding. It’s notoriously easy for bars to fail in their first year, especially in Brooklyn, where patrons have seemingly infinite options to choose from. People advised me against it—Phoebe, my parents—just like they’d warned me against getting engaged to Josh so quickly. But I wanted the bar to consume me. In the absence of Josh, I ached for a distraction from my sadness. And I knew failure wasn’t the worst thing that could happen.

There was interest in Grape Juice from the start because of my existing connections through the wine bar I’d previously managed and increasing curiosity about natural wine. After the uncertainty of lockdowns and closures during the pandemic, business has picked up again, and I’m grateful to my small but loyal staff for sticking with me. Grape Juice is now a popular weekend destination for twenty- and thirtysomethings and a favorite dinner spot for couples, thanks to our careful recommendations for pairing natural wines with locally sourced food choices.

“You really thought of everything.” I touch the stubbly skin on his cheeks. Tomorrow morning, he’ll be clean-shaven for the office, but I like him this way best.

We dress up for dinner and our Lyft takes us to Modern Love, a cozy vegan restaurant where we’d had one of our first dates. Kyle’s eyes meet mine, both of us doing a bad job at suppressing grins. Shortly after we’d started dating, I’d told Kyle I was a vegetarian, and he’d said he wanted to surprise me with the next restaurant we went to. I tried to act impressed when we arrived at Modern Love, but when the waitstaff greeted me by name and he realized I was already a regular there, we both burst into laughter. Even funnier was watching Kyle—a red-meat lover—pretend to be enthralled by the menu options. But he grew to like the food, even teaching himself a few vegetarian recipes to prepare at home.

After dinner, when it’s just us in our apartment, Kyle undresses me carefully, trailing kisses down my body. He uses his mouth to make me come before he enters me, moving slowly, deliberately, taking cues for what I want. Our sex life has always been great, and I know how lucky I am that Kyle has my pleasure at the forefront of his mind. Some of my friends are married to men who do the bare minimum, men who expect them to be turned on after a long day without doing the work to get them there.

After, he quickly falls asleep, his arm slung loosely across my chest. He doesn’t notice when I get up and shrug into an oversize hoodie and retreat to the living room, tiptoeing across the parquet floor. I sink onto the sofa and, with a shuddering breath, stare at my ring finger. It’s everything I wanted, the ring and the man who gave it to me. I have a beautiful life.

And yet—there’s a life running parallel to it, threaded somewhere beneath the surface like an unfinished seam. A life where I’m celebrating my tenth wedding anniversary next month, where I already have children. We’d be living outside the city by now, on a property with a bit of acreage where the kids could run free, the kind of idyllic country childhood Josh had always wanted for our future children. He’d probably be graying by now, his dimples creased more sharply into his face, the skin around his slate-blue eyes feathering. Would we still love each other as much as we did back then?

Maybe we would have crashed abruptly after entering the real world together. Maybe we would have gotten on each other’s nerves in that tiny studio walk-up. Maybe he would have hated how I crunched my cereal and I would have hated how he left his clothes in a growing pile on the floor.

I could imagine that. But in my heart, I know we would have still loved each other. That when we said till death do us part in our vows, we both meant it.

Till death do us part. I’d smiled when I said those words at the beachside altar, my hands knotted with Josh’s, both of us jittery with anticipation that we were actually doing this—the elopement had been his idea, but I loved the romance of it and had been more than eager to be carried along with his excitement.

But a week later, death would do us part, and now our love story is just that: a story, suspended like an insect in amber, embalmed forever.

I reach into my purse on the coffee table, pull out my phone, and open my texts to scroll past the new congratulations and well wishes to the very bottom of my message history, to a phone number that will never contact me again. I click on Josh’s name and stare at the last text he ever sent me.


    Decided to go for a quick swim first, be back soon [image: Emoji: Heavy Black Heart]



I’ve lost track of how many people I showed the message to after Josh didn’t come back to our Airbnb that day. The police, the same officers who collected his belongings from the beach. His mom, his friends, my parents, my friends. My body twitching with sleeplessness, my eyes manic, my voice a feverish staccato. I told them how Josh hated emojis; he thought they were a lazy substitute for words and never used them. And how he was supposed to be getting us breakfast that morning, not going for a swim.

I made everyone look at the message, but the general reaction was pity. Everyone just told me they were sorry for my loss and tried to change the subject. I wasn’t ever able to convince a single person of the thing that was so obvious to me.

That the text hadn’t come from Josh at all.






Two Bev


St. Helena, Napa County, California

September 1999

ROWS OF GRAPES STRETCHED INTO the distance, vines full and clustered under a bronze sunrise that inched toward the western foothills. There was a bite in the air that hadn’t been around a week ago, a chill imperceptible to someone without our bone-deep knowledge of the environment. It was harvest season, the chance to correct last year’s mistakes and have a fresh start, a do-over.

I crouched down in my rubber boots and held a plump green grape between my thumb and forefinger. Its skin was dusty and warm, its texture soft but firm. Most of the family-owned wineries around us—and they appeared so often lately, people with big dreams who craved a different lifestyle—used machines for the harvest, machines that shook the fruit from the vines and cut out the human element of the work. They prioritized quantity, but not us, never us. Last year, David suggested bringing in a machine—We can get the grapes chilling so much faster—but I refused.

The physical part of the process was what I enjoyed most. The touch, the precision that a machine would never be able to achieve. We clipped the grapes by hand and let plump bunches fall into buckets. A machine would take everything—even the inferior grapes, blistered and sunburned and rotted—shearing bits of leaves and branches in the process. Every morning during the harvest I was outside with the pickers, choosing only the best fruit. There was no substitution for human care, and our wines reflected the attention we put into them.

David had disagreed but hadn’t pushed; lately, his mind wasn’t fully on the harvest. He had been distracted, a vacant quality behind his dark blue eyes. When I’d asked him what was wrong, he’d responded without looking at me: Nothing. Just trying to get everything done before the wedding.

The wedding that night wasn’t ours. Our wedding was nearly twenty years ago, a ceremony and reception at this very vineyard. The location had been an obvious choice. We’d been in the process of taking over the Golden Grape from David’s parents, and what better way to start the next chapter of our life together? I remembered David’s hand, reassuring on my back, the heat of it radiating through my dress. I’d thought about how lucky I was. Our friends at UC Davis had all said from the start that we’d end up married; David had told me after he proposed that he knew from the night we met that he’d ask me to marry him one day.

Tonight, we were attending the wedding of a friend’s daughter who was from another family of vintners down the St. Helena Highway, a corridor punctuated by wineries. There would be talk about this year’s harvest, about how all of us have been obsessively following the weather reports, checking sugars and pH and acid levels. Every day in September mattered: the pick date chosen is a winemaker’s most crucial decision. Wine, like people, is notoriously unforgiving.

To an inexperienced eye, the grape in my hand looked ready to eat. It was green and bulbous, straining with flavor. But I knew it would be too bitter. That it wasn’t yet time. Of all people, I understood that appearances could be deceiving.



David drove us to the wedding. In the back seat of our Escalade, our son Josh and his girlfriend, Michelle, were having a hard time not touching each other. I watched in the rearview mirror as his hand darted in and out of the lap of her short pink dress, a smile twitching at her lips as she crossed her legs and swatted him away. David and I had been like that, so many years ago: we’d driven from our off-campus housing at UC Davis to Napa in his beat-up Oldsmobile, our meager possessions bundled into the trunk, his fingers lazily drumming on my thigh.

As an only child, he was the heir to the Golden Grape, and our move here was inevitable. The winery had been in his family for over a century, passed down from generation to generation. He had learned the day-to-day operations as a teenager, never needing to find a part-time job of his own. His parents had been looking to retire, and David and I had freshly graduated, David from the viticulture and enology program and I with a degree in art history that I was never quite sure what to do with. It was time. David had been forthcoming from the start that the winery was his future—a future he wanted me in too.

“Forty-five acres,” he’d said when he first told me about the Golden Grape, casting his hands in the air. “With a house on the edge of the property. So it’s a bit dated, but we can renovate. A huge vineyard, right in our own backyard. Imagine all the space for our kids to run around, and for us to just—be a family. What more could you possibly want?” His palm had migrated to my back, his grin as infectious as his perpetual optimism. He’d looked so hopeful and sure of himself, like he was when we first met. We’d been dating for less than two weeks when he confessed he was already falling in love with me. He had pulled me out of the most uncertain time of my life and had given me the one thing I was starved for: a feeling of safety.

I loved the way he talked about parts of our life that hadn’t yet happened: his certainty, the way his eyes fixated on me and only me. His enthusiasm was contagious.

“Only if you’re sure, though,” David kept saying. “I know you wanted to work in a gallery—this is a different lifestyle.”

“I can handle it,” I assured him, brushing his floppy hair off his forehead, relishing how soft it felt in my hand. The handsome face underneath it, blue eyes and long lashes and strong cheekbones. We’d make beautiful babies, I found myself thinking out of nowhere.

“We’ll still travel all the time,” he promised me. We’d recently returned from Europe, where we’d stayed at hostels in Italy and Spain, and I itched to see even more of the world, to press colorful pushpins into the world map we’d tacked on the wall of our apartment.

I loved the Golden Grape the same way I would later love our children: without trying to, without even truly meaning to, memorizing and marveling over every inch of rolling skin. I pictured myself in the screened-in sunroom of the old house, working in a sketchbook as sun seared the vines. I didn’t know much about wine at first, but David was a good teacher, and in those early days, our teeth stained with cabernet sauvignon, we couldn’t get enough of our new land—all of it, ours—and each other—all of him, mine.

“Let’s start trying,” he whispered in my ear one night after a dinner he’d cooked for me. His warm breath tickled my ear; his hand migrated between my legs. We’d been the first of our friend group to do everything: engaged at twenty-one, married at twenty-two. We were twenty-five, and children were the logical next step.

He waited for my response, his eyes trained on my face, the way only David had ever looked at me. Like I was deserving of worship. My hesitation melted under that gaze. A thought fizzled in my head, like a snuffed-out fire: I’m not sure I’m ready. It was just nerves; of course I wanted a family with David. It was something we’d talked about and planned for.

That night, we started trying, and for the weeks that followed, I walked around with a newfound fragility, imagining the cells multiplying inside me. But the ensuing pregnancy test was negative, bringing with it a mixture of disappointment and relief.

“We’ll try again,” David said, his lips finding my neck. We did, and when my next period was late, I peed on a stick and held my breath as two lines instantly formed.

I surprised David by wrapping up the stick inside a tiny onesie I’d seen at a baby boutique in town. His expression had been one of awe. His mouth had dropped open and his eyes had crinkled at the corners. “Really?” He’d pulled me into the tenderest hug. I’d dipped my chin into the crook of his shoulder. I have everything, I’d thought as tears filled my eyes.

And I did have everything. Until a few months ago, when it all started to come undone.



When we arrived at the Oakery Estate for the wedding, Josh and Michelle left to join a group of teenagers, other students from St. Helena High. I waited for David to lead me through the crowd. He was an extrovert but had found ways to accommodate me when he sensed I felt shy or awkward. Tonight, his hands remained firmly in his pockets.

“You look good,” I told him. It was true: at forty-two, David was still sandy-haired and square-jawed, with no hint of the paunch that inflated the waistbands of other men cresting into middle age. If anything, he was only becoming more handsome with each passing year.

“You too,” he said quickly, without looking at me. My dress was pale green silk, the hem tailored perfectly around my high-heeled sandals. David had barely glanced at me since I’d put it on, even though I’d chosen it with him in mind. He’d always loved when I wore green, commenting on how it brought out my eyes.

“I’ll be right back,” he whispered in my ear before retreating into a well-dressed throng of men in black tie and women in elegant long dresses. I made small talk with some of the other guests, my fingers wrapped tightly around the stem of a champagne flute. When I saw Michelle’s father, Rodney, and his wife, Jen, I waved. Jen made her way over and draped me in a hug.

“You look beautiful,” she said, patting at her tight updo.

“So do you,” I replied. Jen was Rodney’s second wife, and younger than me—in her midthirties, if that. David and I had known Rodney casually before Michelle and Josh started dating. He’d been a winemaker for even longer than we had owned the Golden Grape, and when Michelle and Josh became a couple, David and I made an effort to get to know the family better. We went on a few double dates and learned that Michelle split her time between Rodney and Jen’s home and her mother’s—Sylvie’s—house. Sylvie had never responded to my voice mails asking to meet for coffee: the few times I’d met her in person while dropping off Michelle, she had been aloof. Jen had drunkenly called her a snob once, and I wondered if she was right.

“I feel like this hairstyle was a mistake—it looks like a goddamn helmet,” Jen said with a tipsy giggle. “Where’s David?”

“Around somewhere,” I said, a nervous laugh catching in my throat.

Over the last three weeks, I’d looked at David differently, studying his face for a truth he wasn’t telling me. Ever since I’d found a receipt in his jacket pocket while getting our dry cleaning ready, for a small, expensive restaurant in Sonoma we’d been to several times, but not recently.

“We should go back to Sonoma,” I’d said absentmindedly, the receipt curled in my hand. We hadn’t been for a proper date night since Kieran was born nine months ago, and we’d both been strained over the summer, feeling more like coworkers than husband and wife. “Maybe a weekend away. We can get a sitter for Kieran. It would be good for us, don’t you think?”

David had been in the shower. The sound of the water pelting down exaggerated his pause before he responded. “Yeah. Sounds good. I haven’t been there in years.”

My fingers had closed around the receipt. Until that moment, I had assumed it was for a business dinner. Later, I would open it and analyze the dishes ordered—two appetizers, two meals, a shared bottle of chardonnay—and picture David, seated across from another woman, his foot bumping hers under the table. I almost confronted him, but I could already hear his excuse: Oh yeah, I forgot about that. Memory must be going with my old age.

Now, the receipt was in the beaded purse that hung at my side. I was afraid that if I couldn’t find it, it would be as if I had imagined its very existence.

It was ridiculous, the idea of David cheating on me, and something I’d never once considered in our two decades of marriage. It was ridiculous, until I remembered what the last few months had taught me. That I didn’t know everything about my husband.

David sat beside me as the bridesmaids made their slow walk down the flower-strewn aisle, as the organ swelled in preparation for the bridal chorus. He rested his hand on my knee as everyone watched the bride approach her groom, her tawny hair covered by a long veil. The groom was who I focused on: how his expression changed as she neared, tears collecting in the corners of his eyes. His hands clasped in a knot in front of him. The rapid rise and fall of his chest. It was all there, so much bald emotion, almost too intimate for a crowd.

I cast a sidelong glance at David. He met my eyes, but his smile—so familiar I could have memorized it, down to the striations around his denim-blue eyes—came a beat too late.



We left the reception when the dancing began, the scent of sunbaked grapes filling the air. Napa’s climate made the wine. The heat of day swelled the grapes with sugary ripeness, while the night balanced them with acidity. It was early in the season; the grapes for the sparkling wines would be picked first, followed by the whites a few weeks later. The reds needed longer to mature, and our cabernet sauvignon took the longest.

Josh stayed behind with Michelle. He said he would get a ride home with a friend. I worried about him constantly, but what I never admitted was that I worried more about what he might do than what someone might do to him. Josh had a tendency to become sullen when things didn’t go his way, his mood snapping like an elastic band. And he’d been quieter than usual, ever since the last week of junior year. After the seismic shift in our family.

David didn’t speak to me on the drive home. It wasn’t like him to have nothing to say, but it felt like we’d been in a stalemate for several weeks. Tension bubbled in my chest, tightening the space between my ribs. I wanted to ask him about the receipt, about all the other business dinners I was suddenly questioning. I wanted to ask him so many things, but once those questions were out in the open, everything would change.

“Here we are,” he finally said when we pulled into the long driveway leading up to our home, a converted farmhouse on the southeast corner of the Golden Grape. He got out of the car and headed toward our front porch, leaving me to follow. Once upon a time, he’d insisted on opening car doors for me, but it had been a long time since he had made those gestures.

I trailed behind him, taking in the familiar white wooden clapboard and wraparound porch. This was the house David was raised in. He’d originally given me his enthusiastic blessing to renovate and make it our own. But whenever I tried, he became incredibly nostalgic, and I’d be left feeling guilty for wanting to change anything.

As soon as the babysitter left, David came up beside me in the kitchen, his hand migrating to my lower back. His mouth dropped to my ear, his fingers tracing a trail up my spine. It was the kind of gesture that used to make me melt into his arms, but I stood stiffly. David didn’t seem to understand that my affection couldn’t be turned on and off, like a piece of machinery.

“We need to talk,” I said.

He didn’t want to talk, so he did what he always did to avoid it. He snaked up the hem of my dress and reached for my underwear, which he tugged down as he braced my body against the wall, his lips dropping kisses down my bare shoulder. His fingers rubbed against me, creating an unpleasant friction that he somehow took as an invitation to slip inside.

It would have been easier to go along with it, so that David went to bed satisfied and our stilted sense of equilibrium hummed along. But the less aroused I felt, the more enraged I became. The same nagging suspicion that had been collecting in my gut over the past few weeks felt impossible to ignore.

Finally, I pulled away. “You said you hadn’t been in Sonoma in years.”

“What are you talking about?” he said, genuine confusion in his voice.

I turned to face him, pulling my dress down. “Sonoma. Your last business dinner there. It was last month, but you said you hadn’t been there in years.”

He wasn’t expecting the confrontation. I saw the surprise on his face, the slight panic in his eyes. “Bev, I don’t remember every single time I travel for work. I must have forgotten. What’s the big deal?”

“I know you better than anyone, David. I know when you’re lying.”

“I’m not lying.” He rubbed circles into his temples. “Why are you so wound up?”

My voice trembled. “Are you cheating on me?”

He turned toward the granite counter, hunching forward on his elbows. “Am I cheating on you? Bev, are you serious?”

“Don’t lie,” I said. “Look me in the face and tell me the truth.”

For a long moment, he didn’t turn around. But when he did, he wasn’t rattled or upset. His expression was calm, completely unreadable. “We haven’t had sex since—well, in months. You’ve pulled away from me, and you barely talk to me anymore. It’s like you’re punishing me.”

“Don’t bring… that into it,” I said, practically choking on my words. “This is about you and me. No—this is about you, lying to me. And you, pretending certain things never happened.”

“Why do we need to dwell on it? It’s over, and I’m the one trying to move on. Bev, you’ve become totally unavailable to me. It’s like I’m living with a stranger.”

“So you’re cheating on me,” I said, the force of it making the air leave my chest.

David pinched the bridge of his nose. “Is it any worse than what you’ve done to me? I have needs too, and they haven’t been taken care of in a very long time. I’m not even talking about sex. You’ve shut me out of your life.”

I mentally traversed the last few years of our relationship, David’s heartfelt pleas for another baby, my arguments against having one. It felt like starting over from scratch, setting the clock back another eighteen years. Giving up on the plans we’d put in place: leaving the vineyard more often, spending more time overseas. We were only forty-two, and it was about to be just us again. Some people thought we’d given up our freedom by being young parents, but there was an upside: we would also be young empty nesters.

Then we’d had Kieran. I had seen things from David’s perspective: it was our last chance to have another baby before we were too old, and didn’t I owe him that? I’d psyched myself up, convinced it was a good idea. My sister, Camille, and her then-husband Paul were trying too, and even though she lived in Santa Barbara, knowing we could be pregnant at the same time helped bolster my excitement. Camille and I talked daily about it, but then I conceived after only a month of trying, and Paul changed his mind about children.

Now Kieran was almost nine months old, and things had been good, minus the fact that motherhood at forty-two felt entirely different than it had at twenty-five, leaving me constantly exhausted and forgetful and overwhelmed. My body had refused to snap back. And while David helped with Kieran when he could, sometimes it felt like he didn’t understand how much I had to juggle to even function. My work at the winery, plus the invisible labor at home. The multiplying laundry. Visits to the pediatrician. Wakeups at night, sometimes hourly. Parenting babies and teenagers required different parts of me. Parenting both at the same time required too much.

You can take some time off from the winery, you know, David had said, and he probably genuinely thought he was being helpful. But I didn’t want to give that up. I wanted to feel productive; it wasn’t enough to simply be needed.

When he’d suggested we hire a nanny to help with Kieran, I balked at that too. Camille and I had been left with babysitters and family friends so often that our mother’s retreating back, the bony knobs of her spine, was something I still pictured. I didn’t want my own son to feel that too.

But despite a few bumps, David and I still would have made it through Kieran’s first year virtually unscathed. We would have looked back and missed the same chaotic days from which we longed to escape. Time would have erased the stress and fatigue. We would have made it, had Josh not come to us that day in mid-June, his lower lip wobbling. Something happened. Tear-blurred eyes, protestations of innocence. The heated arguments that followed, and David’s obsession with preserving appearances. Giving him the cold boulder of my back instead of snuggling into him at night.

“Are you fucking someone else, David?” I said now, enunciating every painful word.

He reached for my wrists, the anger leaving his face. “Let’s sit down and talk rationally. We have a lot of things to discuss.”

“No.” I yanked my arms away before he could touch me. “We’re not talking about anything until you answer my question. Are you having sex with another woman?”

In his silence, the slow ticking of the wall clock seemed too loud.

“I slept with someone else,” David finally said, his blue eyes trained on mine. “I admit it. But only one time. It was a weak moment. You must understand why. The way you’ve withheld from me.”

“Oh, it’s my fault?” I shouted. “I’m the one who made you do this?”

David rubbed his eyes. “I’m not saying that. I’m just saying—we’ve both screwed up. Before now, I’ve been a good husband, Bev. I’ve given you everything you needed—”

“And now you’ve taken it all away!”

My scream took us both by surprise. David looked like he was afraid of me, and maybe I was afraid of myself. As the full weight of the betrayal settled in, I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to physically hurt David, or sink into a sobbing heap on the floor and never get up. My family. David knew how much it meant to me. He knew what I had gone through as a kid. He knew I had done everything I could to stop history from repeating itself.

“We can fix this,” David said, putting out a tentative hand. “We can work on us—”

I turned away from him, opened the fridge, and pulled out a bottle of chardonnay, momentarily, crazily, imagining the meaty thwack it would make against David’s skull. “Who is she? Do you love her? Does she love you?”

When he spoke, it was practically a whisper. “Do you?”

I dropped my gaze to the floor, which had been tiled neatly with marble—my only real mark on the home we’d shared for so many years. I’d insisted on replacing the worn hardwood, which David had said I could do, only to later grumble that the house felt like it lacked its natural character.

“I can’t look at you right now,” I said, a ribbon of steel in my voice. “I think you should go. I need time to think, and I can’t do that with you around.”

His hand hovered above my lower back, but he pulled it away before it touched me. “You want me to leave? I’ll spend the night at a hotel—”

“No.” I wrapped my arms around my chest. “I can’t be near you right now.”

“But the harvest—I need to be here. And the kids. What will you tell them?”

The kids. Their questioning blue eyes. Then: the incident. The hurt in those eyes. David’s own gaze, hard and stormy. My anger surged.

“The harvest, David? That’s what you’re thinking about right now?”

“It’s our life’s work,” he said quietly.

I couldn’t find a way to put the crushing disappointment I felt into words, so I took another shot at David. “Maybe you should have thought about your life’s work before fucking another woman. Who was she, David?”

“Nobody you know,” he said carefully. “I didn’t know her either. I was there for work, but I stopped at a restaurant—I was hungry, and then I had too much to drink.”

The chardonnay cold in my hand. The bottle of chardonnay on the receipt. Had she chosen the wine, or had he? When we’d first started dating, I loved watching David taste wine: the way he closed his eyes, bobbing his head ever so slightly like he was listening to music only he could hear.

I knew, rationally, that David wasn’t more concerned about the harvest than he was about our marriage. But I had also recently learned exactly how far David would go to protect his family, and the reputation of our vineyard.

My voice was steady, even though I felt anything but. “You need to leave right now.”

“I’ll go,” he said, fear deepening his voice. “But, Bev—you haven’t been the same since what happened in June… You know we made the right decision, but I feel like you’ve been blaming yourself for it, and you’ve closed yourself off.”

“It has nothing to do with that,” I spat out. “This is about you.”

“It’s about us,” he said. “We’ve both made mistakes.”

“I never would have cheated on you.”

“There are worse things,” he said.

I watched him walk out the door. He paused briefly on the porch, like he wanted me to stop him.

I waited for the tears to come, but they never did. Instead of sadness was deep regret. I’d trusted David to keep me secure, but I had never felt less safe.






Three June


Prospect Heights, Brooklyn

September 2022

KYLE AND I ACT FAST in the weeks following our engagement. Due to a last-minute cancellation, we can have our first choice of venue—the Wythe Hotel in Brooklyn—for the last weekend of October. I picture our reception in their elegant courtyard, with all that exposed brick and the twinkling lights we’ll string over a long rectangular table. Our wedding will be small—only immediate family and close friends. It feels fast, but we’ve been together for so long that the cancellation seems like a sign that we’re meant to be married quickly, surrounded by the people who have always been there for us.

It’s Phoebe’s idea to take engagement photos for us, even though we don’t have a wedding website or traditional invitations—since the guest list is so small, we’ve reached out to everyone individually. “You’ll still want to look back and show these to your kids someday,” she insists, and the more I think about it, the more I like the idea of having this ephemeral time in our life immortalized. She also connects me with a local florist, and Kyle hires a DJ off a recommendation from one of his colleagues. My mom takes me shopping for a dress, which we find at the first boutique and buy off the rack, exactly my size. All the pieces click together seamlessly.

The only item we still haven’t figured out is our honeymoon, but we’ve discussed several potential destinations. I surprised myself when I suggested Napa as a possibility. Josh grew up on a winery in California, and he was the one who encouraged me to open a bar of my own. Maybe I’m finally ready to make new memories in a place connected to him.

After the shock of Josh’s death, I took solace in my ambition and poured myself into my pipe dream, scouting locations for the natural wine bar I was determined to open, daydreaming about the wine list and securing funding. Grape Juice—a small brick space with stained glass windows in Cobble Hill—finally opened seven years ago, and is one of my proudest accomplishments.

But while I was thriving professionally, my sadness hadn’t gone away. Phoebe gently suggested I needed a hobby and reminded me of how we’d met—in our first year at Cornell, during an ill-fated attempt at intramural tennis. We’d both been laughably bad and mutually decided to quit after a couple of weeks, our friendship permanent in a way our athleticism wasn’t. I knew she was right: it was time for me to do something for myself.

After a reluctant Google search, I decided to try out tennis lessons at the Prospect Park Tennis Center. Just like in college, I was terrible at first, but I enjoyed the aggression I could let off each week, the satisfying whack of racquet against ball, the rewarding ache in my muscles afterward. I started doing weekly doubles matchups, and one evening, there was Kyle, with his curly brown hair, wire-rimmed glasses, and a soft-spoken voice that belied his blistering backhand.

Josh had been gone for almost four years, and I was approaching thirty-four. My dating life had gone nowhere, but I had also barely tried. With Kyle, I found I gravitated toward his quiet confidence, the way he listened instead of always talking about himself. After catching each other’s eyes for weeks, we found ourselves paired up on the court, and I realized I was excited in a way that made me feel both hopeful and guilty in equal measure. After our game, we talked for almost an hour. He told me he had been an avid tennis player as a teen at camp but had gotten away from the sport since then.

When he asked if he could call me sometime, I gave him my number.

On our first date, I learned that he was the same age as me—thirty-three. He seemed too perfect to still be single, but I quickly gleaned that he’d been laser focused on establishing himself in his career, and that he wasn’t a fan of dating apps or flings: he was a relationship person, just like me.

I didn’t tell him I was a widow until our third date, on a long walk through Prospect Park with take-out coffee. It was the first time I’d told the story without coming close to tears, reciting it the robotic way everyone else had told it to me. It was an accident, a tragedy, but eventually I had to move on.

When I said it like that, I could almost start to believe it. I was miles away from the woman I had been at the funeral: wild-eyed, unwashed, practically feral. I could finally see myself how others must have seen me in the weeks after that awful day, as someone unhinged and broken down by grief. When I knew Kyle better, I told him about that version of myself, and how in the weeks and months that followed Josh’s death, my brain often tricked me into thinking I saw Josh in random places. But I left out my theory about Josh’s last text message, instead explaining Josh’s death in almost painfully clinical terms: He drowned.

Maybe it really was that simple. I was the only one who thought it wasn’t. Maybe this is what it felt like to finally move on.

Phoebe is waiting by the Boathouse in Prospect Park when Kyle and I arrive, her camera bag beside her, the sun gleaming off her shiny black hair. She hugs me tightly. Kyle and I decided not to have a large wedding party, but his cousin Matt will be his best man, and Phoebe will be my maid of honor. I was hers when she married her husband, Peter, an investment banker she’d met online after dating a string of noncommittal men in our years after graduating Cornell. Now, they have their daughters Brooke and Brodie, who are three and four, and during the pandemic, Phoebe quit her job as a dietician to pursue her passion for photography. She specializes in milestone moments: weddings; maternity photos; and newborn sessions, sleeping babies curled up and blissfully unaware as their little heads are topped with crocheted hats and tiny flower crowns.

“I’m thinking we take the photos on the bridge first,” she says. “The sun won’t be in your faces, and I think the way it’s hitting the water, it’ll look really beautiful.”

“You’re the expert,” Kyle says, wrapping his arm around my shoulders.

“I’ll try to have them touched up and sent to you before you guys leave,” she says as we make our way to Lullwater Bridge. “You’re heading out on Friday, right?”

“Yeah,” I say. For the past three years Kyle and I have taken our annual fall trip to the Catskills, where we rent an Airbnb and spend our days hiking, the trees scorched with brilliant red and yellow leaves. “But no rush. Seriously, thanks for talking me into this. I guess I didn’t think of taking photos.”

“Why not?” Phoebe says. “This needs to be celebrated.”

“I know,” I say. “I just—” Phoebe meets my eyes and nods. She understands. Most of our friends who wanted to be married did so by their midthirties; at almost forty, I’m the oldest bride in the group, and clinging to typical wedding rituals feels wrong somehow, even though it shouldn’t. Besides, I’ve been married before.

“I didn’t think of it either,” Kyle says. “But I’m not very photogenic. Phoebe, you have to tell me if I’m making a weird face. People always say I look like I’m cringing. Including my own parents.”

Phoebe laughs. She and Kyle have always gotten along. Her reaction to Kyle was entirely different from her attitude toward Josh. We argued more in the six months Josh and I were together than any other time in over two decades of friendship.

You barely know him, she’d said. And I don’t know—there’s something about him I don’t trust. He came on so strong.

You’re just jealous is what I couldn’t say. Phoebe had been with Peter for almost a year by that point, and while she was ready for an engagement, he wasn’t there yet. I wasn’t even looking for love when Josh rocketed into my life, but our relationship became serious practically overnight. When we eloped, I didn’t let her know beforehand—I kept telling myself I was waiting for the right moment—and when I did call her, she had been less than enthused. I knew she was hurt that I’d kept something so monumental from her and robbed her of the chance to be part of my wedding, like we’d drunkenly promised in college. She’d given me the cold shoulder for days, and then there was another, even more difficult call to make. Josh was gone.

Phoebe instructs Kyle and me to get into position on Lullwater Bridge. Beneath us, the green-tinged water is placid, a family of ducks scything a path to the shore. The trees around us are just starting to redden. Phoebe arranges us in the center of the bridge and tells us to forget she’s there. I lean into Kyle, my hands pressed against the chest of his brown suede jacket, my ring winking in the sun. His smile goes all the way up to his eyes.

“I love you,” he murmurs, like he’s actively trying not to move his mouth. I start to laugh, pulling his face down to mine for a kiss.

“The photos are supposed to be candid,” I say, linking our hands together. “You’re allowed to move your lips. We can talk.”

“I look like a robot, don’t I?” He pulls me closer and gently dips me backward, his face relaxing. “Is this better? I guess it’s practice for the actual wedding. I don’t want the cameras to catch me accidentally grimacing while we say our vows.”

“I promise I’ll try not to make my vows cheesy enough to make you grimace.”

I smile as my fiancé kisses my forehead, as Phoebe clicks away with her camera. I’m immediately swept back to my wedding day with Josh and the photos we took with his digital camera, his long arm outstretched to capture our sweat-shiny faces, cheeks flushed with sun and excitement. By the time I had them printed, he’d been dead for two months. They were so painful to look at that I left them in their envelope instead of framing them the way we had once talked about. Josh, handsome and alive; me, the happiest I would ever be. At least, until Kyle came into my life, proof that the universe wasn’t as cruel as I’d once thought.

We walk from the bridge to the Cleft Ridge Span, my favorite archway in the park, and get into position at the mouth of the arch, its regal underbelly rising above our heads. We stand apart from each other, with our hands interlocking, and when I smile, it’s real. It has taken me a long time to get here, but there’s nothing in my life to worry about. I own an amazing bar, Kyle is the perfect fiancé, and I have friends and family who love and support me.

“Now try standing back-to-back and reaching for each other’s hands,” Phoebe says. “Just switch places so June’s ring isn’t hidden.”

We shuffle obediently, and I fixate on the greenery in the distance as Phoebe clicks, as my hands are warm in Kyle’s, my back pressed against his. I watch a group of teenagers on the grass who are tapping on their phones. A little boy tries to fly a kite, but the anemic huffs of wind only let it hover briefly a few inches off the ground, despite his mother’s fruitless efforts to help.

“Smile,” Phoebe says. “And look up, just a bit higher.”

I obey, and suddenly, past the little boy and his mother, past the lazy sprawl of teenagers, there’s a man in a baseball cap, too far away to make out the exact features of his face. But for a split second, he’s staring straight at me, his eyes boring directly into mine. I gasp, a panicked inhale so hard and quick that I almost choke on my own breath. I drop Kyle’s hands, my body numb. The man turns away quickly, but not before I take in the sharp cut of his jawline and his familiar stance, arms crossed and chin tilted downward. If I were closer, I’d be able to see that cleft chin, those cheeks bracketed with dimples.

Josh, my brain sputters, but his name gets stuck in my throat. It has been so long since I said it—so long since I’ve talked about him out loud.

He’s walking away, hands jammed in the pockets of his jeans. I’m vaguely aware of Kyle and Phoebe saying my name, but they sound far away, and before I can process what’s happening, I start running toward the man, my heart pulling me in his direction like the magnetized needle of a compass, even as my brain stumbles to keep up. It’s not Josh—logically, I know it can’t be him—but there he is, joining the foot traffic of joggers and Rollerbladers and dog walkers, quickly swallowed up by a throng of students in NYU jackets. I lose sight of him, spinning in a dizzy circle, hoping to catch another glimpse. But he’s gone.

He was never there, I remind myself, trying to slow my hammering heart. It’s never Josh, not since he kissed me goodbye at an Airbnb in San Francisco and told me he would be back soon with breakfast. It was never Josh, even though after his death every man over six feet tall with wavy dark blond hair had me seeing things. Wild-eyed, I chased strangers down streets, grabbed sleeves and tugged on jackets like a kid lost in a department store. Is it you? I’d say, drunk on hope and hysteria, only to find myself in the cold crosshairs of a stranger’s eyes.

Those days—the darkest ones—are behind me. I haven’t seen Josh on the street in years, and I no longer leave my apartment both excited and terrified that I might stumble upon him. I stop and sit on a bench to compose myself, my breath coming in thready gulps, my blouse tacky with sweat. I remind myself of the mantra I learned in therapy: visualize and reframe the situation. I’m seeing him because my wedding is approaching, and subconsciously, I feel guilty, even though I shouldn’t.

A sliver of irrationality stabs back. But it looked just like him.

They all do, I remind myself.

“June?” Kyle says, rushing over to me. “June, what’s going on?” His eyes are worried, and behind him, Phoebe’s face is a mask of confusion.

“I thought I—I’m so sorry.” They’re both waiting for me to come up with an explanation. My voice wavers, and I know I’m on the verge of tears. I don’t want to tell Kyle the truth—there’s no need to bring up Josh right now, when we’ve already had so many conversations about grief, the bigness of my emotions practically engulfing our relationship. I don’t want to tell Phoebe either. Years ago, I would report my “Josh” sightings to her like scientific findings. He was in Whole Foods. He walked past the bar. I swear, I saw him in Central Park. Each time, she talked me down, her voice thick with sadness. Junie, you know it wasn’t him. I’m worried about you.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Kyle says, sitting down beside me, balling my hands inside his. And he doesn’t know how right he is. I will the tears away, forcing what I hope is a placid expression onto my face.

“Sorry, I thought I saw an old friend,” I say, slipping quickly into the lie. I shrug, pushing away a stray piece of hair. “It wasn’t her. I guess maybe I finally need glasses. We can be one of those married couples who start to look alike.”

Kyle might have bought the lie, but I can tell Phoebe doesn’t. Her eyes probe mine.

“I think we’re done anyway,” she says, thankfully moving on. “I got so many good photos. Kyle, I have no idea what you’re talking about. You’re extremely photogenic.”

Kyle gives her a sheepish smile. “Thanks. Only because you make me look good.”

His and my knotted fists swing like a pendulum between us as we leave the park, and Kyle and Phoebe carry on a conversation about where to go for lunch before I need to get to the bar. They’re carefree, happy. I should be too.

I huddle closer to Kyle, grateful for the warmth he gives off. While my love for Josh felt like a roller-coaster drop I couldn’t control, my love for Kyle has been a slow build where I can comfortably set the pace. I lean against his shoulder, knowing he’ll plant a kiss on the top of my head, and I promise myself that I won’t do this again. That the next time I see Josh, I’ll stop my brain from playing tricks on me, from dwelling on what I used to obsess over. They never found a body. He’s still out there.

I let my fiancé’s arm encircle mine, and take several deep breaths. I no longer believe in fairy tales, but I also don’t believe in ghosts.
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