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APRIL

When I decided at the age of nine that I wanted to be an astrophysicist, I’d thought that meant I’d study stars someday.

Not become one.

Now, let’s be clear. I’m not a star in the Aniston, Clooney, Streep sense of the word. Nobody stops me in the streets and asks for my picture.

In nerdy terms:

If the Clooney crowd is part of the blue-white supergiants of the universe, Dr. Miranda Reed (that’s me) is more of a red dwarf–level star.

In less nerdy terms:

It’s unlikely the paparazzi will ever be jumping out from behind a bush to catch a glimpse of me carrying groceries.

I’m not a household name, by any stretch of the imagination. But among brainy social circles?

Well, let me put it this way. I may not be People magazine’s Person of the Year, but I have been Citizen magazine’s Scientist of the Year. And I was a popular fixture on 30 under 30 lists before last year’s birthday put me out of contention.

I’ve been a contestant on Jeopardy! seven times, won four times, and I’ve even guest-hosted the game show twice. And if you’ve ever watched a national morning show on a super blue moon or during a meteor shower, there’s a decent chance you may have seen me.

I’m proud to say that I’m often the major networks’ first call when they need someone to explain something “sciencey” to their viewers.

Here’s the part in this whole not-so-humble-brag where I’m supposed to say that the pseudofame is exhausting, and that I just want to be a regular scientist.

But actually? I like bringing science to the masses. I like making it accessible, especially to girls and women for whom the world of STEM might seem a little historically impenetrable. And most especially, I like that on days like today, being a little bit famous provides a much-needed distraction from the fact that today is the day.

The one that we academics spend our entire career working toward. Waiting for.

The day we get the one tiny yes/no decision that can make or break our career:

Tenure.

“Thank you so much, Dr. Reed,” the blond undergrad student in my office says as she zooms in on the selfie we’ve just taken on her cell phone.

Jennifer Müller, a student from my current Astronomy 101 course with a bright, curious mind as well a propensity for showing up late to every class, squints down at her screen. “You mind if I pop a filter on this before I post it? The lighting in here’s kinda blah.”

“Sure. But no Photoshopping me to make my eyes bigger or my waist smaller, or whatever,” I say. “I hate that crap.”

“Oh my gosh, never. You’re so naturally pretty! I wish I could get away with wearing no makeup.”

I blink.

I actually am wearing makeup. I mean, not a ton of it. Concealer to hide the fact that my schedule doesn’t allow for much sleep, brow gel to keep my thick, trademark eyebrows in place. Mascara, because, well, who doesn’t look a little better with mascara?

But apparently what I thought was subtle is in fact… invisible.

I make a mental note to add some lipstick to the mix.

“Thanks again for the photo,” Jennifer says. “I know it’s kind of lame, but my dad is such a fan of yours. He’s going to freak.”

“It’s my pleasure. And I bet your dad would be even more thrilled to hear that you made it to class on time one of these days.” I soften the rebuke with a smile.

Jennifer winces. “Right. Totally. Sorry. I’m just so not a morning person. I can’t believe the department stuck you with such a crappy 8 a.m. schedule when there’s a waiting list for your class. You should get top pick of time slots!”

Since she’s already heading out the door, I don’t bother to explain that 8 a.m. was my pick of times, and it’s because of the popularity of the class that I’ve asked the department chair for the earliest possible time. The unpopular early morning class time means that those who enroll have to really want to be there, not those who just want to see the “Jeopardy! professor” in person.

Jennifer leaves my office with a promise to be the first student in class tomorrow morning.

Before I can get back to grading the latest batch of papers on the life cycle of stars, I’m interrupted again, this time by a fellow professor.

“Like, oh my god, it’s Dr. Miranda Reed!” Elijah says in a dramatic whisper before he mimes taking rapid-fire photos, paparazzi style.

He pretends to begin untucking his shirt. “Will you sign my bra?”

I roll my eyes as Elijah Singh, professor of computational physics, flops into the chair across from me. Unlike me, Elijah’s class doesn’t have a waiting list.

But unlike most of my other colleagues, he doesn’t seem to hold this against me.

Elijah is the closest thing I have to a friend in the cutthroat world that is the Nova University Physics Department. He’s also the nearest my age, which is probably why we made the foolish attempt to date back in the day. Luckily we came to the simultaneous conclusion during date three that the most explosive thing between us is our discussions about nuclear fusion processes. He’s now happily married to a lovely geologist named Sadie, and he and I have settled into an easy friendship.

He points at the recently delivered white roses on my desk and gives me an expectant grin. “I’m assuming the very lavish bouquet means I can congratulate you?”

“Hold that thought,” I say, blowing out a nervous breath. “I haven’t heard anything yet.”

I nod at the bouquet. “The flowers are from my family. They jumped the gun a little on the congratulatory thing.”

“Well, it was a pretty safe bet on their part,” Elijah says confidently. “You might be the baby of our department, but you’re also the face of it. No way the board is going to risk losing their golden goose.”

I nibble the inner corner of my lip, trying to ignore the sting at his words. I appreciate the vote of confidence, but it bothers me that even my closest work friend thinks I’ll get tenure because of my celebrity status. That I’m a shoo-in at one of the country’s top institutes of science and technology solely because I’m better than average in front of a camera and completely comfortable before a microphone. And that I’ll be a boon to the department not because I’m an extraordinary scientist, but because I’ve stumbled into the Carl Sagan and Neil deGrasse Tyson legacy of popularizing science.

It chafes.

I don’t want to become a tenured professor because I’ve been on talk shows.

I want to get it on the same merit as my peers, and for the same reasons. Because I’m an excellent lecturer, because my academic writing and theories are top tier, and because I’m good at the science stuff.

Tenure is the ultimate mark of academic approval. And becoming a full professor at a prestigious Manhattan university like Nova is the ultimate goal. At least it is for the daughter of a Harvard mathematician and an MIT particle physicist, and the sister of a Yale chemistry professor and a Boston College microbiologist.

Academia, even more than science, isn’t just what we Reeds do—it’s who we are, going back generations. I have yet to experience a single Fourth of July on which my dad hasn’t told anyone who would listen that one of his ancestors taught John Adams at Harvard in the 1750s. There’s even a recurring debate at family dinners over which of us Reeds will be the next to teach a future president.

So far, my mother has come closest; a former secretary of state once sat in her classroom and, as she is not shy about sharing, barely passed.

“It can’t be a good sign that they’re holding off until the end of the day to notify me of their decision,” I tell Elijah, unable to keep the nerves out of my voice. “Isn’t that a thing? You promote someone at the start of the day, fire them at the end of it?”

He rolls his eyes. “They’re not going to fire you.”

I give him a look. “In this world, being denied tenured is basically the same as being fired.”

“True,” he admits. “At least if you’re fired, people can speculate about some juicy, scandalous reason. But being denied tenure means—”

“You’re just not good enough,” I say, finishing his sentence.

“Right. But you.” He points a finger at me. “You are good enough. You’re practically—”

“Sorry to interrupt. Dr. Reed. You got a minute?” Both Elijah and I look toward the door where Dr. Brenda Kowalski hovers.

Well, hovers perhaps isn’t quite the right word. It implies a sort of flighty lightness that doesn’t apply at all to Brenda, despite the brilliant professor being five foot two. She may be diminutive in stature, but her intense personality creates a large, looming presence that has most of the students, and at least half the faculty, terrified of her.

I’ve never counted myself among the terrified half.

In fact, I almost count her as a friend. Not the same type of friendship I have with Elijah, but when I joined Nova University as the youngest professor in the history of the Physics Department, Dr. Kowalski took me under her wing. Admittedly, it had felt a bit like a dragon wing at times, but over the years, she’s become a mentor and trusted confidant.

But it’s also because I know her so well that my stomach knots when I see her face. It is most definitely not the expression of someone bearing good tidings.

Elijah doesn’t seem to pick up on Brenda’s subdued energy because he makes some inane excuse to be on his way and gives me an excited thumbs-up behind Dr. Kowalski’s back before she gently shuts the door in his face.

Brenda adjusts her glasses and clears her throat.

And then I know. I know.

The unthinkable is happening.

Oh.

My.

God.

I don’t have much experience with failure, but I can sure as hell recognize it when it’s staring me in the face.

“They’re denying my tenure bid,” I say, my voice somewhere between a whisper and a rasp.

She nods, looking genuinely regretful. “I asked to be allowed to tell you in private, rather than the standard practice of the decision being announced in front of the entire board.”

I manage a tiny nod of acknowledgment for her thoughtfulness, but it’s hard to feel much more than a flicker of appreciation. Private rejection is still rejection.

And it hurts so badly I can’t breathe.

Through a fog of confusion and disbelief, I’m dimly aware that Brenda is talking. Explaining. I know that I should care about the why. So I try to focus as she goes on and on about misplaced priorities and my public persona being a distraction from the department’s pursuit of science. Something about me getting special permission for a sabbatical. But it all sounds like static. Unbelievable, unthinkable bullshit static.

“Miranda?” she says after she finishes her explanation and I say nothing. “Are you alright?”

I’m proud of myself then, because instead of giving in to the urge to cry, I merely lift an eyebrow. What do you think, Brenda?

She clasps her hands in front of her, and I’m slightly gratified to see that for the first time in our acquaintance, she looks uncomfortable. “It goes without saying that we hope you’ll consider our offer to go on academic leave, and then come back as a lecturer. You’re incredibly talented in the classroom, Miranda. That part was never in question.”

I finally find my voice, and I’m relieved that it’s stronger than it was a few minutes ago when I’d uttered the unimaginable They’re denying my tenure bid.

“I appreciate that. I’ll think it over.”

Immediately, something deep inside me rebels at the very thought of considering their tepid offer of lecturer, much less accepting it, but I try to remind myself that good decisions are rarely made in the heat of the moment.

Brenda studies me for a minute, and then, thankfully, seems to sense that I want to be alone, because she nods and leaves, closing my door quietly behind her.

I lose track of how long I just sit, trying to sort through thoughts that refuse to be sorted.

Finally, I reach for the note tucked into the flowers from my family. I pull the card out of its tiny envelope and, using the pen the university gave me on my one-year anniversary of being a professor, scratch out the word Congratulations.

In its place, I write Condolences.

I very carefully, and precisely, tuck the card back into its spot.

And then, in a gesture that feels both petty and deeply satisfying…

I toss the pen in the trash.
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APRIL

I’m not going to say that twinkle lights and wine can fix all the world’s problems, but the combination can certainly help a little.

Four days after my career imploded, I’m indulging in a beloved ritual: Friday wine-and-cheese night with my best friend and my elderly aunt. It’s not an every-week thing, but the three of us try to get together at least once a month. I always look forward to the gatherings, but tonight I’m feeling extra grateful to be in one of my favorite spots in the world: curled up in one of my aunt’s patio chairs, surrounded by the white twinkle lights that she keeps up year-round to add what she calls dazzle to the ivy climbing up her latticework.

Throw in the fact that my aunt lives in part of an actual castle, and it’s hard not to feel like I’ve just been transported to someplace downright magical.

If I believed in magic, of course.

Which, as a physicist, I cannot.

Paterno Castle is nestled in Hudson Heights, right along the Hudson River on the Jersey side. Lillian’s townhouse, charmingly called Cottage One (there are four in total on the southern part of the estate), is a relatively quick cab ride from my own apartment on the Nova campus.

“Okay, here we go,” Daphne says as she finds whatever app she’s been looking for on her phone. She places it screen-up in front of me. “When you’re ready, just hit this record button and repeat word for word what exactly these morons said to you.”

“Oh, sure, I’ll get right on that,” I mutter into my wine. “Can’t wait to relive the worst moment of my life in excruciating detail.”

“Well, see, I need specific details on what happened for when I cast my revenge spell,” Daphne explains with a completely straight face.

I lift an eyebrow. “You still in your witchy phase?”

“Being a witch is not a phase,” she explains patiently. “It’s a calling.”

Lillian nods solemnly in agreement, which doesn’t surprise me in the least. Last October, we’d gone out to dinner and the hostess had complimented my aunt on her witch costume, to which Lillian had replied that a black cape was only a costume when worn by a child. On a grown woman it was a statement.

“Hold on, back up a second,” Daphne says with a frown, walking her fingers backward as though reversing the conversation. “This was the worst moment of your life?”

“Um. Yeah,” I say with feeling.

“More than the Dan breakup?”

“Absolutely.” I’m not sure what it says about my romantic history that I don’t even have to pause to think about it. Probably nothing good.

Daniel Dixon was my longest—and most serious—boyfriend to date. Dan is a kind and brilliant computer engineer I’d met while getting my second doctorate, and we fell into an easy, satisfying, stable relationship. He’s the kind of guy who doesn’t mind when you have to work late, or that you make the same slightly dry roast chicken every single Sunday. The kind who always says thank you when you hand him a Tupperware on Monday with leftovers, just like you did last Monday, and the Monday before that.

In other words, Daniel and I had an understanding that fiery passion was overrated compared to quiet compatibility. In fact, we were so compatible that our last Christmas together, we’d gone ring shopping. We hadn’t found the one. Which was good.

Because it turns out Daniel hadn’t been the one.

Just before New Year’s that same year, he’d been offered a job at Google’s corporate headquarters in Mountain View, California.

A job offer he’d accepted without so much as a word to me.

That part had hurt. Daniel may not have set my insides aflutter, but I’d thought we were partners. And partners do not make decisions that take them across the country without telling the other person.

By February, Daniel had moved out of our place with, get this: a handshake.

And you know what? It had been fine. I’d been fine. I’d spent Valentine’s Day with Daphne the way I always did, not missing Daniel in the least. We’d had fudge sundaes with good ice cream, the kind that costs like ten bucks for a tiny carton, and we’d gotten two cartons. We’d followed up the ice cream with lobster rolls, because you know what? A single grown-ass woman can eat in whatever order she wants to while watching Thor.

(Generally speaking, I’m not much of a movie buff. And definitely not a superhero person. But even I had a hard time resisting a film in which Natalie Portman plays an astrophysicist.)

The point is, Daniel’s cool dismissal of our relationship dented my heart a little, but compared to this?

My entire career being upended?

That was nothing, and I tell my aunt and best friend as much after my aunt goes to retrieve the cheese plate from inside.

“Well, that’s because that Daniel wasn’t right for you,” Aunt Lillian says, rejoining us on the patio and setting a more-lavish-than-usual charcuterie board in the center of the table.

“What time does the entire neighborhood arrive?” I say, gesturing at the overflowing platter.

She pats my knee as she sits beside me and lights her cigarillo. “Still just us girls. I call this comfort cheese. Making your way through a variety of cheese types can help speed up the stages of grief. At least it did for me when I lost Harold.

“For example,” she continues, gesturing at a soft cheese in the corner. “Still in denial? Try this nice triple crème.”

“Nope, I’m solidly in the anger phase,” I say, though I scoop some of the triple crème onto a cracker anyway.

“As you should be. Icing you out because you shined more brightly than them.” My aunt sniffs in disdain.

“Well, they didn’t phrase it quite like that,” I say, smiling in thanks at Daphne as she tops off my sauvignon blanc.

“How did they phrase it?” Daphne asks, trying to subtly hit the record button on her phone again. Apparently she’s very committed to her revenge spell.

“Well.” I swallow my cheese and crackers. “I was mostly in shock, so I only caught the highlights, but the general gist is that my ‘fixation on science pop culture’—their words—isn’t in alignment with the university’s or department’s goals.”

“I didn’t realize science pop culture was a thing,” Lillian muses.

“It’s not!” I say with feeling. “And they seem to have forgotten that it was the university that urged me to accept all those TV spots on Good Morning America, and it was the head of the tenure board himself who opted to put that picture of me hosting Jeopardy! on the Physics Department website. Only to decide now that all of that ‘distracts from the sanctity of science.’ ”

I add air quotes to signal my disgust.

Daphne makes an angry hissing sound. “So, to translate it to nonbullshit terms: you’re a hot wunderkind, and they can’t handle being in your shadow.”

Lillian nods and points her cigarillo at Daphne. “Exactly.” Then she frowns at her empty glass. “Would one of you be a doll and get me a fresh bottle of sherry? This one seems to have evaporated.”

“I’m on it,” Daphne says, standing. “Miranda, you need anything while I’m inside?”

“Tenure?” I ask hopefully.

“More wine, coming up,” she says with a cheeky grin before heading across the small patio toward Lillian’s home.

It’s cool for April, but the three of us prefer our Friday hangouts alfresco as often as we possibly can. But since the sun is setting, I pull my aunt’s blanket from the back of her chair and tuck it around her legs.

As I’m leaning over her, my aunt cups my cheeks, her chunky, assorted rings pressing pleasantly against my face. “I’m sorry, dear,” she says, a wistful expression on her face. “Knowing their reasons are bullshit doesn’t make it any easier.”

“It’s fine,” I say, even though it’s far from fine. “Being here helps. I always feel… peaceful in this place.”

She gestures toward her small garden area. “It’s the little fairies. They keep the aphids off my rosebushes and they sprinkle good vibes.”

“Do the fairies wear red?” I ask, taking a sip of my wine.

“Some of them,” Lillian says in all seriousness.

“Those aren’t fairies. They’re Coccinellidae.”

“Sweetie, just say ladybugs,” Daphne chimes in, coming back with a bottle of sherry in one hand and a bottle of white wine in the other.

She’s reapplied her trademark orange-red lipstick, though as always, it looks just imperfectly perfectly mussed. That’s Daphne’s whole thing; her dark blond hair is always just a little tousled, her bangs just a tad too long. Her style is a compelling assemblance. She’s cool French-girl chic, beachy surfer girl, and mischievous witch rolled into one tall, skinny package. She looks like she could steal your man, become your best friend, and cast a spell all in the same day.

Of course, Daphne would never steal anyone’s man.

But the best friend part? Absolutely.

And maybe the witchy part, too.

Lillian calls Daphne and me the odd couple, and it’s an apt title. By comparison, I’m shorter, quieter, almost always dress in slim-fitted black turtlenecks, and have exactly one persona, one facet to my personality:

Brainy.

One does not look at Dr. Miranda Reed and think, “Gosh, now there’s a multifaceted woman with an air of mystery!”

They think, “Now there’s someone who could help my daughter with her calculus homework.”

Now, don’t get me wrong, I love being a scientist. I love science. But I’ll confess there are times when I envy how well rounded Daphne seems to be. And there are days when I stand in front of a classroom explaining the indisputable fact that one day, billions of years from now, our sun will die, our solar system will cease to exist, and I wonder if I’m missing something.

Or worse, I’ll wonder if I’m doing my students a disfavor by distilling our incredible universe into a pile of facts.

Maybe that’s why I’m “fixated on science pop culture,” as the tenure board believes. Perhaps it’s my attempt to infuse some meaning into it all, even if I’m still struggling to figure out that meaning myself.

“Ladybirds,” Lillian says, apparently still thinking about her red garden fairies as she snaps her gnarled fingers in recollection. “That’s what he called them.”

“That’s what who called what?” Daphne asks, because my aunt’s conversational trails can be difficult to follow even before she starts in on her sherry.

“My darling Harold. He was from England originally, and he always called ladybugs ladybirds.”

“See?” I gesture to my aunt as I turn to Daphne in triumph. “This is one of the reasons I use the scientific name.”

Daf props her chin on her hand and gazes at me. “Possibly also one of the reasons you’re still single, babe.”

Lillian lets out a small snort, and I give them each a mock glare.

“Okay, sorry,” Daphne says. “Let’s get back down to business.”

“What business?” I ask. “The cheese?”

“That,” Lillian says. “And figuring out our next steps.”

I smile at her choice of “we” and “our.” Rationally, I know there’s not much my very non-science-minded aunt can do to help me navigate a perilous career crossroads, but it’s because she’s so far out of the world of academia that her support means so much.

To say that Lillian is the black sheep of the Reed family would be like saying the sun is hot. She’s my father’s older sister, and a self-proclaimed black sheep. I’m still not quite sure I have the full story of her life, but the version she likes to tell is that she escaped her family’s stifling “Bostonian clutches” to visit Manhattan when she was in her twenties. She met a wealthy New Yorker—the aforementioned darling Harold—and married him within a week.

He’d passed away suddenly just before I was born, but the free-spirited Lillian opted to stay here in the Cottage rather than return to the uptight Reeds in New England.

“Yeah, what happens next?” Daphne asks. “Or is it too soon to tackle that?”

“Honestly, I don’t have a ton of choices,” I say, lifting my shoulder.

“You can’t fight it? There’s no appeals process?” Daphne asks.

“Technically, there is. But it’s notorious for being a bit of a joke. They never change their minds. And if I were rejected a second time?”—I gesture with a cracker at the board—“I’d need a lot more cheese.”

“So are you… were you, like…” Lillian and Daphne exchange a concerned look, neither wanting to say it.

“Fired?” I say. “No. It’s more like… getting denied for a promotion. You simply go back to the job you had. Only, the difference in my world is that the decision is final. Once you’re off tenure track, you’re off for good. I can still be a lecturer at Nova University. They still want me to be a lecturer at Nova. Just without the job security or prestige.”

“Well, that’s a hot pile of bullshit,” Lillian declares.

“Agreed. Can’t you get tenure at a different school?”

“Technically, yes,” I say hesitantly. “But in reality? No school I’d want to work at will consider me for tenure once word of my rejection gets out.”

“Maybe your parents could—”

“No, no,” Lillian says, holding up a hand when she sees me suck in a breath. “No calling in favors with the stuffy, erudite side of the family.”

I can’t bear to tell my aunt that even if I wanted to ask a favor, I haven’t had the opportunity. My parents and brothers have been painfully silent since I texted them the news four days ago. I wasn’t expecting them to rush to the city to make me cookies or anything; we’re not that kind of family. We don’t do warm and fuzzy; we do facts and move on.

Case in point: for my birthday last year, they got me a collective gift of a Waterpik because I made the mistake of confessing I’d gotten my first cavity.

We’re that kind of family.

Still, I’d have thought I’d have gotten a little something. A token “that sucks” would have sufficed.

But in their defense, this is totally uncharted water for us Reeds, especially for me. Since third grade, when my teacher suggested skipping me forward a year, I haven’t been just a part of the high-achieving Reed family: I’ve been the star of it. The only girl, the youngest, the smartest…

Daphne reaches over and takes my hand. “You okay?”

No. I force a smile. “Yeah. And there’s a little good news to come out of all this. My mentor managed to get me approved for a sabbatical for a year, if I want it.”

“Do you want it?” Daphne asks. “A year off would be pretty great, right?”

A nod is all I can manage, because I’m pretty sure the sabbatical had been less for my own good, and more because the department wants to get me out of the limelight for a while.

“I say you do it. Take the year,” Lillian says, tapping her cigarillo. “And do it big, honey. Travel. Take dancing lessons. Get highlights. You need money? I have lots.”

“No, I’m good financially,” I reassure her.

Not wealthy. But good. Comfortable. I’ve had very affordable on-campus housing for the past several years, which keeps costs down, plus the extra money I’ve made here and there from TV and lecture appearances.

“So what’s the hesitation?”

“I don’t…” I pause. “Honestly, I don’t know what’d I’d do with a year off, even if it’s just a nine-month academic year. I’d have no one to teach. Nothing to study. No access to labs.”

“Eat, Pray, Love,” Daphne says, tapping the table excitedly. “That’s what you’d do.”

“Well. Yeah. I could do those things…”

“No, no. I’m not talking about the verbs, I’m talking about the vibe. You know. Eat, Pray, Love.”

I tilt my head in confusion at the reference. “The book about the woman who goes to Italy and wherever else to find herself?”

“Oh, yes,” Aunt Lillian says enthusiastically around a bite of Gouda, holding up her glass for more sherry, which Daphne refills. “I loved the movie.”

“I’m sure it’s great,” I say, “but the idea of traveling for a year doesn’t really call to me.”

“It’s not about the travel, it’s about the emotional journey,” Daphne declares. “It’s about fighting back when your life goes to shit and inventing a new life, with new rules.”

“My life hasn’t gone to shit.” I frown, scooping up a very serious chunk of the triple crème.

Lillian points at my hand. “Note that you picked up the denial cheese when you said that.”

“Well, which one is acceptance cheese?” I ask patiently. “Let’s move on to that one.”

“You can’t force acceptance, you have to sort of… float into it,” Daphne says.

I snort. “I’ve never floated in my life.”

“Maybe that’s the problem, dear,” Aunt Lillian says, swiping at some fig jam on her chin. “You’ve only ever done things a certain way, thought about things a certain way, experienced things a certain way.”

“Okay, you’re not wrong,” I admit slowly, since it mirrors my own thoughts lately of feeling like I’m missing a vital piece of myself, a crucial part of the human experience. “But I don’t think chowing down on spaghetti is going to fix that.”

“Never underestimate the power of carbs,” Daphne says. “But that’s not actually what I had in mind. Can I show you something?”

To my surprise, it’s not a rhetorical question. She sits and waits patiently for my answer, which is a bit un-Daphne-like.

It tells me that whatever idea she has, she’s very serious about it. And it has me reluctantly intrigued, so I nod.

“Okay,” Daphne says, picking up her phone. “Remember how the only thing I wanted for my birthday a couple years ago was your birth date and time so I could read your natal chart? I wanted the practice?”

I manage to refrain from rolling my eyes. “I remember.” That was when Daphne had been at the height of her astrology phase, before she moved into her crystals phase (the witchy phase is relatively new).

“Okay, so you still remember your sun sign, your moon sign, and your ascendant sign?”

“Am I supposed to know what that means?” I ask warily.

“We’ll get to the Big Three later,” Daphne says excitedly. “For now, just read this. Just the first sentence.”

She hands me her phone, and I pick it up, reading aloud for Aunt Lillian’s benefit. “ ‘A dramatic curveball is headed your way today, the kind that will destroy something you thought you wanted and send you careening, perhaps wildly, in a new direction.’ ”

I look up. “What is this?”

“Zodiac Zone.”

I shake my head, not following.

“It’s a horoscope app. You just read yours.” Daphne pauses dramatically. “From Monday.”

I look back at her phone. “The day…”

“The day that a dramatic curveball took away something you thought you wanted?” Lillian says gently.

I narrow my eyes. “Not thought I wanted. I did want tenure. I still do.”

My aunt and best friend exchange a glance that I don’t like one bit, mostly because I have no idea what it means, and I loathe things I can’t understand.

“Hold on, one more,” Daphne says, taking her phone back, flicking her finger on the screen before handing it back. “Now read this sentence.”

I sigh but once again, I read aloud. “ ‘Today’s celestial alignment suggests a dramatic and surprise shift in your romantic sphere. Embrace the change with grace and confidence, and trust this person was meant to be released from your life.’ ”

“That is from the day Daniel told you he accepted that Google job,” Daphne says.

“Okay,” I say slowly. “I get it. A fun coincidence. But you can’t tell me that every Virgo was fired and dumped on those precise days. Whoever writes those things is bound to get lucky once in a while. It’s called statistics, not fate.”

My aunt squints at the cheese board and then cuts off a generous chunk of something blue and funky-looking.

“What’s this?” I ask, giving it a sniff.

“Stilton. The bargaining cheese.”

I narrow my eyes. “What is it that you think I’m bargaining?”

My aunt only smiles and takes a good, long pull on her cigarillo.

Daphne gives me a reassuring smile. “All I’m suggesting is that maybe you take this sabbatical to explore a brand-new field of study.”

“Astrology,” I say, unable to keep the thick layer of derisive skepticism out of my voice. “You want me to take a year, of reading my horoscope and… what exactly?”

“Not just reading your horoscope,” Daphne says, practically bouncing with excitement. “Living by its prescriptions. It tells you to go dancing, you go dancing. It tells you to flirt with a handsome stranger, you buy the hot guy at Starbucks his latte. Stuff like that.”

I hand back Daphne’s phone, not wanting to admit that I feel the tiniest bit unnerved at the horoscopes’ accuracy.

“But what would be my hypothesis?” I say, looking between her and Lillian. “Even if I went with a null hypothesis, there’s no empirical data to work with. The very nature of astrology is that it’s completely subjective. So what would be the point?”

“I think the point, my dear girl”—Aunt Lillian pats my hand fondly—“is that life isn’t meant to be hypothesized.”

I frown, not liking that one bit. “What’s life meant for, then?”

Aunt Lillian smiles. “To be lived.”
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