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For all the talk surrounding the decline and even-
tual end of traditional postage, Billy George’s 

life continued to be impacted by it. And not just 
because of his trifling routine at the Institute either: 
his personal life continued to take strange turns 
when mail showed up for him at home. Besides 
the sordid serializations concerning his old truck 
there also came some unintentionally unnerving 
postcards sent by Lucy from her mother’s house 
in Queens. She wrote cryptic verse with a calligra-
phy pen (possibly even a quill) and also weirdly- 
collaged together scenes on the obverse. Why couldn’t 
she just call and say that stuff over the phone? Didn’t 
she realize anyone could read a postcard? 

One Saturday, in a fit of ennui, Billy opened 
a letter from an insurance company that was ad-
dressed to him.

What he read was a lot of adult jargon he had 
never picked up. The message was not at-once clear. 
He ran his eyes over the words and stopped where 
it said ‘$50,000.’ Instinctively, it seemed like maybe 
he owed $50,000. Was this another thing about the 
truck? Maybe Dish McAlister ran somebody over 
before the title got switched over.

Panicky and not thinking clearly, Billy asked 
Dylan to explain the meaning of this letter. Dylan, 
it should be noted, was studying to be a lawyer. He 
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seemed at peace with the prospect of a career in law, 
but was presently more interested in smoking weed 
and going to the climbing gym five times a week. 
His mellow mood vanished once he began inspect-
ing Billy’s document, though. He had his serious 
eyes on. Maybe he would wind up being a lawyer, 
after all.

“Huh. So who’s Duane Richardson?”
“I don’t know.” Billy had read right past the 

name and gave it thought now. “I don’t … know 
a … Duane Richardson. Beats me.”

“Well, it looks like he had a life insurance policy 
and died and you’re the beneficiary.”

Billy grabbed the letter but did not look at it. 
“So I don’t owe that money?”

Dylan took it back with a cool restraint and 
eyed it up and down again. “No-oo, you get $50,000 
because this guy died.”

They looked at one another for a very long 
three seconds.

“Weird,” Dylan said and offered his hand up 
high.

They halfheartedly high-fived.
“Wait,” Billy said with his hand distractedly on 

Dylan’s for a moment too long, “Duane. I work with 
that guy. I mean, I know him from work. We did this 
dumb training together on President’s Day or Elec-
tion Day and …” 

It suddenly became clear. They had happened 
to sit together and lightheartedly put each other 
down as beneficiaries for their organization’s free 
life insurance policy. It was hearing the man going 
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over the packet full of forms explain that “you might 
as well put someone down—God forbid” that sealed 
it for Billy (who didn’t yet know Kurt or Julian’s last 
names for sure). 

Billy didn’t hear anything about someone at work 
dying. Even if Duane was at another site, in another 
part of the city, wouldn’t he have heard something? 
He didn’t get so much as an email. And now this! 

“That guy’s dead?”
Dylan nodded solemnly. “He was a friend of 

yours?”
“No. Well. I mean. Yeah, I guess he was. I didn’t 

know him, really. We just wrote each others names 
down.”

“That fucking sucks, man, dying … But, I mean, 
also: cool for you, dude.”

 

Re-reading the letter multiple times, Billy could 
not contain himself. Here was some of that Jenna 
money he’ d been hearing so much about—and then 
some. There wasn’t much guilt along with it besides 
the fact that he didn’t feel all that guilty. The pangs 
of conscience were just … muted. So much more so 
than if Billy had benefitted from the passing of, say, 
a dear family member or a close friend. And he did 
feel bad for Duane whenever his mind would wan-
der. He decided to make it a point to find out how 
he died and donate some of the money in his honor, 
get Duane’s name on a plaque or a brick in a public 
space. 

Hundreds of decisions were made during that 
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first night alone. There was a lot to do. So much was 
going to happen. Understanding $50,000 was hard 
to do, though. He imagined all the ways it would 
go wrong: his name subtly misspelled on the check, 
his bank not accepting deposits from this insur-
ance company, a different Duane Richardson pass-
ing away and Billy having to return the full amount 
(part of which he’ d, of course, foolishly blown). 

This sort of mistake happened once before, 
when he was nine years old. Between the time he 
checked the mail after-school and his mother walk-
ing in the door from work, young Billy had dreamed 
of a million things thought he would do with that 
Clearinghouse Sweepstakes Jackpot cash. He called 
friends and bragged. He threw away his rattier ac-
tion figures and gleefully tossed old comic books 
into the trash. He did not want to get burned like 
that again. 




