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	For Em.

	 

	From day one when we met, you showed me what genuine friendship looked like. 

	From day one when I started writing, you supported me as my biggest fan. 

	From day one when you took your parting bow, my heart tore open with a wound that only you could heal.

	 

	I love and will miss you always. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	

 

	 

	 

	Prologue

	 

	 

	I’ve siphoned blood and wired mouths shut for countless bodies, but I never expected to find myself on my own embalming table. But I should know by now that if the unexpected is going to happen to anyone, it’s going to happen to me.

	A dull, heavy thud coming from the basement severs the after-hours quiet of Fallon’s Funeral Home. I’m in my office, but the reverberation resembles a body hitting the preparation table where I perform my magic as a mortician. It’s a sound that I am intimately familiar with as a funeral home director. 

	Here's the problem, though. The only corpse downstairs is River Drewmore’s, a premature death caused by a tragic mix of shrooms and an RV fire due to an unattended stick of burning incense. The last I saw, River was prepped and ready for his coffin, so there is no reason for anyone to be down there messing with him. 

	When a clatter follows next, my pen skitters across a sympathy card that I’m writing for River’s widow Fern: 

	May his spirit drift through your days like wildflowers hitchhiking on the breeze, and may the universe wrap you in the same groovy glow that River left swirling in your heart. Your love is the one trip that never ends, I had written in elegant cursive. 

	The downstairs disruption causes my hand to jolt, scratching a black dash of ink off the edge of the card. I consider adding: And please ask River’s ghost to stop creating havoc downstairs.

	During our initial consult, Fern mentioned that she believed in ghosts, specifically River’s threat to haunt her if the funeral wasn’t exactly right. From beyond the grave, apparently he told her that he wanted wildflowers, a tie-dyed casket with a peace sign painted on the side, and a Vibe Guide to lead the ceremony. To the outsider, this aesthetic appeared to be a blatant rebellion against his status as one of Doomwood Falls’ most prominent tech developers. But to those who really knew him, River was a transformed—and transcendent—soul. 

	Almost overnight River had sold his company and left the life of a multi-millionaire to embrace living like a pauper, but Fern reminded me more than once during our funeral planning that money was no object. The pressure was on me to create this perfect psychedelic farewell to ensure he rested in peace—literally. 

	When a louder metallic racket rises up the stairwell, it shivers all the way down my spine like the ice that my husband playfully drops in the back of my shirt just to be annoying. The dead are predictably somber, but this sounds like one is rearranging the furniture. I’m starting to believe in ghosts and that Fern isn’t as wacky as she looks.

	Upstairs in her bedroom, my mother-in-law Edwina is dead to the world—figuratively speaking. Most days I like living with her more than her son who I’m married to. She at least obsessively cleans up after herself, whereas Hugh is an unapologetic slob. 

	Speaking of which, in the living room above my office my husband blasts a zombie apocalypse action movie, evident by the cinematic explosions rattling the ceiling plaster. I don’t know why he watches such shows when he is literally terrified of zombies after seeing a documentary on a real-life human rabies outbreak that left victims of the illness in an aggressive vegetative state. Hugh even researched islands we can escape to in case a zombie apocalypse becomes a reality. 

	I briefly consider asking him to investigate the basement, but who am I kidding? He treats the embalming room like it’s radioactive. If I want this hippie ghost subdued, it’s a one-woman job. And I am always the woman to handle it, just like I handle everything else around here.

	Standing up, I push aside the sympathy card and roll my neck until it cracks to loosen the strained muscles from hunching over my desk for too long. Then I head to the hallway to confront a noise that I’m certain will be the straw that breaks my back. 

	Neither of the only two logical explanations for the commotion can be good: my assistant working overtime, which I can’t afford to pay her for, or a critter snuck in, which I can’t afford to fumigate. I haven’t told Hugh that we’re one slow month away from closing the business, and it’s an inevitable conversation I’m dreading.

	But first things first—figuring out what that commotion is. 

	Down the hall that leads to the basement, I step over the squeaky floorboard out of muscle memory. The walls along this section of the funeral home are painted a cheerful Turks and Caicos Grace Bay blue. It’s a tribute to the island where Hugh and I honeymooned, with seawater so clear I could see sand dollars on the ocean floor while in waist-deep water. 

	Hugh had chosen the color hoping a little pastel psychology might make death feel less like a gaping abyss and more like entry into an eternal honeymoon. Instead it just makes the abyss look like a mental hospital, which I now know from personal experience after touring one. Hugh has been flirting with the idea of admitting his mother into Doomwood Falls Psychiatric Ward, but we haven’t told her yet, and I’m afraid for her to find out. 

	The wooden stairs groan beneath my hasty descent. The risers are missing from the basement steps, and my imagination always conjures a hand reaching through the slats to grab my ankle. Logically I know that no under-the-stairs monster is waiting for an opportunity to yank my legs out from under me, but I can’t seem to outgrow that fear I’ve had since childhood. 

	By the time my bare feet hit the basement landing, the air has shifted. A sudden glacial drop in temperature tells me the sanctum of my workspace has been breached—someone either left a door or a window open. But that’s not the only strange thing I detect. A scent hits me before my eyes can adjust to the shadows. It isn’t the usual bouquet of formaldehyde, bleach, and the metallic copper of emptied veins. I sniff something sweet, nutty, and oddly personal.

	Coconut vanilla—specifically the scent of my body wash, which has long worn off of me by now after a twelve-hour workday. 

	When I turn the corner into the hallway, the first thing I notice is the embalming room door ajar. I try to remember if I closed it behind me earlier today, but maybe I didn’t. I’ve had a lot on my mind lately. 

	With my hip I nudge my way inside and flick on the light switch. Fluorescent tubes hum to life with an angry mosquito whine, flooding the room with an unforgiving glare that tends to add a decade to my appearance. That and the stress of running a funeral parlor have been co-conspiring to speed up my aging process. 

	The embalming room looks like it always does after I deep clean it. White floor tiles glisten. The stainless-steel counters gleam. But an unnatural chill seeps into my bones. Something here unsettles me tonight. 

	I instantly find the source of the cold from across the room where the basement window hangs wide open and winter wind swooshes in. It’s a casement window big enough that I could probably squeeze through, but only after dieting all day. I don’t know how that window ended up open, because it sure wasn’t me. I’m too frugal to throw hundred-dollar bills away while heating the neighborhood. 

	Spinning the crank, I give my arm a workout while the window glides shut, locking out the February draft. When I pivot back to the prep room, something still feels wrong, but my brain lags before calculating what exactly it is.

	There should only be one client laying on the slab tonight—River Drewmore. But I’m looking at two bodies.

	Both forms lie beneath white modesty cloths. I approach the first one, holding my breath, then peel back the fabric. As expected, it’s River Drewmore, embalmed to perfection. 

	His black skin looks even darker against the while linen loincloth and Hawaiian button-down shirt that Fern requested for his viewing. A lei of purple orchid petals hangs around his neck. If anything is going to haunt my nightmares, it’s his unconventional funeral attire. Though I do admit, the man knows how to throw a celebration of life. 

	I pivot to the second table. My fingers graze the edge of the cotton cloth, and I yank it back. For a nauseating second I think someone placed a mirror there as I stare at my own reflection. But mirrors do not have mass, and reflections do not displace air.

	Somehow my identical twin ended up dead, if I had a twin. But I do not—that I know of—which means I am staring at a deceased stranger who looks exactly like me.  

	Wavy shoulder-length red hair, parted slightly off-center. Green eyes blindly gazing upward. A blob-shaped brown beauty mark near the left temple, which I hated until I decided that if it worked for Cindy Crawford, it could work for me. This corpse even captures my faint, crescent-moon scar along the jawline from a bicycle crash in fourth grade. 

	Morbid fascination reels me in, overriding my terror. I lean over her, slipping into the cold appraisal of my profession. The waxen pallor is fresh. This means she hasn’t been dead long. There are no trocar punctures, no wired jaw. She hasn’t been embalmed yet. But judging by the makeup, clearly this is an expert’s work, but not mine. While she hasn’t been prepared by me, she’s obviously been prepared for me.

	Her hands are folded over her abdomen with devout precision. She’s wearing a purple blouse that I recognize instantly, and this spreads goosebumps over my arms. It’s my blouse that I wore recently for a memorial. How exactly did this dead stranger get into my wardrobe?

	When I reach out to touch the familiar fabric of my shirt, my fingertips brush her waist. In my periphery I think I catch her eyelids flutter.

	I violently backpedal, and my elbow catches a Mayo stand, sending a tray of scalpels, forceps, and aneurysm hooks crashing to the tile floor in a metallic explosion that sounds awfully similar to the clatter that first drew me down here. Hitting the white-painted cinderblock wall, my chest heaves as I expect the corpse to sit up. But she doesn’t, because she’s serenely slack-faced dead.

	Forcing my legs to unfreeze, I approach the table slower this time. When I place two fingers against her icy wrist, I feel zero pulse. The only heartbeat drumming through the stiff flesh is my own, a rapid biological reminder of which one of us is still alive.

	My professional detachment boots up like a survival mechanism. I scan the corpse, cataloging the details the way I was trained to by Hugh’s dad, the man whose funeral home I inherited over his own son. Faint blue and yellow bruising marks her upper arm in the long, thin shape of fingers. I wonder what caused her death, because she didn’t hop onto my table voluntarily. 

	And neither did he. 

	A horrible memory creeps in, but I banish it before it fully forms.

	Tucked neatly beneath her rigid, manicured hands is a slip of paper, positioned as if she meant to hand it to me herself. My hands tremor as I reach for it—a cardinal sin in my line of work—but I manage to tug the note free. I read a handwritten jumble of letters that makes my breath quicken:

	 

	Murderer

	 

	The word instills more terror than finding this mysterious body here. I feel myself slipping sideways, the edges of my vision blurring and darkening as the floor threatens to slide right out from under me. Of course I know how my father-in-law died, but seeing it written out means someone else knows too.

	A humorless laugh bubbles up from my chest, dry as bone dust. It’s the kind of laugh that gets a person heavily medicated before being guided into a padded room.

	This woman is dead and can’t hurt me, I remind myself, but whoever put her here is alive and can do a lot to hurt my family. But first I need to figure out who this corpse is in order to figure out who snuck her into my preparation room. 

	I circle the gurney as the panic recedes and logic takes the reins. I’m a mortuary scientist, for crying out loud. Certainly I can dissect my way through this phenomenon. 

	The longer I look, the more deliberate this macabre diorama becomes. She’s wearing the exact coral shade of my lipstick, and an icky sensation makes me want to check my own lipstick tube for evidence of another pair of lips on it. On second thought, I’m just going to throw it away to be safe. 

	Then there’s the immaculate styling of her hair and makeup. I reach down and sweep the corpse’s hair aside, destroying our matching part. Tugging at her roots reveals her natural hair color appears to be blonde. The eye color doesn’t look quite right, and as I lean in to inspect it, I suddenly know why. 

	Placing a fingertip on her eyeball, I pinch the top layer of the orb and pluck. Popping off one green-colored contact lens that matches my own eyes, I reveal this woman’s true eye color. I have to admit that the colored lenses demonstrate a masterclass in psychological warfare.

	Her natural hair and eye color look strangely familiar to me. In fact, now that I’m really examining her, reimagining the features without mine mixed in, I realize I know her. And we’re not friends. In fact, if there was one person I would call my enemy, it’s her. There’s even a restraining order between us. This does not look good for me, my publicly known enemy dead and now covered in my DNA.

	The overhead light stutters before it plunges the room into an inky gloom with only faint moonlight seeping in through the casement window. It’s the breakers acting up again, but I add it to the never-ending list of repairs that I can’t afford right now. In that momentary slip of darkness, the corners of her mouth seem to twitch upward into a smirk. When the lights steady back on, her expression is blank once more, leaving me to wonder if my mind is finally fracturing under the crushing weight of what happened to my father-in-law. 

	I still blame myself for his death. And guilt can be terribly inventive.

	“I am not losing my mind. I am not going crazy,” I announce to the empty room, mostly because I need to hear a living voice reassure me I’m okay.

	Feeling for my phone in my pocket, I consider calling the police, but my cell is somewhere upstairs. Besides, I’m not thinking clearly. If I call the police, I can already envision the dominoes falling. 

	Cops bring questions, questions lead to statements, and statements lead to uncovering the inconsistencies I allowed to get buried beneath fraudulent paperwork and cremation ash. I wouldn’t just lose my license. I’d probably go to jail. Whoever orchestrated this knows how tightly I’m cornered between doing whatever it takes to protect my family and following the law. 

	I lock eyes with my lifeless double. Thinking back to the mysterious letter I received in the mail, at the time it seemed strange but now it appears to be a much more menacing threat. Opening it pulled the first thread on my carefully knitted cover-up, but now it’s about to unravel my life. I don’t know exactly what message someone is trying to send me or how this woman ended up dead, but I have no intention of becoming the next body on this embalming table.

	Whoever placed her here knows my features intimately enough to recreate me down to my beauty mark and hidden scar. If this messenger is that close to me, that means I’m close to them and can figure out who’s targeting me. 

	In the end it doesn’t matter who strikes first. All that matters is who strikes last.

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	Part 1

	Ashley

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	Present Day

	 

	 

	The first thing I do every morning is check whether my mother-in-law has called the police on me again. Luckily she misplaced her phone, freeing me to handle the actual disasters of the day. Then I shut my office door against the sound of her screams from upstairs.

	“I’m sorry, Mrs. Salazar, but we don’t offer lines of credit for funerals.” I sit down at my desk while on the phone trying to explain how businesses work to the widow of my latest client, Julio Salazar. “Your husband’s viewing is today and the final balance is past due. The florist is refusing to deliver the lilies until she’s paid.” 

	It’s a lie, because the flowers have already been delivered and paid for by me, but I can’t let Antonia Salazar know that since she’s been dodging this bill all week. Don’t get me wrong—I’m not heartless to the grief I witness day in and day out. If I could do this for free I would. But Fallon’s Funeral Home has a leaky roof and electrical wiring on the fritz that won’t fix themselves. 

	After Antonia Salazar told me her husband owned and operated an alligator farm, I wasn’t surprised that she wanted a budget-friendly service. But there’s only so much I can discount before it starts costing me money. So I keep my voice measured, staring at a water stain on my office ceiling while her husband Julio rests in a casket down the hall in the reposing room, ready for his debut in five hours.

	“Pero Miss Ashley, you promised you would give us a discount, no?” Antonia complains.

	I note the collective us. It’s one of the hardest habits to break among the widowed—that stubborn, phantom plural, as if her spouse is still hovering around to help balance the checkbook.

	“You did get a discount. I gave you the casket at cost. I only charged for the chapel fee and the embalming, which I paid for out of my own pocket.” I don’t think she realizes that the makeup, body preservation, and time spent working on Julio actually cost me something. 

	“Then why so cara?” Sensing my silent confusion over the phone, she translates for me, “Expensive!”

	I sigh, because I’m torn over taking another financial hit that can send me precariously close to bankruptcy. A grieving widow is the one thing I have a hard time saying no to. It’s a terrible weakness to have as a funeral director. But if we lose one more client to Morrow Mortuary Services, it will be the death of Fallon’s Funeral Home… no pun intended.

	“I am out of money, but Julio deserves a nice farewell,” she pleads. “He was a good husband. Bad with money, sí, but good in bed.” Her tone turns wistful, and my heart breaks even more at her predicament. “Ay, what will we do now?” 

	“While I wish I could do more, I can’t lose money on this funeral, Mrs. Salazar. I’m sure you understand.”

	“Está bien,” she huffs, her breath carrying an edge, “my nephew Hector will not be pleased to hear this. You do realize what our last name is, verdad?”

	The name hadn’t escaped me when I first took the contract and ran an internet search of Julio Salazar. Eight weeks ago I enacted this protocol for all new clients to weed out any potential undercover cops, a habit formed out of necessity ever since my father-in-law’s accident. At least that’s what my mother-in-law prefers to call it. It sounds a lot better than homicide or first-degree murder.

	It turns out I had naively miscalculated the odds of Julio Salazar’s cartel connections. Of all the Salazars in all the world, what were the chances this sweet, grieving woman was related to the architect of the Sinaloa drug syndicate? Apparently one hundred percent. Owning an alligator farm should have tipped me off. 

	“What are you implying, Mrs. Salazar? Is this a threat? Because I’m really trying to do everything I can for you,” I say, genuinely curious and not wanting to escalate things. I have no desire to initiate a turf war over baby’s breath and formaldehyde.

	“Para nada. I’m just pointing out that I don’t have the funds today. Once my nephew finds out I’m short the money, I’m sure he’ll step in. I just need time.”

	I swallow a groan. I’m in the death business, which requires me to navigate the complicated intersection of grief and capitalism. Dealing with brokenhearted families is draining, but dealing with destitute, cartel-adjacent, brokenhearted families requires hostage negotiation skills. I can’t pay the bills with thoughts and prayers, but I can’t pay the bills if I’m dead either.

	“Is there a credit card you could use in the meantime?” I suggest, leaning heavily on my office desk where my morning coffee—I nix morning when I check the time and realize it’s almost noon—make that my lunch coffee has grown tepid.

	“My credit card is maxed out. Mi esposo handled the accounts, and I’ll admit I’m lost without my dear Julio. I can write you check, provided you don’t cash until el viernes.”

	With now four hours and forty-five minutes until the chapel doors open, I surrender. “Fine. Write the check when you arrive and I’ll hold it.”

	It’s better than nothing. Unless it bounces, in which case I’ll add another beautifully embalmed body to my tax liabilities.

	I hang up and leave my lukewarm coffee behind, climbing the back stairs to our living space above Fallon’s Funeral Home. The stairwell is tar-black and narrow, like entering the mouth of a cave. The top abruptly stops at a door that opens into our two-bedroom apartment that my husband and I share with my mother-in-law Edwina. 

	Another hallway leads past Edwina’s makeshift shrine to her deceased husband, then the hall opens up into the kitchen, where my husband Hugh aggressively butters toast. I try not to comment on the charred crumbs he obliviously scatters across the kitchenette table. 

	I pass by Edwina, who stands in the hallway beside the console table that holds a framed photo of the man she loved and murdered. She touches Cillian’s image gently, then lights a candle beside it and whispers an Irish prayer:

	“May your troubles be less,

	and your blessings be more,

	and nothing but happiness

	come through your door.”

	She’s been doing this every morning and every night since he died eight weeks ago. Picking up the picture, she kisses it once, sets it back down, and joins Hugh at the kitchen table, glaring at the crumbs where he’s eating. At least I don’t have to say anything about the mess because I know she will.

	“There is a reason plates were invented, Hugh,” she comments.

	“Yes, Mother,” he replies absently. 

	When it comes to Edwina, the less combative you are, the better.

	Her silver-streaked red curls are pinned into the same twist she’s worn for forty years—a style so lacquered it could survive a nuclear blast. Coral lipstick has bled into the fine lines around her mouth. I can see she’s gotten into my makeup again.

	“Good morning, Edwina,” I speak extra loudly to her since she’s down to only one ear that works. “Good morning, honey,” I greet Hugh with a kiss on his freshly shaved cheek. 

	Pushing his wire-framed glasses up his nose, he grunts back at me with a mouth full of toast while he’s reading a travel magazine. 

	“What are your thoughts on Italy?” he asks me mid-chew. “They’re practically giving real estate away in Sardinia.” 

	Almost daily Hugh proposes another town in another country as a potential retirement plan, but the reality is we’re decades away from building enough savings to fix the leaky roof let alone relocate across the world.

	“If they’re still giving land away in twenty years, I’ll consider learning the language.” I turn to Edwina, unsure what mood she’ll be in now. After her screams I heard earlier, I have a bad feeling. “Can I make you something to eat, Edwina?”

	“No thank you. My son made me lose my appetite.” She turns her head toward him with the slow, mechanical creep of a security camera. “I told him his father would make me breakfast, then Hugh told me I’m losing my mind. Can you believe he’d say that to his own mother?” 

	Oh boy, it’s going to be one of those days where I have to explain to Edwina that her husband died two months ago and is not, in fact, lurking around the house.

	“No, I can’t believe your son would say that.” I shoot Hugh a death glare because he knows better. 

	The doctor gave us plenty of tools to navigate conversations when Edwina’s dementia gets bad, and my husband refuses to put them to practice. 

	“What?” Hugh mumbles with his mouth still full, then sips his coffee to wash it down. “It’s the truth. Dad is gone and Mother’s losing her mind.”

	I’ll admit, my husband is honest to a fault. He’s always been a terrible liar. It used to be one of my favorite things about him. But for once I wish he could take the helm of this discussion allowing a little white lie to keep his mother happy so that I can start prepping for the Salazar funeral instead of diffusing the bombs he keeps setting off. 

	“That’s rich, coming from the man who believes in zombies.” I tap on his magazine, certain he’s researching new escape routes for his make-believe zombie apocalypse. 

	“Hey, when a real-life undead takeover happens—and mark my words, it will—you’ll be glad I’m prepared,” he counters. 

	“Speaking of the undead, where is Cillian?” Edwina looks around the kitchen, her voice vibrating with urgency and peppermint tea, the two metrics I use to gauge how the day will unfold. If she begins frantically looking for her misplaced mug, we’re in trouble. “He’s got to be around here somewhere.”

	It’s been almost a year since Edwina’s reality started becoming a daily lottery: Will she be lucid today, or will her mind wander back in time? Will she recognize me as her daughter-in-law, or will she call the police reporting me as a stranger who has broken in? 

	We’ve learned from the many doctors she’s seen that we should keep all explanations as simple as possible and relative to her understanding of life in the moment. So if her brain thinks her husband is still around here somewhere, then we are to gently guide her through that. It results in fewer questions and outbursts, but to Hugh it feels deceitful. 

	“Mother, like I told you, Dad’s not here,” Hugh says vaguely, just like the doctors advised him to say. Then he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

	“I could have sworn I saw him,” Edwina states matter-of-factly, “in the crematorium.”

	I shudder at the thought, but Hugh rolls his eyes, immunized to her responses.

	“That’s not possible because that room’s been shut down and locked for months,” Hugh reminds her.

	Except Hugh doesn’t know that the crematory, which has been defunct due to a crack in the chamber that nearly caused a fire, was in fact turned back on and used eight weeks ago. It’s a miracle those of us in the room survived the heat that leaked through that crack. Well, all but one of us survived.

	“Speaking of which,” Hugh adds, “I’ve got someone coming out to look at the cremation chamber this week. It’s about time we got that thing up and running so we can start offering cremations again. Morrow Mortuary Services is killing our bottom line. We’ve got to get back in the game.”

	“I know,” I say, though having anyone inspect the incinerator is the absolute last thing I can let happen. One thorough look could result in uncovering evidence, which could drag in the police, which could mean jail time. I am absolutely not going to let that inspection happen. “But for now fixing it isn’t in the budget. We’ve got to work with what we have.”

	Turning to the coffee maker, I’m reaching for a fresh cup when I notice the carafe is empty but the warmer is still on. Sniffing, this explains why the kitchen smells of burned coffee mixed with burned toast and the synthetic linen air freshener Hugh buys by the case to make our home smell “less funereal.” My husband’s objective in life is to pretend we don’t live in a funeral home, so he paints over it with Grace Bay blue and masks it with artificial linen fragrance. He thinks death is something you can paint over and spray away.

	Sometimes I can’t blame him for hating this place. Growing up around dead people in a funeral home must have been traumatic for him as a child. And this building’s history is as bleak as its hallways. 

	The secrets just keep piling up, and every day I feel the walls closing in on me more and more. I glance at Edwina, and she winks at me. I don’t know how to interpret that, but I sense something dreadful coming soon, the moment when everything that happened will finally take me under.

	  

	
 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	 

	Situated at the corner of Doll’s Eye Way and Hemlock Drive a stone’s throw from the town of Doomwood Falls, the building looks as morbid as the street it sits on. Doll’s eye plants, infamous for their toxic white berries with black stigma scars that resemble porcelain doll eyes, spread along the base of the house no matter how much weedkiller I throw at them. The house shares an equally determined will to survive as those plants. Since the home’s construction in the 1830s, the house has survived two housefires, four hurricanes, and the Doomwood Falls Flood of ‘89. 

	Constructed of steel-colored stone overgrown with ivy and coated in mildew, the building is three stories tall plus a basement. The entire property is encased in a drab rock wall that matches the exterior. A parking lot leads to one side of the house, with a large garden and front yard surrounding the rest of the house. 

	What we call home is a morbid layer cake. The third-story attic remains untouched to this day, so I have no idea what’s up there and no inclination to find out. In the basement is the preparation room where usually a body lies on a stainless-steel table awaiting my aspirators and trocar to start the embalming process. As business has been slow lately, it’s currently empty. 

	Across from the preparation room is the nonoperational crematorium where my mother-in-law suspects her deceased husband Cillian is playing hide-and-seek. That room has been off limits since the oven cracked, which has severely cut into our profit margins. At some point I’ll need to open business back up for cremations, but it still feels too soon. At the end of the basement hallway is the outdoor entrance for bringing in the bodies. 

	Up the stairs on the first floor is the chapel, where Julio Salazar’s cartel cousins will celebrate his life in a beautiful room with a stained-glass window that gives the space a spiritual glow. A reposing room connects to it, where Julio’s coffin is currently placed until the funeral begins. 

	Down the hall from the chapel is a Victorian-themed parlor where after-funeral receptions are held. This is also where I meet with new clients to arrange all the funeral details. Across from it is the casket display room where Hugh walks weeping families through our coffin selections. That, along with taking supply inventory and basic accounting, are the only jobs Hugh willingly contributes to in our family’s funeral home business. My office sits near the foyer that leads to the massive solid oak front door. 

	Here on the second floor are our living quarters with a two-bedroom apartment including a kitchen, living room, and shared bathroom. As newlyweds, when Hugh offered us the chance to live with his parents in exchange for free room and board, I dutifully accepted. We were broke, and my dreams of becoming a surgeon were costing us every dime. As life would have it, I ended up dropping out of medical school and working for Hugh’s dad putting my surgery skills to use on dead people instead.

	And that is my life in a nutshell.

	“On second thought, Ashley,” Edwina turns around to face me, “I will take you up on that offer for food. I don’t think Cillian’s coming today.”

	“And babe, can you make me another cup of coffee before I head out?” Hugh adds, even though I have yet to successfully drink a single hot mug of coffee myself. 

	“I really need to get started on the chapel,” I say. “Can you cook something for your mother, Hugh?”

	“No, I don’t want to be a bother.” Edwina flits her hand at me. “I can make myself some eggs…” 

	She suggests the absolute last thing I want her doing right now—playing with fire. Last week she tried cooking a dishrag on the stove. Thank God I had a fire extinguisher on hand. 

	Closing my eyes, I roll my neck and listen to each cracking joint. It’s a coping mechanism I developed to stop myself from retreating into the basement walk-in cooler to cry on the shoulders of the stiffs. 

	“Hugh, you can handle making your mom some eggs.”

	Edwina pats her son’s hand tenderly. “And I’ll tell Cillian to brew the coffee.”

	With a loud groan, Hugh tears up out of his chair and smacks his palms on the kitchen table. “I can’t take it anymore! Dad’s been dead for two months, Mother. I’m tired of talking in circles about this!”

	I stab him with another lethal look. The neurologists warned us that confronting Edwina with harsh realities only made her mental bruises bloom darker.

	Then Edwina’s eyes snap to him, sharp and glassy. “Don’t patronize me, child. I am not crazy.”

	“We’ll let Doomwood Falls Psychiatric Ward determine that,” he mumbles. 

	“What did you just say?” Edwina stares at Hugh, then her gaze slides over to me.

	“Nothing, Edwina,” I assure her. “Hugh’s talking nonsense.”

	Hugh pushes back from the table, his tie hanging loose around the collar of a fitted button-down shirt that looks snug on him. After years of too much Irish stew and apple cake, he has his father’s bulging belly and his mother’s stubborn jaw, carrying both like heirlooms he never wanted to inherit. 

	Wearing a blend of impatience and exhaustion in his expression, I can’t figure out if it’s love or hate shorting his nerves today. We’re at that point in the tenure of our marriage where it vacillates frequently between the two. 

	Although we started off crazy in love, living with his parents brought out a dark side in us both. Then our decision not to have children, which caused frequent debates among the family, only seemed to escalate it. Now we’re stuck somewhere in the in-between.  

	“I just can’t deal with her today,” he pleads, beseeching me. “I’ve got to run some errands in town.” 

	“Always leaving at the first sign of conflict,” Edwina gripes. “You’re just like your father.”

	His father’s tweed coat hangs from the rack near the door that leads downstairs to the apartment’s private entrance. Hugh shrugs it on, the only sign of sentimentality I’ve seen from him since his father’s disappearance. As far as Hugh knows, his father took off for a new life with a new woman. He has no clue his father’s ashes are scattered across the yard. 

	Bundled up to brave the cold, he pivots toward his mother.  “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just compare me to Dad. Then I’m going to run my errands so we don’t lose the business—and your home, Mother.”

	I don’t know what errands Hugh could possibly be running that bring in any income, but I don’t have the time or energy to ask right now. 

	Edwina swats at the air between them. “And you wonder why your father picked Ashley over you to run this place…”

	It is the great, unspoken irony of the Fallon family: Hugh’s dad preferred me over his own son. So much so that it wasn’t a shock when he added my name to the business years ago. Naturally, I took over as the sole owner of the funeral parlor after he was gone. Despite my protests, I am now stuck with a funeral home I never wanted and became the child Cillian and Edwina had always wanted—shrewd with a ledger, immune to sentimentality, and a savant with corpse wax. 

	Hugh catches my eye over Edwina’s head, and I wish he would stay but he’s itching to go. The silent surrender passes between us like a white flag as he turns to leave. Once again, I lose.

	“I’ll be back soon,” he promises. “And hopefully with some good news.” Then the apartment door slams shut behind him.

	I move to the sink and flick on the tea kettle. Behind me, Edwina’s muttering resumes, her words tangling into a soft, paranoid storm. Depending on the day, Cillian is hiding from creditors. Or the IRS. Or her. Once, she cornered a grieving widow in the foyer to announce that Cillian faked his death for an insurance payout. If he possessed that level of ambition, we wouldn’t be living above a mortuary in Doomwood Falls, a town small enough that everyone knows who died before the obituary hits the newsstand.

	No matter how much I want to, I can’t leave. Fallon’s Funeral Home has belonged to the Fallon family for four generations: Cillian’s grandfather, his father, Cillian, and now Hugh. The sign out front still boasts its original gold leaf, chipped and dignified, the way old things are when they outlive the people who first admired them. I married into death. It sounds gothic, but mostly it involves filing death certificates and eating sympathetic casseroles left over in the parlor after every funeral.

	“I think my son hates me,” Edwina’s voice cuts through the hum of the kettle.

	I glance at her. “Why would he hate you?”

	“Because of what I did.”

	But Hugh doesn’t know what his mother did.

	The room goes terribly still, until the kettle shrieks against the silence. I turn the burner off and the kitchen feels claustrophobic, as if the walls are eavesdropping on a confession that never quite materializes. Edwina stares straight ahead, her gaze lost in some rotting corridor of her memory where the lights are flickering out.

	“What exactly do you think you did, Edwina?” I tread lightly. I want to know if she remembers it like I do.

	She blinks, the manic clarity dissolving from her eyes. “I… I don’t remember anymore,” she murmurs, tracing my face with her gaze. “But it was something bad.”

	I tenderly guide her upward by the elbow, steadying the woman who once held her whole family together. A familiar, ugly cocktail spreads in my chest: obligation, resentment, but most of all regret.

	Once I situate Edwina in the living room with eggs and tea, I wipe up Hugh’s toast crumbs, slip on my coat, and head downstairs. The mailbox sits at the end of the driveway, past a sign directing mourners to the front entrance. The February air is vicious, stinging my face as I cross the pavement. The funeral home looms over me, a fortress of dark gray reflecting a sky the color of a dirty nickel.

	I yank open the metal hatch of the mailbox and sift through the daily haul with my usual apathy. Utility bill. Floral invoice. A mortuary supplier catalogue. I keep flipping until my fingers halt on a strange piece of mail.

	The envelope is thick, cream-colored cardstock. The kind of expensive stationery people only use out of formality. But it’s mysteriously blank. No return address. No stamp. Clearly it was hand-delivered.

	A movement snaps my gaze up to the apartment windows. The heavy velvet curtains in the living room twitch. Edwina’s silhouette paces back and forth behind the glass, agitated, waiting for a dead husband who will never return. For a fraction of a second, the coward in me wants to shove the envelope back into the dark metal box and let it be someone else’s haunting. But curiosity is a fatal flaw in a mortician.

	Tucking the envelope inside the stack of mail, I briskly carry it back to the house when the chirp of a police siren stops me on the second porch step. When I turn around, I spot the balding head and thick square glasses of Officer Nikos Petrakis, and I don’t like the expression on his face. 

	“Mrs. Fallon!” he yells, hustling awkwardly around the front bumper of his squad car. “I need
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