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For Fran, Olivia, & Cindy


Some losses cut deep, but in the end, I am grateful for the permanence of the scars.
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Content  Warning


This novel contains profanity, discussions of grief, death, and suicidal ideation. It also contains sexually graphic descriptions and taboo subjects including kink, toys, control, bondage, and BDSM.
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Layla


“Just wait. My lawyer is going to eviscerate you and whichever Collins whose dick you’re sucking to make them take on your case for cheap. Spend as much money fighting me as you want. It’s not gonna matter. Danny is staying with me.” 
Alan’s voice seethes through my dashboard via Bluetooth, a molasses-thick poison oozing into my cochlea through my lymph system, detonating into every extremity. 
Another dark bend in the unfamiliar road rushes at me hard, fast. The tires of my sedan squeal as I whip right to stay on the asphalt, hugging the striated rock wall. Hitting that would be better than going off the sheer edge on the other side into the frigid woods below. 
“Look at the fucking facts, Layla. He’s in a fucking magnet school now, getting the best grades of his life. He’s in sports. He already has friends. And he’s financially taken care of in a two-parent household.”
“He was in a two-parent household!” I snarl. “Until you walked out!”
Alan doesn’t dignify that with a response. He wouldn’t dare admit fault aloud like that. “Point is, Layla, he loves it here. There ain’t a court in the land that’s gonna make us share custody after they find out what a hot-fuckin’-mess you are.” 
I bite my lip, gnawing so hard that I can taste the metallic tinge of my own blood. “Alan, how the hell do you expect me to watch you and your little side-piece raise him from afar?”
He laughs. “Side-piece? No darlin’. She’s an entree now. Or did you forget that she’s got a ring on her finger? I know sometimes the booze makes your memory fuzzy.”
“Alan, why would you say that?”
“You’re a drunk. Remember when you were late to Dan’s birthday because you were sleepin’ one off?”
“I wasn’t sleeping one off! I told you, I was taking a fucking test. I have to stay up on my certifications to keep my damn job.”
“It’s always an excuse. I’m tired of hearing it. But no one’s more tired of it than Danny.” He sighs. “Save us all the money and energy, and don’t fight me on this.”
“I’m not backing down, Alan. Fucking me over in our marriage is one thing. That, I can handle…”
“Apparently not,” he says with a hearty laugh.
I growl into the night air, my breath visible inside the car because the heater hasn’t worked for about a year.
“That’s right. Yell. Scream. Throw a useless tantrum. Whatever makes you feel better.” He sounds so callous when he says it.
“I am not rolling over about Danny without a fight! You’ll get sole custody over my dead body, which I’m sure you’d prefer right now.”
“What? You being gone for good?”
“Yes!”
“Yeah, I wouldn’t mind it if I’m being honest. You’d kinda be doing us all a favor, Danny included.”
The comment sends me into a dazed state of shock, cut too deep to react. This from a man who promised a decade-and-a-half ago to love, honor, and cherish me until my dying day. 
What a fucking fool I am to ever believe the sack of shit meant it.
“I think we’re done here, Layla. Next time, whine to your lawyer, not me. I don’t give a shit about what you want anymore.”
“Pfft. Like you ever fucking did.”
“Aww, sounds like someone’s still jealous.”
“I’d rather drink drain cleaner than ever be with you again. You were a terrible husband and, frankly, a lousy fucking lay.”
The second I say it, I realize it’s stupid, this wounding him in retaliation. His pride is delicate. No one knows that better than I do. A verbal assault like this will be construed as an act of war.
He groans. “Layla, do the world a fucking favor. Go crawl into the bottom of a bottle somewhere and fucking die.”
The connection cuts out abruptly. I bite again. My front teeth pierce flesh with a pain that is far preferable to that of Alan’s request. 
The path before my bumper reveals itself in the darkness a foot at a time around the mountainous wall, one whose jutting ledges are capped in the dirty-white remains of last week’s snowfall. 
I’m in the center of the road, straddling the solid yellow line, trying to lessen the severity of the turns, hoping no one else is on these back roads, too. With another twenty-five minutes until I’m home, I stare out at the icy curves, searching for the slightest sign of headlights around each blind corner so I don’t end up in a head-on collision.
As miles pass and my bald tires chew through icy fingers creeping away from the rock wall, Alan’s callous words echo in my brain. The threat of my only child becoming a stranger to me suddenly feels more real than ever before. As an engineer, Alan has the money to afford phenomenal lawyers. Deep down, with everything he’s got on his side, I’m almost certainly fucked.
Do the world a fucking favor. Go crawl into the bottom of a bottle somewhere and fucking die…
I wish it was that easy. 
For Danny’s sake. 
For Alan’s. 
Hell, even for my own. 
If I died, my problems would be over. No more selling everything I own to pay Bart Collins. No more waiting by the phone for Danny to call. No more birthdays, Mother’s Days, and Thanksgivings alone. No more tears. Heartache. Hangovers. No more faked smiles at office Christmas parties, watching lawyers flaunt their money. No more waiting for people to die, just to keep a meager amount of food in my fridge.
It could all just… be over. 
Once and for all.
My burial costs, the font on my headstone, and filling my shoes at the firm would all be someone else’s problem.
I am so fucked my body can’t even feel anything beyond despair. Tonight happens to be my anniversary. Not to the night Alan and I said ‘I do’ ten years ago, a night where I wore a lace floor-length veil and an ivory satin gown with a cumbersome train, a night I hugged some sixty strangers that Alan insisted on inviting. 
No. Tonight is the anniversary of the death of our union. Two years ago today, our divorce was finalized. It would only be another week after the judge banged that gavel that Alan would announce his new engagement to Kayla, his Rubenesque co-worker and the woman my son promptly started calling ‘Mom.’
My sedan hugs another tight turn of the New Hampshire road, weaving past the faded yellow stripe of paint, tires chewing the raised bumps on the edge with a loud, low warning growl.
The thought of permanently losing Danny to Alan somehow makes every muscle in my body ache. It sucks the air from my lungs and wrenches my stomach, the stomach riddled with stretch marks and a C-section scar that incubated him for three-quarters of a year. 
With Danny gone, part of myself is missing. His absence left a void I can’t seem to fill, one that seems to only be soothed by distilled spirits whose bitter aftertaste lingers on my tongue. 
Yes, I drank tonight. 
I understood everything I’d lose if anyone on Alan’s legal team found pictures of me downing eggnog in the background of someone’s online selfie. But the thought of being erased from my son’s life was too much to bear. I’m fucking human. The burn of alcohol warming my throat was the only comfort in a room full of ugly sweaters, fuzzy Santa hats, jovial laughter, and plastic mistletoe.
As anger and disgust pulse through my veins, I ease down on the accelerator until I’m careening around the next blind curve. I just want to get home, soak in a hot bath with a bottle of Stoli, and let Calgon take me away.
I don’t see the fawn until it’s basking in my headlights, frozen, a mere fifteen feet from my high beams. Out of sheer reflex, I spin the wheel to miss it and instantly realize that I’ve jerked too hard. My left front tire bypasses the raised bumps and speeds right off the cliff’s edge. I try to over-correct back toward the rocky wall, but my rear left tire slips off next, and my right tires lose their grip on the road. 
My car thrusts off the edge, slipping off the perilous cliff’s face. I snap through saplings and bushes like a hot knife through butter. In a disorienting flash, I am off the edge, powerless in the unforgiving clutches of gravity, no longer supported by the hard road and snow beneath my tires. My stomach lurches at the weightlessness, muscles clenched, bracing for a cataclysmic impact with the forest floor that will be my end. The sedan is in free-fall, tires revolving through the frosty air, a metal comet hurtling toward the leaf-covered ground far, far below. 
I don’t even have time to scream. 
And then I see the tree. Massive and stately, its sprawling arms welcome me home like a loving mother. I’m nose-diving straight toward it, too shocked to scream, too dizzied to move. Limbs assault the chassis as it careens, graceful, like a bird through the winter air.
The violent sound of the smash echoes into oblivion. In a harrowing final moment, there is bark everywhere. Scraping. Tearing. Swatting. 
The tree pierces through metal and glass like the vehicle is a mere ghost. There is a crunch and judder as the car accordions. Loose items smash with violence against the dash, the windshield shattering. The blur of the steering wheel coming at me is the last thing I see before I blink out.
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Orion


The obnoxious sound of my cell ringing rips me from a relaxing dream in which my head was in Sydney Sweeney’s lap. Her hands stroked my ginger hair lovingly, something I’ve not felt since I was a kid. My mom used to do it until I fell asleep. 
The third ring is met by my guttural groan. I claw blindly through the darkness to answer it.
Andromeda’s name is splashed across the painfully bright screen. I roll my eyes. If my sister needs to borrow money, can’t she at least have the decency to beg during business hours?
I get a mental image, a flash of her in jail, fake Gold Star nails clenched around grimy iron bars, in for something she didn’t realize was even illegal. 
She’s blissfully ignorant, naive, and spoiled. Her mother turned her and Leo into privileged little monsters before I ever came into the picture.
I hit the green circle to answer and grimace. “Jesus, Andromeda, somebody had better be dead.”
There is a long pause. A pause so long I feel my pulse quicken. It isn’t until I hear the pained hitch of her breath, the squelched cry that escapes her throat, that true panic oozes in.
“It’s… dad,” she finally manages through the wails. I can hear the wetness of her mouth, the long, damp drag of her nostrils struggling to take in enough air, the judder of her tone. 
Andromeda’s on far too much Xanax to emote like this. And, unlike Leo, she’s never been partial to pranks. 
I rise from the clutches of my Egyptian cotton sheets and remind myself to stay calm.
“What about dad?” My heart thuds hard against my ribs. “What’s wrong?”
“He’s… gone, Orion.”
“What do you mean? Where would he go? It’s,” I look at my watch, “two-forty in the morning. Did you check the observatory?”
“No, Orion!” she cries loudly. “He’s not missing. He’s… gone.”
“I don’t understand.”
That’s a lie. 
I do. 
But I need to hear the words, or else I won’t believe it. I… can’t.
“Orion… he’s not fucking breathing!”
Andromeda explodes into a chilling wail of pain. 
I am too stunned to say one damned word. I am filled with panic and denial, with rage and horror. My father, my best friend in the world, my closest confidante…
No goodbye. 
No last words.
He’s just… gone.
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Orion


The second The Birdie has touched down, I am scrambling out the door, jogging around the side yard, and skidding along the icy edge of the long, curved drive, seemingly hitting every patch of black ice lying in wait at the edge of the brick. In my haste to leave, I didn’t think to wear shoes with tread or even a heavy coat. 
Twirling beacons of red and blue revolve atop Deputy Glenn’s squad car near the steps. I recognize it immediately, not from the number emblazoned on the fender near the New Hampshire state seal but from the silhouette of the stuffed piglet dangling from his rearview mirror.
The deputy’s eyes meet mine with a sorrowful, apologetic look. Beside him, Andromeda is wrapped in another officer’s arms, rail-thin body shuddering with every sob, muffled by the man’s department-issued windbreaker. 
I slow as I approach as if making it all the way to them will somehow make the news of this all suddenly true.
“Orion,” Glenn says before his eyes cast down to one of the evergreen holly bushes flanking the snow-dusted steps. 
He doesn’t say anything else. Just my name in the form of a condolence.
“Can I… see him?” I finally manage to get words out, still standing on the lower ground level, feeling like a frightened little boy again despite being six-foot-two. 
Glenn looks like he is going to deny me the morbid right to seal Dad’s fate, to add some finality to Andromeda’s declarations. 
“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” he finally murmurs.
“I need to see him, Glenn.” I say it as if it is a favor. It is. I need to see him for this to be real.
Glenn thinks for a moment and then yanks his head sideways toward the foyer of Dad’s sprawling manor. “C’mon.”
I follow up the steps and inside, where air from the frigid winter wasteland outdoors melds with the warmth of my childhood home, one full of memories.
And I’m about to add one more to that pile. 
We pad beneath one of the home’s more modest chandeliers up the sweeping staircase toward the second floor, leaving snowy shoe prints along the ancient runner. I follow Glenn down the hall, my gut-wrenching, cinching itself into a tight bowline knot. 
“You’re sure you need to go in there?” Glenn asks, trying to talk me out of it.
I nod and swallow painfully.
Glenn pushes Dad’s bedroom door inward, staying next to the jamb like a sentry, reluctantly granting me access. I’ve so rarely been allowed in this room that it almost feels foreign to me. 
I take a few steps in, shoes squishing into the plush scarlet carpet that adorns so many of the rooms in this house. Dad’s favorite color. Inside, half of the window dressings have been yanked off the bronze curtain rod. It lays askew, cocked diagonally like a brown line graph of the Dow Jones stocks slowly plummeting. The curtains, heavy and ornate, lay rumpled in a gold-and-sangria-colored wad near Dad’s outstretched hand. 
A white blanket is down, the shape of a body beneath. Still.
“Last chance to change your mind,” Glenn warns quietly. 
I nod, and he pulls the sheet back reverently.
I kneel, trying to contain my tears, my rage, my panic. Trying to remind myself to keep breathing.
It’s him.
I recognize the hard angles of his wide-set jaw, that shock of silver hair atop his head that resembles Leslie Nielsen’s more than mine or Leo’s. His eyes are lifeless and open, deep-set in their sockets. His thin lips are twisted into a grimace. He looks like a statue, his features frozen for eternity like this.
I nod, trying to see Glenn through the blur of tears that his stocky figure is now muddled by.
“I’m sorry, Orion.” He means it. He and Dad have been friends for decades.
I wish I hadn’t seen my father like this. I wish I could erase this final image for good, wipe it from the very recesses of my brain with a scrub brush and bleach. Among all of the memories I have of Alexander Stone, this one will forever bob in the water among them, this rotten razor-blade-filled apple in a bucket of sweet Jonagolds.
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Layla


Gary Collins looks tense. His brother, Ed, looks disappointed, as if he’s just found out his wallet has been robbed of all the cash in it. 
“Alan’s attorneys are going to have a fucking field day with this.” Ed’s eyes finally meet mine. 
Gary pipes up. “She’s lucky she didn’t freeze to death out there. We’re about to have another Nor’easter. She could’ve been dumped under a foot of snow.”
“I know,” I murmur quietly through my busted lip, feeling the sound of my own voice rattle behind my bruised ribs. Pain flashes through me in the shape of a seatbelt as I try to adjust myself in the hospital bed.
“They found you in a tree,” Gary exclaims. “Like a fucking baby bird.”
“I know.” I’m starting to get perturbed now at all the anger he’s laying on me. 
I’m still feeling disappointed for even waking up at all. I shouldn’t have survived the crash. If I hadn’t, all of my troubles would have been over. My son wouldn’t feel pulled in two directions. Alan could save all the money his attorneys are draining from him in an effort to ruin my life. And two-thirds of the lawyers at the firm I work for wouldn’t be lecturing me in my hospital room.
“How many drinks did you have at the Christmas party, Layla?” Gary whips his hand up. “No, fuck it. Forget I asked. I don’t want to know. If I end up having to represent you in this…”
“I didn’t breathalyze. They tried to check my BAC in the ambulance, but I refused.”
Ed breathes a sigh of relief. “Well, that’s something, I guess.”
Gary starts in on me again. “Yeah, we can fight a DUI if you get charged, but if we lose, they’re going to take your license. And I don’t mean your driver’s license.”
“I know.”
He means my assessor’s license, the credentials I need for the career I’ve worked my ass off for.
I take my lashings. They’re just, overdue because I’m one massive fuck-up after another for the last two years. Still, it doesn’t take the sting out of hearing them. It doesn’t salve the pain.
“This’ll be fine,” Ed says, ever the optimist. “You didn’t blow. They can’t prove shit. The roads were slick. They found you off a tight curve. You hit a patch of black ice. End of story. Happens all the time.”
“Yes,” Gary agrees, lightening up. “Plus, your car was that ancient old beater, so we don’t have to worry about them pulling any camera footage from it. So that’s a positive.”
“There was a deer,” I mutter, every syllable exhaustive. “A baby one. Stepped out onto the road. I swerved.”
“Okay,” Gary strides toward me, his long legs closing the gap from the hallway to the bed in two aggressive steps. “That’s good. That’s very good. Did you hit it? Would there be any evidence? Blood, hair?”
“No, I don’t think I hit it. I think… I swerved in time.”
“Okay,” he wags a finger at Ed and chews his lip. “This is good.”
“No,” I say, my head pounding, “they revoked my license because I refused to blow.”
“Oh fuck, that’s right. A hundred-and-eighty days. Fuck.” He smacks himself in the taut forehead, one I know he gets injected with Botox on his lunch breaks a couple times a year.
“I’m sure the car is totaled, but now I can’t even drive a rental.” I grimace as I palpate the bruises on my forearm that look like I was trying to shield my face from the steering wheel.
“It’s fine.” Ed shakes his head. “I’ll see what I can do about getting you set up with Uber rides or something or paying Chris to scoop you up on his way in so you can carpool. We’ll get this handled, one way or another.”
After a long silence, I have to ask Ed the question lingering in the air. “Are you going to fire me?”
Ed shakes his head, and I feel relief. “No.”
Gary interjects again. “You gotta promise us that until we find out for sure that you’re not going to be charged with a DUI, you’re not gonna touch another goddamned drop of that shit.”
I nod, but he doesn’t believe me. I don’t blame him. I am not even convincing myself at this point. Acting was never my strong suit.
“I mean it, Layla.”
“Okay!” I put my hands up in the air, eyes suddenly glimpsing the IV in the back of one of them. “I won’t drink.”
As if it were that easy.
As if it were some declaration I could simply make, some firm action I could will into existence if I only believed it enough.
But it doesn’t work like that. 
The effortless ability to turn my brain off to the reality of the mess my life has become with a couple of drinks is insidious, beckoning me, bending my will like a reed with its magnetic pull.
If it were that fucking easy, I’d have quit right after I started. Right after the divorce. I wouldn’t have dug myself deeper into a world of hurt. I wouldn’t have given Alan the fucking custody ammo. 
I press my throbbing head back into the cheap hospital pillow, feeling the ache in my neck, my shoulders, the sting of the glass cuts on the side of my throat and cheek.
Why did I wake up? 
My life was ruined before. Now, I have a possible charge and revoked license to add to the pile? Is this some kind of sick joke? I feel like I’m tied to a slab with a sharpened pendulum lowering toward me, swinging so close that I can feel it tickle the fine hairs on my throat.
Waking up when the paramedics pulled my limp body out of a tree like a rescued kitten felt like a cosmic fucking slap in my face. 
The pain could’ve been over.
This mess I’ve made of my life could have been straightened out… forever.
But instead, I had to open my fucking eyes.
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Leo


My father’s skin looked pallid and waxy as two old men wrapped him in the Tachrichim and doused him with water for the Tahara. 
Let’s call this supposed time-honored tradition what it is: a bizarre Jewish ritual where people dribbled pots of water over his fabric-swaddled corpse. It’s weird. They did it to Mom, too. 
I didn’t understand it then, and I sure as hell don’t now.
Rabbi Rosenberg says a prayer, but it just sounds like phlegm-ridden gibberish through all the ketamine right now. 
It all happened so fast. Andromeda found him dead last night, and they’re already putting his un-embalmed ass in the ground some twelve hours later. 
The irony? He had enough money to purchase a small Midwestern city outright with no bank loan, and yet, they stuck him inside a plain, cheap pine box that looks like some kids whipped it up in shop class in an hour. 
In front of the Torah Ark, the Rabbi stands atop the bimah and addresses all of us in the curved pews around it, filled mostly with my late father’s friends. Men on the left, women on the right.
The Rabbi speaks for a bit in Hebrew and then, unfortunately, repeats the entire El Maleh Rahamim in English:
“Oh, God, who is full of mercy,” he says, “and dwells on high, provide a true rest on the wings of the Divine Presence among the holy and pure ones who shine as brightly as the brilliance of the sky to the soul of Alexander Stone, son of Ezra Stone, who has gone on to his eternity. The Garden of Eden shall be his resting place. We beseech the Merciful One to shade him forever with divine wings and to bind his soul up in the bonds of life. The Lord is his heritage, and he shall rest peacefully on his bed. And let us say, Amen.”
I itch the kippah on my head, the one mashing down last week’s two-hundred-dollar haircut. I shift against the wood, wondering what we would have done if Pops had kicked the bucket on a Friday night since, according to Jewish law, he can’t be buried on Shabbat. 
So many rules. So many traditions. 
And yet… we all are reduced to a pile of goddamned bones in the end.
It’s Andromeda’s turn at the podium. She delivers a dramatic eulogy that her dumb-ass television producer friends would be proud of. Even as I listen to her drone on about what a mensch our father was, bringing up all of his philanthropic mitzvahs like she’s giving potential investors some kind of strange PowerPoint presentation, I feel strangely disconnected from it all.
Instead, I think about what I want for my own funeral one day. I don’t want this kind of humble dreck. I want fanfare. An extravagant event. An elegant spectacle. I want excess and bloat. I want perfectly good timber, shellacked to hell, with accents of chrome, lined with yards of premium ruched satin. I want to be buried in a fucking suit that costs more than some poor schmuck’s community college tuition. 
I find my lips turning down at the sight of Orion in the pew to the left of me, futzing with the synagogue-provided basic-bitch yarmulke pinned in his ugly-ass orange hair. Fucker looks like a burger-slinging clown. 
This service… death. It’s all such a waste. A waste of everyone’s time. A waste of wood. A waste of tears and sentiment. Life fucking goes on for the rest of us. Half of these people haven’t even talked to my father since his last heart attack, the small one. I don’t understand why we couldn’t just cremate his ass, dump him in the water at Rye Beach, and be done with it all. 
Andromeda wraps up her eulogy, blubbering and barking her last few words like some kind of communicative seal. I sigh and stretch, glancing around as she sits her narrow ass down across the aisle. 
The Rabbi says something in Hebrew that releases us all from this stuffy stained-glass hell with marching orders to follow each other to the Temple Israel Cemetery. I rise and crack my neck, thinking about what my father’s house will fetch on the market. This all couldn’t have happened at a better time, financially. Plus, the three-way split of the six million dollar house plus all the shit he’s got in it might just be enough to get me out of fucking debt once and for all.
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“I thought it was a nice service,” Andromeda mutters, shoulders raised like skin earmuffs as she adjusts on her low stool in the den. “Didn’t you think so?” 
I fluff out a black sheet from the linen closet and fold it neatly in half so that it’s more manageable. 
“The turnout was fucking terrible,” Leo finally mutters, more of a petulant growl than anything. 
With all of the philanthropic work Dad has done over the last few decades, Leo and I agree on something for once. I sure as hell would never utter that aloud, though. He’s narcissistic enough without any additional fuel.
“Yeah, well, it was also very last minute. This time yesterday, Dad was alive, probably playing chess with Wanda,” Andromeda says with a sniffle.
I catch a glimpse of my tired, red-ringed eyes in the mirror before I cover it with the jet-black fabric. “That’s the last one down here. I’ll do all the ones in your rooms and bathrooms on the second story next.”
“Thanks,” Andromeda says, wiping tears from the corners of her hickory-colored eyes. “You can probably leave the third floor alone. Doubt Leo and I will be going up there.”
Leo doesn’t look at me. His suit-clad elbows are on his thighs, head dangling, gaze affixed to the maroon-and-gold Oriental rug on the floor. 
A loud, insistent knock at the front door startles us all.
“I got it,” I say. For the next week or so, I’m my siblings’ butler, cook, and personal assistant while they take part in this seemingly archaic grieving process. I am suddenly elated that I was given the choice to choose my mother’s religion as a young boy instead of the alternative. 
I pry open the heavy front door. Light dapples the wall behind it, diffused by a colorful window of stained glass.
On the front stoop, “Aunt” Kay greets me with a sad smile.
“Kay, so good to see you,” I say, whisking her inside the foyer. She peers up at the dark walls and glittering chandelier as she shoves a casserole dish into my hands. I can smell the cottage cheese and sour cream of the traditional Ashkenazi dish through the loose foil top.
“I brought kugel,“ she says to the ceiling in her raspy voice, ignoring my greeting, treating me as if I’m staff. She’s had an issue with me for as long as I can remember, most likely because I don’t subscribe to her family’s religion. 
Kay drifts into the living room like an old butterfly, spine curved like a shepherd’s hook. She wraps her arms around Andromeda and squeezes her tear-streaked face against the breast of her black turtleneck. 
“It’s so good to see you, Bubbe.” 
Kay is Andromeda and Leo’s aunt on their mother’s side, their oldest living female relative, hence the moniker. 
“It’s good to see you, too. So sorry it’s under these circumstances.” Kay pulls away and wipes both wrinkled eyes with the pads of her prune-ish ring fingers. “How are the babies? Are they here?”
“No, they’re back in Wooster with Dale,” Andromeda says. “One of the nannies will FaceTime me in a bit with a progress report, but they’re in good hands.”
“Nannies? As in plural?” Aunt Kay looks like she just caught a whiff of body odor.
“Yes, we have three now. One for the cleaning, one for the cooking, and then one who does their hair and picks out their outfits and stuff.” 
Andromeda shrugs like it’s no big deal to have three women raising her children, as though every modern mother has an entire fleet at their beck and call. I suspect that it’s because their mother, Bambi, was aloof and uninvolved, often shirking parental duties. I, of course, only know this from the stories I’ve heard from them over the years. I have a feeling neither of Andromeda’s kids will even notice she’s gone much this week. 
Aunt Kay laughs in a way that suggests she’s oddly envious. “I wish I could afford my own personal stylist.”
Andromeda chuckles, humoring the comment like a princess who won’t apologize for being born into royalty.
“What’s left at the end of the day for you to do with them?“ Now Kay seems passive-aggressive. 
“I work a lot, Aunt Kay. We’ve been trying to get the new press-on line off the ground. We’ve been shooting ad spots and print work. My schedule’s meshuggeneh. Don’t worry… they basically get the joy of four moms instead of just one who’s frazzled all the time.” 
She’s referring to her line of beauty products. Gold Star Cosmetics, a cruelty-free brand she pioneered after she starred on a season of a now-canceled reality show in her early twenties about eight whiny little rich kids with petty upper-upper-class problems. 
It was an embarrassment for the family to watch her air her, and therefore our, dirty laundry for the world to see. But, to her credit, once things quieted down, she took the money she made from the season and a handful of guest appearances while she was still relevant, combined it with her inheritance from Bambi’s passing, and parlayed it all into a moderately successful lifestyle brand. At least she didn’t piss her inheritance away like Leo did.
As Aunt Kay makes small talk, I whisk the kugel to the kitchen and tuck it in one of two fully stocked fridges before returning to the parlor, lingering in the archway. 
“I was shocked the man, Eduardo, from the cancer foundation came,” Kay says in her very New York accent. Sometimes, she sounds like the old Mike Meyers Coffee Talk character on SNL.
“Why? Our father funded an entire oncology unit for him. Shit, he owed it to Dad to come,“ Andromeda says.
Kay wipes a finger across one of the glass-top coffee tables, checking for dust and wincing when she finds it. “That man and your fatha’ had a falling out a few years ago when he announced they were gonna discontinue clinical trials. That pissed ya fatha’ off royally.”
Andromeda shakes her head and scoffs. “He had some sort of delusion that if they put enough patients in remission, he could somehow make up for being powerless with mom.”
“I know, doll. I know.” Kay waves Andromeda away with a handful of clunky rings, the diamonds and emeralds dulled in the dim glow. This house never did get adequate light. The place has the vibe of a lavish funeral home, dated decor, luxurious textures, and sunlight choked off by all the oddly small windows and their sheers. 
I remember Mom trying to keep plants alive here, an impossible task. 
Everything here eventually dies.
“Your father neva’ did get ova’ the death of ya motha.’ Everyone knows that,” Kay says as if it is a fact and not simply her opinion. I know it to be false, though I would never be so callous as to say it to her. He loved my mother, Aria, too. But like most people in this family, Kay brushes their twenty-plus-year relationship off like some kind of extended fling, like he never really gave his heart to her because it still somehow belonged to his first wife.
There is no denying that Dad loved Bambi. And I know there were lingering regrets. He didn’t push Bambi harder to get checked out when she first had the inkling that something might be wrong. 
Having almost fourteen-and-a-half billion dollars of liquid assets and still being powerless to save either of his wives… it ate at him. He always thought if he’d done things differently, one or both might still be alive. But if Bambi hadn’t passed, Dad never would have met my mother, and I wouldn’t have been born.
“What are you guys doin’ with the house? You gonna sell it?” Kay eyes the detail on the ceiling panels and strokes the textured wallpaper on the walls. 
That perks Leo up. His head raises like a curious prairie dog. “You in the market, Bubbe?” He straightens on his low stool. “I actually know a very good-looking Realtor who’d give you a great deal on the place.”
He means himself. 
The women snicker, and then Andromeda’s face wrenches into an expression of disgust as another bout of tears forces its way to the surface.
“Fucking-A, Leo. Dad hasn’t been dead a full twenty-four hours yet, and you’re already trying to unload our childhood home. Give it a rest,” Andromeda says before her head droops, eyes tearing up.
Kay waltzes to Andromeda’s side and strokes her straight, dark hair lovingly.
Leo rolls his eyes at the ceiling as if to silently ask Dad if he’s witnessing all this. “Christ, it was a joke.”
But everyone here knows he wasn’t joking. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d been lining up potential buyers for the estate after Dad’s last heart attack. 
“Leo’s right, though,” Aunt Kay says, shocking us all. They rarely agree. She starts to scrounge through the contents of her Prada purse in search of something. “When my father-in-law passed, it was a nightmare. Our first probate lawyer didn’t know what the hell he was doing, and the appraiser they hired wasn’t worth a damn. He kept undervaluing everything, trying to sell it all for cheap.”
Leo, Andromeda, and I have all found ourselves hanging on Kay’s every word, though probably for wildly different reasons. I’m not ready to sell the home we all grew up in. Dad’s bed isn’t even cold yet. Leo has dollar signs in his eyes already, and Andromeda’s tears mask a slightly hopeful expression.
“Ah, here it is.” Kay hands a business card to Leo. “We fired the first lawyer and then did some digging and went with this firm.”
“Collins, Collins, & Collins,” Leo says, reading it off the card.
“Yeah, one does probate, another criminal, and I think the third does, like, family law. We used one of them, Gary, for my grandson Billy’s case last year. Little shit stole a car and went joyriding around in it. I could have strangled him. Lotta chutzpah, that kid. My son is too lax with him. Anyway,“ she realizes she has digressed and waves that thought away, “the one you want is Ed. He’s excellent. He and his appraiser handled everything. Settled the estate. Went through his bank accounts with a fine-toothed comb. My father-in-law, not Billy. Ed got all his debts handled and everything. Even filed his taxes, which I didn’t even know you need to do with a dead person.”
Kay lifts a lamp, adjusts the crocheted doily beneath, and sets it back down. She waves again, her long gel-tipped fingernails clawing limply through the air. “Ed went through the will and all that. And his appraiser lady ended up getting us a lotta money just selling his old, useless antiques and all that. Half of that stuff, I was just gonna donate to the Goodwill. Tell him I sent you. Who knows, he may give you a discount or something.” 
Aunt Kay looks up at me but doesn’t say a word. It’s the first time she’s acknowledged my existence since she forced the kugel into my hands. 
The moment is fleeting, her attention quickly back on my siblings. “Well, I have to run. Salon appointment.” She playfully crunches some dyed brown hair in her hand as if she’s hoping we’ll tell her she doesn’t need it. No one does.
“It was great seeing you, Aunt Kay. Thanks for coming by,” I say, forcing a courteous smile, the same one I’d give to a stranger in public.
“Call Ed,” she says to Leo. “I’m serious. He’s a mensch. You’ll love him.“ She points up at the chandelier in the foyer. “You’re all gonna make a pretty penny off this place.”
Great. They’re probably still shoveling dirt in on Dad’s casket at the cemetery, and Aunt Kay is congratulating us for how much richer we’re going to be once we dump the house.
I grew up here. I took my first steps in the den in the left wing into Dad’s open arms. I took my hideous prom photos on the stairwell landing beneath the split. I got drunk for the first time in my life in the basement. Green-apple Pucker. Two bottles and five hours later, I swore it off for life in the en suite bathroom attached to my room. I won my first game of chess in Dad’s study, finished Tolstoy’s War and Peace in the library, and made Mom weep in the yoga studio when I handed her my acceptance letter to Yale.
I haven’t lived here in over ten years, but every inch is still rich with memories. I’m sure for Leo and Andromeda as well. The thought of it all vanishing as suddenly as Dad makes my heart feel like a heavy stone encased in tender meat.
Aunt Kay kisses Andromeda on the head and then Leo. She waves before slinking out the front door, barely able to pull the cumbersome thing shut behind her. It surely weighs more than she does.
“Yeah, always so nice to see you, too, Aunt Kay,” I say to nobody at all. 
Leo holds up the business card. 
“The old bat made a point. We should start the probate bullshit sooner rather than later.” He sets it on the glass top table beside him, one of six in this room that match as some absurd set, all dated cherrywood and lacquer.
I raise my hand, unable to hear it, unable to participate in the scramble over Dad’s belongings. It is a greedy cash grab, this not-so-silent auction of a lifetime of stuff.
Just a few hours ago, he was here.
He was alive. 
“What? I’m just being practical.” Leo feigns innocence. As if he hasn’t been thinking about it since Dad’s collapse in his planetarium years ago. As if he didn’t mentally divvy everything up after the last time Dad ended up in the hospital tied to tubes, pumped full of blood thinners.
“Leo, you’re sitting Shiva, for God’s sake. You’re supposed to be here to mourn, not fucking lay claim to Dad’s shit.“ I rub my forehead, worry wrinkles suddenly creasing it.
“Look, you can sulk and cry and do whatever you gotta do to get yourself through this. Dad and I haven’t exactly been close the last, I don’t know, four decades. I’m sitting on this uncomfortable fuckin’ stool out of the small goddamned shred of respect I can muster, not because I need to sit in the corner and boo-hoo like a bitch for a week. If you don’t want to call the lawyer, that’s fine. I can be the executor and handle all the tough decisions while you and Andromeda sob into your little matching hankies.”
“Jesus, you’ve always been such a venomous prick,“ I say, stating the obvious. “Must’ve gotten that from Bambi. You sure as hell didn’t get it from Dad.”
Leo barks out a laugh and rises to his feet. He waltzes over in silence, smile fading. The second he is in arm’s reach, he shoves me violently toward the wall, toppling me over the rounded side table behind me. It clatters to the floor, dumping the lamp and crystal bowl of wrapped candies on it into the corner.
“What the fuck?!” I growl. 
Without thinking, I launch back at him, a pissed-off Jack-in-the-box on a spring. My palms slam against the lapels of his Armani suit, and the piece of shit stumbles backward into the middle of the room.
He holds his arms out wide, begging for a full-blown fight. “You wanna go, Annie? Let’s fucking go!” 
“Leo!” Andromeda shoots up from her stool. “What the fuck is wrong with you? Chill out! Leave Orion alone!”
Annie. 
I knew it was only a matter of time before it resurfaced, the shitty nickname he gave me when I was just a kid, one likening me to the orphan in the musical due to my red, then-curly hair. 
Thank God Andromeda taught me how to use a fucking straightener… 
I approach, fists clenched, shoulders back, chest broad, the expression on my face a furious one.
Leo’s eyebrows struggle against his Botox to rise. “C’mon, you ginger bitch. I will destroy your ass!”
My vision darkens around the edges until all of Leo’s smug face fills the narrow pinholes. I don’t know if he remembers -- or ever cared to learn -- that I’m a fucking black belt. 
“Fighting won’t resolve this shit,” Andromeda says, a look of disgust on her porcelain face. It is a face that has seen a thousand mud masks and facials and buzzing neon wands to keep her skin youthful.
I choose my words to Leo carefully. “After Dad’s first heart attack, he made me executor of the will.”
“Who gives a fuck?” Leo’s stance suggests he’s still ready to pounce. “Do the job he fucking gave you then!” 
“Christ, Leo, his body is barely fucking cold! Can’t we just fucking… focus on him today?”
“What good does all the crying and sniveling in the world do, Annie? Is it gonna somehow resurrect him like Lazarus?”
“He was our fucking father.“ My voice cracks as I say the last word. “Show some goddamned respect.”
“You can’t be the gatekeeper between us and our money. I swear to God, Orion, I will fucking take you down if you drag your feet on this shit.”
I am appalled by Leo’s words, by his reduction of Dad’s life to some fucking payday like he’s somehow owed reparations. His insulting, gauche cash grab is really pissing me off.
“Fuck you,” I say firmly, wishing I could deck him right now. I hope to God Dad’s spirit isn’t lingering where he can hear this heated exchange.
“Fuck me? Fuck you!” 
It’s not his best retort, but then again, I can never expect much from the overgrown frat boy. He was always all looks and no goddamned brains.
“No, thanks. I heard you have hookers to do that,” I say. 
It’s a cheap shot, one that refers to Leo’s brief arrest for the solicitation of a Manhattan prostitute that happened during a slow news cycle and -- much to the Stone family’s misfortune -- got a surprising amount of media attention. 
Mysteriously, the charges were dropped, and Leo only spent a few hours in a holding tank for it, but it has been a point of contention for a long time, a soft wound I can jab a thumb inside to make him howl. 
And howl he does. 
Right on cue.
Leo roars like the fucking animal he is. He snatches a vase from the fireplace mantle, one Dad got on a trip to Rome years ago, and hurls it at the burgundy and gold damask wallpaper. It explodes, spraying shrapnel at me like fragments of a grenade.
“What the fuck, Leo?!” Andromeda screams, cowering, protecting her face with her forearms.
“What? You guys don’t care about getting money for any of this shit, apparently. So you don’t mind if I destroy it, right?”
“That was expensive, I think!” Andromeda shouts. I realize when she says it that everything around us is really just dollars and cents to her, too.
“Some of this has sentimental value,” I yell to both of them.
Leo flips one of the coffee tables over with a growl. The protective glass layer atop it shatters. One of the legs of the table bends inward, collapsing in on itself. “I’m sorry, Annie. Was that imported matching set sentimental to you?” 
His chest heaves with deep breaths as he waits for an answer, though he should know by now that I won’t dignify it with one.
The truth is, it is sentimental to me. I was present at the time of its purchase. The light dappled Mom’s pretty copper curls through the shop window as she chatted with the artist, arranging payment so the whole set could be shipped back to America. I still remember the way the words ‘It’s truly divine’ rolled off her tongue with the faintest remainder of her Scottish accent every time she looked at it. 
I also remember, during this crystallized fragment of time, the way Dad
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