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Chapter One: The Probability of Everything
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Arthur Pendelton had spent thirty-one years calculating the precise moment at which other people would die, and he had never once considered that he might be erased instead.

This was, he would later reflect, a failure of imagination on his part. An actuary was supposed to imagine catastrophe for a living. He was supposed to sit at a beige desk inside the beige offices of Continental Provident & Mutual and convert human mortality into decimals, then convert the decimals into premiums, then convert the premiums into the modest salary that allowed him to live in Grey Oaks and track his soluble fibre intake on a colour-coded spreadsheet. He was good at it. He was, in the strict mathematical sense, excellent at it. He could tell you that a fifty-three-year-old man of his build and habits had a 2.3 percent chance of suffering a cardiac event within the calendar year, and he could tell you this while eating an entire bag of unsalted almonds, because the almonds were good for the heart, and the heart was the thing he worried about most, and worrying was the only cardio he reliably got.

What he could not have told you, on the bright and aggressively pleasant Tuesday morning when his life ended without his death, was that the screen was about to turn grey.

He woke at 5:58, two minutes before his alarm, because his body had been trained over decades to deny the alarm its small victory. He lay in the cool grey light of the master bedroom and listened to the house breathe around him. Grey Oaks was a community that prided itself on silence. The silence had been engineered. There were covenants about it. You could be fined for a leaf blower deployed before nine, and you could be fined for a dog that expressed an opinion, and you could be fined, Arthur was fairly sure, for simply existing too loudly, though no one had yet tested the limit of that particular bylaw and Arthur had no intention of being the test case.

Beside him, the indentation in the mattress where Chloe usually slept was empty and cold. This was not alarming. Chloe rose at four-thirty to film what she called her Morning Alignment, which involved standing on the back deck in athletic wear holding a mug she did not drink from while the sun came up behind her at a flattering angle. The mug was a prop. The sun was content. Arthur had learned not to walk through the frame.

He performed his ablutions in the order he always performed them, because order was a kind of safety, and safety was the only god Arthur had ever genuinely believed in. He weighed himself. He recorded the figure. He stood at the bathroom mirror and examined the face that examined him back, a careful, anxious, unremarkable face, the face of a man who had read every pamphlet in every waiting room he had ever sat in. Fifty-three years old. Hair the colour and approximate density of dishwater. Eyes that had spent three decades reading mortality tables and had taken on, he thought, a faint statistical sorrow, as though they had seen too many people's odds and found them all, ultimately, the same.

He went downstairs. He made oatmeal, which lowered cholesterol. He opened the spreadsheet on his laptop and entered the day's first data point. Fibre projected: 38 grams. Actual, so far: 6. The cell turned a cautious amber. Arthur found this enormously calming. The world might be chaos, but the cell knew exactly how much fibre he had eaten, and the cell did not lie, and the cell did not film itself in athletic wear, and the cell did not, as Chloe was currently doing in the next room, refer to its followers as "my beautiful soul tribe."

"Morning," he said, when she came in.

Chloe Pendelton was forty-six and had spent a great deal of money convincing the world she was thirty-eight, and the money had worked, which Arthur found genuinely impressive in the way he found compound interest impressive: a small input, relentlessly applied, producing an outcome that defied the underlying reality. She was beautiful in a frictionless, hotel-lobby way. She glowed. The glow was partly genetic, partly chemical, and partly the result of a ring light that she had installed in four rooms of the house and which Arthur sometimes caught himself standing in, basking, like a lizard, before remembering it was not for him.

"Don't talk to me yet," she said pleasantly. "I'm still in my morning frequency. If you talk to me before I've grounded, it scrambles the whole field."

"Sorry."

"It's fine. It's just energy hygiene." She set the mug she did not drink from into the sink she did not wash. "You're up early."

"I'm up the same time I'm always up."

"Are you, though?" She said this with the soft, weaponised vagueness she had perfected over twenty-one years of marriage, a tone that turned a simple statement of fact into a referendum on his entire personality. Then she was gone, up the stairs, into the day, into the content, leaving Arthur alone with his oatmeal and his amber cell and the enormous and frictionless silence of Grey Oaks pressing in on the windows.

He should have noticed, perhaps, that the silence had a new texture to it that morning. He should have noticed that the universe, with the dull bureaucratic patience of a thing that had all the time in the world, had already begun the slow process of pretending he had never been born.

But Arthur noticed nothing, because Arthur was an actuary, and actuaries are trained to see the catastrophe coming from very far away, in aggregate, across a population of millions, and are therefore congenitally blind to the one catastrophe that is walking directly toward them, alone, with their name on a folder.

⁂

The first sign came at the FreshNest Market on Vesper Lane, in the form of a beep.

It was the wrong beep. Arthur knew the catalogue of supermarket beeps the way a sommelier knows wine. There was the cheerful beep of a successful scan, the apologetic double-beep of an item that needed a price check, and the small private beep of the self-checkout informing you that an "unexpected item" had appeared "in the bagging area," a phrase Arthur had always found existentially unsettling, as though the machine suspected you of smuggling a stranger.

This was none of those. This was the long, flat, descending beep of a card declined, and it arrived as Arthur stood at register four holding a sensible basket of provisions: oats, almonds, a bag of frozen peas, two cans of low-sodium chickpeas, a single banana for potassium, and a small celebratory wedge of aged cheddar that he had been planning, all morning, to eat alone, standing up, in a fit of joy he intended to tell no one about.

"Try it again," he said to the cashier, a young man named, according to his badge, KYLE, who had the effect of someone watching his own life from a slight distance.

Arthur tried it again. The flat descending beep. Declined.

"Weird," said Kyle, with the serene indifference of the young toward the financial humiliations of the old. "Maybe your bank flagged it. They do that. My Mum's bank thought she was in Ecuador one time. She wasn't even in Ecuador."

"I have never been to Ecuador," Arthur said, which was true, and which he immediately recognised as a strange and defensive thing to say, the sort of thing that, if you said it to a police officer, would get you arrested on the spot.

He had a second card. He produced it with the smooth practiced motion of a man who had read the relevant material on financial redundancy. He inserted it. He waited.

The flat descending beep.

There was, behind Arthur, the soft accumulating pressure of a queue. He could feel it the way a barometer feels a storm. A woman in expensive activewear sighed in the precise register of a person who had somewhere extremely important to be and was being prevented from being there by the elderly and the insolvent. A child somewhere asked, in the carrying voice of childhood, why the man's money wasn't working, and was hushed, which was worse, because now everyone knew the question had been asked, and everyone was thinking it.

"I have a third," Arthur said. He did not, in fact, have a third. He had a debit card, which he thought of as the third, and which was attached to the same checking account from which, a few minutes ago, the universe had apparently decided to surgically remove him.

The debit card declined.

"Okay," said Kyle, beginning to remove items from the conveyor belt with the brisk, faintly liturgical air of a man unmaking a small altar. "I'll just void it out. No worries. You can come back."

"There's nothing wrong with my account," Arthur said, and heard, with a kind of out-of-body precision, how very much it sounded like the thing a man with everything wrong with his account would say. "I have direct deposit. I've worked at the same firm for thirty-one years. There's been a mistake."

"For sure," said Kyle, in the tone of a man who had heard, in the course of his employment, every possible explanation for a declined card, all of them sincere, none of them helpful.

Arthur left the FreshNest Market on Vesper Lane carrying nothing, which is a particular kind of failure, because the empty hands announce it. People carry bags out of supermarkets. A man leaving a supermarket with empty hands has visibly failed at the supermarket, and everyone he passes performs the small charitable act of not looking at him, which is how you know they have seen.

He sat in his car in the parking lot. The car was a Honda. It was eleven years old and had never once let him down, which Arthur considered the highest possible compliment, the thing he would have wanted said about himself: He was eleven years old and had never once let anyone down. He called the bank.

The hold music was a synthesised panpipe rendition of a song he could not identify and would spend the rest of the day failing to identify, which is one of the small additional cruelties of the modern bureaucratic afterlife: it makes you wait, and it makes you wait to music you almost know.

⁂

"Account holder name," said the woman at the bank, eventually, after the panpipes and the menu and the second menu and the brief, hopeful, false promise of a human.

"Arthur Pendelton. P-E-N-D-E-L-T-O-N."

"And can you verify your date of birth and the last four of your social?"

He verified them. There was a pause. He had been an actuary long enough to be a connoisseur of pauses, and he knew at once that this was not a good one. It was a pause with weather in it.

"Mr. Pendelton," said the woman, and her voice had changed in a way he did not like, had acquired a careful, padded quality, the voice you use to talk a person down off something. "I'm going to need to put you on a brief hold and bring in my supervisor."

"Is there a problem with the account?"

"There's a — " She stopped. He could hear her choosing. "There's a flag on the account."

"What kind of flag?"

Another pause. The weather thickened.

"Sir," she said, "I'm showing here that the account holder is deceased."

Arthur sat in the bright and pitiless sunshine of a Tuesday, and listened to a stranger gently inform him that he was dead.

His first reaction was not fear. It was, absurdly, professional irritation. He had spent his entire working life around the data of death. He knew exactly how death was supposed to look in a system: the death certificate, the Social Security Death Master File, the cascade of notifications rippling outward through the credit bureaus and the financial institutions like the ripples from a stone dropped into a very still pond. He knew the mechanism intimately. He had simply never been the stone.

"That's incorrect," he said. "I'm not deceased. I'm calling you. The deceased, as a general rule, do not call their banks."

"I understand, sir, and I'm so sorry, this is clearly very distressing, but I'm not able to discuss the details of an account that's been flagged deceased, even with — " a tiny, agonised hesitation " — even with you, because of identity verification protocols. I'm going to have to refer you to our fraud department, and they'll—"

"I'm not fraud," Arthur said. "I'm the opposite of fraud. I'm the realest possible version of the situation. I am the account holder, sitting in a car, alive."

"I believe you," said the woman, with the awful sincerity of someone who genuinely did believe him and was equally genuinely unable to do anything about it. "But the system—"

"What does the system say?"

There was a long pause, the longest yet, and when she spoke again her voice had dropped, gone confidential, one human being leaning across the void toward another.

"The system says you died on the fourth," she said. "Of last month. I'm sorry. I really am. There's nothing on my end I can do. You'll have to take it up with the people who told us."

"And who told you?"

"The state," she said, as though that explained everything, as though the state were a single comprehensible entity and not a vast, branching, indifferent organism with no head and no memory and a million tiny mouths, each of them, right now, beginning to repeat the same soft sentence about Arthur Pendelton to every database it touched.

"Which part of the state?"

"The Department of Records," she said. "Vital Statistics. That's where death originates. In the data, I mean. That's where you'd have to go to — " she searched for the word, and Arthur, who had a professional vocabulary for these things, supplied it silently in his head and was horrified by it before she even said it " — to be corrected."

He thanked her, because he had been raised to thank people, even the ones reading him his own obituary. He hung up. He sat. The aged cheddar he had not been allowed to buy sat in his imagination, uneaten, a small wedge of celebration that would now never occur, and somehow it was this, of everything, that brought the first genuine spike of dread up through his chest: not the bank, not the cards, not even the word deceased, but the cheese. The specific, planned, private joy of the cheese, cancelled by the state.

Arthur Pendelton, who had spent thirty-one years calculating the precise probability of other people's deaths, started the eleven-year-old Honda that had never once let him down, and drove home to tell his wife that he had died.
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Chapter Two: Account Holder Deceased
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The trouble with telling your wife you have died is that there is no good way to lead into it.

Arthur worked on the wording the whole drive home. He was a careful man and he believed in precision and he understood, from a lifetime spent translating catastrophe into language insurers could tolerate, that the framing of a thing was half the thing. There's been an administrative error was too small; it sounded like a parking ticket. Something strange has happened was too vague; Chloe would assume he meant a feeling, and feelings, in Chloe's cosmology, were either content or contamination, and Arthur's feelings had never once been content. I appear to be legally dead was accurate but had a theatricality to it that he distrusted, the sort of sentence that invited a person to laugh, and he did not think he could survive being laughed at just now.

In the end he didn't have to lead into anything, because the house wouldn't let him in.

The Pendeltons had, two years earlier, at Chloe's insistence and partly at the insistence of a sponsorship deal, installed a smart-home system called AURA, which was marketed as "a home that knows you." The phrase had unsettled Arthur from the beginning. He did not want to be known by his home. He had spent fifty-three years being barely known by the humans closest to him and had made his peace with it, and now there was a thermostat with opinions. AURA controlled the locks, the lights, the temperature, the blinds, the music, and a small fleet of devices that listened, always, with the patient attentiveness of a butler who is also, possibly, a spy. AURA recognised Arthur by his phone, by his voice, and by his face, which it scanned at the front door through a small unblinking lens that Arthur had never liked and now, as it turned out, had been right not to like.

He stood at his own front door and the lens looked at him and a soft, sexless, infinitely pleasant voice said:

"I'm sorry. I don't recognise this user."

"It's Arthur," Arthur said. "AURA, it's me. Unlock the door."

"I'm sorry. The account associated with this profile has been closed. For your security, access has been restricted." A pause, then, with the bottomless serenity of a machine that has never once doubted itself: "If you believe you are receiving this message in error, please contact the account administrator."

"I am the account administrator."

"I'm sorry. The account administrator is listed as Chloe Pendelton."

Of course it was. Arthur remembered, now, with the specific bitterness of remembering something you'd agreed to without reading, that he had made Chloe the primary administrator during setup because she was the one who actually used the system and he had not wanted the responsibility of being known by a house. He had downgraded himself, voluntarily, two years ago, to a secondary user, a guest in his own life, and now the primary administrator was on the back deck filming content and the house had concluded, on the strength of a state database, that the secondary user was a stranger and possibly a corpse.

"AURA," Arthur said, with the elaborate calm of a man one molecule away from no longer being calm at all, "ring the doorbell."

"I'm sorry. For security reasons, I'm unable to take instructions from unrecognised users."

So, Arthur rang his own doorbell with his own finger, like a salesman, like a stranger, like a man who had wandered in off the engineered silence of Grey Oaks to ask the residents whether they had considered the afterlife.

Chloe answered it on a delay, the door swinging open to reveal her holding her phone at arm's length, the front camera live, a soft tasteful filter already smoothing the world into something more beautiful and less true. She had clearly been mid-thought, mid-sentence, mid-broadcast, and the sight of her own husband on her own doorstep produced in her a flicker of confusion that Arthur found, even then, even in extremity, quietly devastating: the small involuntary half-second in which his own wife did not entirely place him.

"Babe?" she said. "Why are you ringing the bell? Did you lock yourself out again?" Then, to the phone, brightly, without a seam: "You guys, my husband, I swear to God, I love him, but the man cannot operate a door."

"Chloe," Arthur said. "I need you to stop filming."

"I'm just doing my mid-morning check-in—"

"The bank thinks I'm dead."

There are sentences that stop a livestream. This, it turned out, was one of them. Chloe lowered the phone perhaps four inches, which for Chloe was the equivalent of throwing it into the sea, and looked at him with the first fully present, unmediated attention he had received from her in what he realised, with a small internal lurch, was a genuinely long time.

"What do you mean, dead?"

"I mean the bank says I'm deceased. My cards are frozen. The house won't let me in. AURA doesn't recognise me. Apparently I died on the fourth of last month." He heard his own voice doing the thing he had specifically warned himself against, going up at the edges, acquiring theatre. "I'm legally dead, Chloe. The state has me down as legally dead."

Chloe looked at him for a long moment. And then — and Arthur would think about this for a long time afterward, would turn it over in the dark of the attic in the weeks to come — something moved behind her eyes. It was not grief. He had not expected grief, exactly, but he had perhaps allowed himself, in some unguarded and sentimental chamber of the heart, to expect at least the costume of grief, the polite forms of it, a hand to the mouth, a softening. What moved behind Chloe's eyes was not grief. It was calculation. It was the swift, silent, expert arithmetic of a woman who had built an entire career out of
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