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dead

1.

Elias died on a Tuesday. It was easy to remember for the very reason it felt so surreal—Tuesdays were nothing days, too close to the end of one weekend and too far from the beginning of the next, a day when you never had plans but couldn’t really complain because at least it wasn’t Monday. If you saw something ridiculous, you’d say, Oh, just a normal Tuesday, and everyone would laugh because Tuesdays were so utterly bland.

But Elias died on a Tuesday, and it wasn’t bland at all.

Her ring twisted around her finger, the diamond turned toward her palm and digging in as she drove. A new car, his, Mercedes something or other, and she guessed she’d have to figure out how to transfer it into her name. Transfer everything.

Claire’s mind was a white void, no thought or feeling, only the immediacy of her stunned-still body and her jackknifing heart and the steering wheel beneath her hand, smooth leather that she scored with her thumbnail. Beside her, a cracked iPhone, screen dark. Elias had bugged her to upgrade it, said she was an idiot for keeping it. But she couldn’t afford a new one, and Elias would only pay for it if she swapped over to his phone plan, and she didn’t want to deal with changing her number. It’d lit up with the call from the hospital half an hour ago.

Hello, may I speak to Claire Sutherland? I’m so sorry, Miss Sutherland, there’s been . . .

They’d stopped there, leaving a gap in the conversation’s rhythm that was traditionally filled with the word accident. But that didn’t work here, not really.

An aneurysm wasn’t an accident. An aneurysm was a ticking bomb, a mine buried in the folds of your brain, waiting for the opportunity to explode. It would’ve been there forever, biding its time.

A honk; Claire swore and swerved out of the oncoming lane, a pickup truck whizzing by with another long press of the horn and a middle-finger salute. Usually Claire would return it, but only timidly and once they’d passed. Her fiancé had just died, so she didn’t. She only had enough energy to drive the car, as if Elias’s death had sucked the vitality out of her, too.

You’re welcome to come by at your earliest convenience, if you’d like to see him . . . The neurologist had some questions . . . Did your fiancé have any brain issues you were aware of, Miss Sutherland? Any disease, any injury?

“Tuesday,” Claire murmured as she pulled into a parking spot. The hospital lot was nearly deserted; she managed to park right next to the emergency room door. The car shuddered to a stop, and she sat there, still and slumped. “We get takeout on Tuesdays. I work late. Elias won’t cook.”

She didn’t know why she said it out loud. Maybe to see if it would shake the world back into order. Claire wasn’t someone who spent a lot of time thinking on esoteric subjects, but right now, she desperately believed in parallel universes. She desperately wanted to somehow phase herself into the one where Elias wasn’t dead, where he was calling in their usual order to that sushi place he liked, where he would leave his sneakers on the floor instead of the shoe rack. Where she would sigh, and pick them up, and put them where they were supposed to go, because she had learned that telling him off didn’t do anything but make him annoyed, and she didn’t want to deal with his annoyance.

Claire closed her eyes. Opened them. Same universe.

She opened the door and climbed out of her car.

Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead; an antiseptic burn scoured her nostrils. There were two other people in the waiting room. One an older white woman wearing Tinker Bell pajama bottoms and in bad need of a hairbrush. The other a young man with dreads and a trellis of dark bruises blooming across his nose, a bloody tissue protruding from one nostril. The nurse at the reception desk was playing on her phone, some matching game complete with tinny explosion sound effects. Her scrubs had rainbows on them. The desk had visible wipe marks from the last time someone had Lysoled it.

“Hi.” Claire shifted her weight on her feet. She still wore house slippers, UGG boots with a flimsy sole that Elias had given her for Christmas last year. Claire worked from home and spent most days in leggings and band T-shirts, despite the closetful of clothes he’d bought her. Her freelance social media management clients didn’t care what she wore. It was a miracle she’d remembered a bra. “I’m Claire Sutherland.”

The nurse swiped a combo (“Boom!” said an excited cartoon voice from her phone) before looking up with an expression on the fraying edge of polite. Blue eyeshadow streaked across her pale lids; her eyebrows were barely there. “And?”

She guessed calling the emergency contacts of dead men wasn’t something emergency reception took care of. “I’m Elias Ashbury’s fiancée.” Voice surprisingly even, surprisingly clear. That would be a problem later. She could already feel tears gathering in the wide cavity of her chest, crowding her rib bones, calcifying. Grief was sharp, she’d learned that before, and the longer you kept it trapped without release, the sharper its edges grew. But she was good at hollowing herself to allow it room, a skill Dr. Lark kept trying to train out of her. “He’s dead.”

The nurse’s phone fell from her hand, still tinkling, cartoon avatar still thrilled. Her arched brow slammed down, fixed itself in shame and then pity. The lady in the Tinker Bell pajamas glanced up at Claire, face inscrutable, before looking down at the tile again. Her foot bounced rapidly, the heel of her flip-flop slapping the floor like the bass in a frenetic metal song.

“Oh,” the nurse said. “Oh.” Her legs tensed like she would stand before she realized that she didn’t need to; turning from Claire, she grabbed the desk and pulled her rolling office chair to the black landline phone, fingers already flying over the numbers as she lifted the receiver. “She’s here,” she murmured, then nodded and hung up, office chair squealing as she rolled back in front of the window. Her face was composed now in what Claire thought of as Nurse Face. Gentle with sympathy but firm, approachable but not a pushover. Claire was very familiar with Nurse Face.

“Go through the double doors and to the left,” the nurse said, in a gentle-yet-firm voice to go along with her expression. “The neurologist will meet you.”

A subtle weight to the title, like she wanted Claire to know that this was a big deal, that the neurologist wouldn’t see just anyone. Claire bit the inside of her cheek to keep it from spasming.

“Thanks.” She walked toward the double doors. Unobtrusive cream, silver bar across the middle, standing out against the navy check of the tile. All hospitals must have the same interior decorators.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” the nurse said as Claire pressed against the metal bar, the locks disengaging with a mechanical squall.

“Happy Tuesday,” Claire said back.

˚ ˚ 2. ˚ ˚

The neurologist—Dr. Henry Cummins, he told her, shaking her hand while his was still covered in blue latex, making their palms squeak together—wanted her to know there was nothing they could’ve done. “He was lucky,” the doctor insisted, as if he was trying to convince himself, too. “It was quick and painless, and he was at his desk, instead of driving. It could’ve been much worse.”

Not for Elias, Claire thought. Seems like it was pretty much as bad as it can get for Elias.

They stood in silence for a moment, there in the sterile hallway under the buzzing lights. Claire was wearing an embarrassingly apt T-shirt, which she hadn’t really clocked until now. “Will Self-Destruct For Likes,” it read, with the little Facebook thumbs-up symbol beneath it. Claire hated this shirt, and she hated Facebook. Elias had bought it for her at a stall on Canal Street when he was in the city on business and buzzed from one too many cocktails, back when they had first started dating and the only things they really knew about each other were their jobs. It was laundry day, or she would never have worn it. It’d felt morbid in a funny downfall-of-society way when Elias bought it. Now it was just regular run-of-the-mill morbid.

She pulled her cardigan around her middle. Cashmere. Another Christmas gift.

Dr. Cummins cleared his throat. If Elias were here—here and alive—he would make fun of the good doctor’s name. Claire couldn’t think of anything funny.

The doctor checked the clipboard in his hand, too quickly to actually read anything on it, a physical tic to move them out of the condolences part of the conversation and into the meat of it. Claire didn’t know what the meat was supposed to be. Her aunt had taken care of all this stuff when she’d been in a similar situation before, right after the accident. Funeral arrangements, inheritances. She hadn’t really spoken to Aunt Margo in years, if you didn’t count cards. Once she turned eighteen, they had gone their separate ways, and she’d never felt the need to pick up the phone.

“There were some . . . anomalies,” Dr. Cummins finally said. He tucked the clipboard back under his arm, directing his gaze to the empty space over her shoulder instead of her face. “In the CAT scans. Some strange scarring that we can’t quite make sense of. Were you aware of any neurological conditions Mr. Ashbury may have dealt with? In his childhood, maybe? The lesions look like they’ve been there awhile.”

Claire shook her head. The sharp ball of grief in her chest grew thornier by the minute, but she could let it roll around without hitting anything. That was the key—take yourself as far out of your body as you can, give your feelings enough room to rattle without running into anything vital. Dr. Lark called it avoidance, Claire called it practicality. “I don’t know anything. We didn’t really talk about our childhoods.”

A slight widening of Dr. Cummins’s eyes; that was probably an awkward thing to admit about your dead fiancé. But he soldiered on, which she admired. “I’d like to have you look at these,” he said, turning on his heel to lead her down the hall. Claire fell in line. Her toes were cold in her slippers. “Maybe see if it jogs your memory? You’re the only person on Mr. Ashbury’s emergency contact list, and we’re having a hard time hunting down medical records.”

The way he said that was leading, like he thought Claire might have some insight, like she was holding out on him. She wasn’t. It was true; she and Elias hadn’t talked much about their childhoods, other than to acknowledge that they were both fucked up. Though his was fucked up in a way that included a sizable trust fund, so still better than hers. Maybe he’d been raised in a cult that didn’t believe in vaccines, treated everything with essential oils and dewormer. Maybe his über-rich parents had paid for the kind of boutique medical care that felt it was above such mundanities as databases and shot records. Who knew? Not her.

She never would, now. Elias would never be able to tell her anything about his fucked-up childhood ever again.

Breathe, tether yourself only by the barest thread, leave space for the barbed thing to shake, rattle, and roll. Claire imagined her growing grief like the logo on a DVD menu, bopping around dark edges, turning bruise colors.

Dr. Cummins led her down the hall to a bright room filled with filmy black-and-white photos stuck to light panels—copies of CAT scans. The inside of Elias’s brain. It felt like a violation to look at them. Claire had often wished she could read her reticent fiancé’s mind. Here it was.

“This is the one that . . . that caused it.” Cummins gestured to the scan in the center of the wall, the largest. “But as you can see, there were multiple lesions. Dating these things is an exercise in futility, mostly, but some appear to be at least eight years old, possibly older.”

He was right—the scans were lousy with white spots, places in Elias’s brain where they simply shouldn’t be, like his head was a seedy hotel mattress full of bedbugs. Even Claire, whose entire body of medical knowledge was gleaned from TV procedurals, could tell something was very wrong in Elias’s brain.

“The fact that he was living normally with this level of damage is astounding.” The doctor frowned, clearly frustrated. “There had to be some kind of condition. He should’ve been brain dead years ago.”

Claire caught the horrified look Cummins slid her, his mouth a perfect O, like he couldn’t believe that thought had slipped out of his mouth. But Claire didn’t call him on it, even though she really should; she didn’t say anything at all.

She stepped up closer to the scans on the wall, her hand rising to trace the thing that had killed Elias.

An aneurysm was a tiny detonation, short-circuiting the entire mass of animated meat that made you and turning it back into nothing but organic matter. The one that had turned Elias into medical waste was strangely shaped, spidering across the glowing wall.

The longer Claire looked at it, the more it looked like tentacles.

˚ ˚ 3. ˚ ˚

She drove home on nearly deserted roads, the radio turned down to an indistinct murmur, trying very hard not to think. It worked, mostly, until she saw the headlights.

They were behind her, too close, the kind of annoying LED that gleamed the color of Glacier Freeze Gatorade. By the time Claire registered them, she couldn’t remember how long they’d been following, but she had the feeling it’d been longer than was normal.

“It’s nothing.” Too robotic for even her to believe. “Don’t start all that again.”

All that: Thinking she was being followed. The tingling sense of a hunted thing prickling over the back of her neck. She was over it, she was medicated, she told Dr. Lark exactly what she wanted to hear so she could continue to be medicated. It’d been a problem a few years ago, before she met Elias, but it was a problem that had gone away once they got together and moved to their tastefully decorated million-dollar house in Connecticut, a fairy tale she’d never expected and still couldn’t quite believe. Still, her list of diagnoses spelled themselves out in her mind: anxiety, depression, a spicing of OCD. All helped by meds and talk therapy, even if she tried her level best not to talk much.

These headlights looked so similar to the ones she’d seen that night, the ones she’d seen that year in college, before she met Elias. Then after: the accident, the hit-and-run, standing on the side of a night road with her head too swimmy to call 911—

Claire slammed her brakes, swerved over onto the sidewalk, nearly taking out a mailbox bedecked in plastic flowers. Her wheels skidded, loud in the midnight silence, and she unbuckled her seat belt and pushed open her door in one ungraceful movement, so hard it almost rebounded back and got her in the knee.

“What?!” She yelled it as she stood from the driver’s side door of the new Mercedes, fists clenched, eyes fixed on the tinted windows of the car behind her, still bathing her in that Gatorade glow. It had parked, too, which she knew logically was a very bad sign, but she was too wired to stop now. Here’s what she couldn’t adequately explain to Dr. Lark, why her avoidance tactics were a net good: When she let herself feel, she became too impulsive, and it never ended well. She’d never given herself the opportunity to learn restraint. “What the hell do you want?!”

No one got out of the car. She couldn’t see through the windows to whoever was driving, so she found herself anthropomorphizing the vehicle instead. The too-bright headlights were cruel eyes, the grille a sneering mouth. It stared at her and didn’t answer.

She was flagging fast, exhaustion weakening her knees and making her head feel like an overfilled balloon. Claire clutched the car door to hold herself up. Puddled rainwater from earlier in the day soaked steadily into her slippers. “Leave me alone,” she murmured, too low for the driver to hear, for anyone but herself to hear. “Just leave me alone, please.”

Her knees crumpled, depositing her back in the driver’s seat. Claire rested her forehead on the steering wheel, not listening for the slam of a car door or the beat of footsteps or the hiss of an opening switchblade. Not caring if those things were coming. Elias was dead, and she had no one, and her shoes were wet.

After a moment, the blue light inside the car faded away. The other car was leaving, pulling back out onto the road, streaking through the night fast and nearly silent.

˚ ˚ 4. ˚ ˚

She pulled the Mercedes into the garage and jumped out, pressing her thumb to the security screen to silence the beeping countdown. The last thing she needed tonight was to deal with a too-solicitous cop checking up on her, the edges of their disposition sanded down by her obvious money and obvious whiteness. They’d say one almost-nice thing, and she would cry.

But when she stepped inside the house and divested herself of her wet shoes, she couldn’t make herself walk any farther than the kitchen right off the garage door, couldn’t even make it to the chairs at the farmhouse table. She slumped against the wall instead, with a long, ragged sigh.

The last conversation they’d had was an argument. Because of course it was. Their last conversation was also two days ago, because that’s how it went with Elias—if he got angry, he just ignored you. The few times he had deviated from this pattern had made Claire prefer being ignored.

Anyway, two days ago had been their fifth anniversary. They’d gone all out—five-star restaurant where Elias knew the chef and got a private table. Wine that probably cost four figures. He’d picked out her dress, and they’d made love—not fucked, not that time, it was different—before they even left the house, because he said she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Good lovemaking, because whatever you called it, it was always good. And even after five years, it still surprised her that someone who looked like Elias Ashbury, tall and handsome and with the bluest eyes she’d ever seen, could have chosen her. Could love her.

He’d held her hand all through dinner, and she couldn’t remember anything they’d talked about. But she remembered that she was warm, warm the whole time, and felt so loved, and so safe, and everything was funny and everything made her smile.

Which was why she felt brave enough to ask about setting a date.

Here her memory clicked into 4K brilliance. Elias had still held her hand, but his went dead-fish limp. “What do you mean?”

Claire had shrugged, glanced away. She’d drunk quite a lot of that four-figure wine, and the fairy lights in the hanging foliage seemed like miniature suns. “It’s been three years since we got engaged. Seems like we should at least talk about it.”

His hold on her hand tightened. The diamond of her engagement ring had turned sideways, and the stone dug into the flesh beneath her middle knuckle. “Are you not happy?” Somehow demanding and heartbroken at the same time. “Look at everything I’ve given you, Claire, because I love you so much. You had nothing, and I picked you.” He dropped her hand, sitting back, shaking his head. “It’s about the money, right? You don’t actually love me, you just want—”

“Of course not!” She tried to grab his hand, but he pulled it away, splayed back in his chair like fucking Caesar at the gladiator rings or some shit, shaking his head some more. “Elias, it’s not about money. It’s just . . . you asked me to get married. I want to get married. Don’t you?”

And the hurt melted, at least a little bit. Elias didn’t take her hand again, but he did sigh, and soften. “Next year,” he said. Something in the undercurrent of his voice, some emotion she couldn’t identify. “Ask me next year.” He closed his eyes, sighed again. “I just love you too much, Claire.”

It’d been the same answer the other times she’d asked. He loved her too much to marry her. And she didn’t understand, but what did she know about love? Only what he’d shown her.

The house was quiet except for the bubbling of the fish tank in the living room. A massive one that covered a whole wall, emitting a blue glow that seeped in through the arched doorway, limned the stainless-steel appliances and marble countertops.

How the hell was she going to pay for this shit? Her freelancing made pennies. Everything was in Elias’s name. She’d have to move to a less expensive suburb, or into some closet in the city. God. God.

No reason to worry about it tonight. Not like she could do anything.

Claire wandered into the living room, where the tank and the octopus were.

She’d always called it an octopus, even though Elias told her that wasn’t quite right. It was some other kind of animal, closely related. To Claire, it looked like it was all leg. The one time she’d seen a mouth, it was circular and full of teeth. She didn’t like watching it move. Even now, she didn’t spare the tank more than a passing glance.

The passing glance was enough for her to see the envelope propped up against it.

Frowning, she reached out and snatched it away, still not wanting to get too close to the tank. When she did, she felt like the octopus—the not-octopus—watched her.

The front of the envelope was blank. She opened it.

Well, then.

The deed to the house. Car titles. Bank statements with her name added. Elias must have done all this before he died. Maybe he meant to make their anniversary fight up to her, show her that he knew it wasn’t about the money. Maybe this was the first step in actually planning their wedding.

It hit her like a wave, like a riptide. Claire didn’t care that the nearest surface was the tank; she slid down it with the papers clutched to her chest, weeping so hard her throat felt like it could split in half, like she could vomit out her lungs.

It wasn’t until some time later, when she’d ended up on her side and staring up into the blue, that she realized the octopus-thing was dead.




men

1.

“Hey, Claire.”

It was the same way he’d greeted her every evening for the entire five years of their relationship. Never baby, never honey, always just Claire, just her name, and she’d taken it as a sign of respect, almost. She sensed it was something to be analyzed, a facet that could be revealing if held to the right light. She never brought it up to Dr. Lark. She never thought much about it.

Except now, because Elias was dead, and that meant he shouldn’t be greeting her at all.

Claire rolled over in bed. She had no clock but her phone, and didn’t bother bopping the screen to make it light up, but the darkness outside her window told her it was still deep night. The neighborhood had streetlights, but the five acres the house sat on made them little more than yellowish blurs out in the far black. It’d been around eight when the hospital called. Elias had been working late again. He did that, even though he technically didn’t have to work at all. She’d admired it.

He was standing in the middle of their bedroom.

Logically, Claire knew this was not the case. Logically, she knew that Elias’s body was in the hospital morgue, cold and blue gray and probably already scored with the slices of an autopsy, the broken cross shape she’d seen in so many crime TV shows. Maybe they’d cut into his head, too, wanting a closer look at that shouldn’t-have-been-alive brain with its lightning-bolt lesions.

In any case, the Elias standing in the middle of their bedroom—right next to a pile of his own laundry, because the housekeeper didn’t come until Thursday and he didn’t like Claire doing his—looked the same as the Elias who’d left this morning without a word.

So she was dreaming. Had to be. And that meant it wasn’t insane to interact.

“Hey,” she said back.

The light in the room was dim, nothing but the glow from the hallway through the cracked door. It made Elias hard to see, more a shadow than a person. Which made sense for a dream, right? No need for alarm there.

He moved forward. Not a step—his legs didn’t move, but he was suddenly closer, in a shimmer of air like a static pop across a screen. He was ahead of the laundry pile now, and Claire noticed that his feet hovered barely an inch off the floor. Like bait on the end of a hook.

“It’s gonna be a lot,” he said. It sounded like he was coaching her for a social interaction. He had to do that, sometimes. Not that they went out with other people that much, but when they did, Claire got overwhelmed quickly. Easy friendship wasn’t a skill she’d learned, so she kept her circles purposefully small, encroaching on nonexistent. “But you’re the right person for it, OK? I’ve never doubted that. I kept you away as long as I could, and tried for longer. Look where that got me.”

Something was different in his face. His eyes. Elias had the most beautiful blue eyes, but now, in the muted hallway light, they looked almost yellow, and too big.

Elias didn’t get any closer. But his face seemed to grow larger, in that uncanny way of dreams, to somehow loom nearer and nearer in a slow creep. Claire wanted to move away from him, to lean back, but she couldn’t. She was paralyzed in her bed, in the sweaty tangle of sheets that were meant for two.

The light grew in the window, but it wasn’t the faraway streetlamps. It was harsher, the contrast greater to the dark. It carved out hollows in his face, made it look like a mask for something else to wear.

“Just go with it,” he said, and his voice sounded distant, heard through water. “You’re good at that.”

˚ ˚ 2. ˚ ˚

The letter was classy. She guessed she should’ve expected that. Claire didn’t know much about Elias’s parents, but she knew they came from money, the old and seemingly endless kind, and knew they did some sort of work with science and the sea floor. Elias always said that was why he didn’t like the beach. He’d had enough of the ocean at home.

She’d never met them once over the course of their entire relationship. According to Elias, she wasn’t missing much, but Claire felt like she was. Even a shitty family was better than none at all, she thought. Aunt Margo hardly counted.

Once they were married, she planned to try her damnedest to heal the rift between the Ashburys, bring them together again. Because then they’d be her family, too. That plan was the only secret she’d ever kept from Elias.

The paper felt like the expensive sheets Elias bought online, some extravagantly high thread count you couldn’t find in stores. It was almost enough to distract her from the fact that she was receiving an invitation to a funeral she hadn’t yet planned.


Dear Miss Sutherland,

We are terribly sorry for your loss. Please know that though we didn’t know each other, we count you as part of the family, and would love for you to join us at Harrow Point, our family home, from May 4 to May 7 as we gather to celebrate Elias’s life. Please email me at audreyashbury@hotmail.com to let me know if you can attend, and we will make proper arrangements.



A Hotmail address, in the year of our Lord 2024. Claire laughed at that, loud and long and inappropriate, right up until the laughter almost turned to tears. Then she shut it off, dammed back in her throat and turned to an ache.

May 4 was her birthday. Twenty-seven this year.

The missive was handwritten. There was no formal invitation to accompany it, though the paper and envelope both had gilded edges, as if Audrey Ashbury wrote grocery lists on what others would use for a wedding RSVP. Either someone was fucking with her, or the funeral Elias’s parents were holding was an extremely small, intimate affair. Claire wasn’t sure which one she hoped for.

After that weird dream, she didn’t feel up for planning much of anything. Since Elias died, she’d only left the house to get the mail.

Claire fingered the gold edges of the invitation as she walked back up the long driveway, then placed it carefully on her cluttered coffee table. She’d called Eva, the housekeeper, and told her not to come this week.

She sat down, slowly, and stared at the foiled envelope. Some shipwrecked treasure, winking up from mud and bracken. Then she grabbed her wineglass. She was a beer drinker, but all of it was gone, and she hadn’t mustered the energy to go get more—after the incident with the car following her from the hospital, the idea of driving anywhere was not appealing. Elias had been the wine drinker, and was one of those people who actually knew things about it beyond this tastes good or this tastes bad. She’d taken some of his stash from the cooler in the kitchen. Claire was down to the last bottle, and knew there was more in the basement, but she wouldn’t be going down there. Once all the alcohol within reach was gone, maybe she’d finally find it within herself to drive to the liquor store.

She took a long, bitter swallow of red. In the wall of the living room, the aquarium churned softly. She didn’t look at it.

Two days since he’d died. Claire had no experience planning funerals, but she assumed she was probably supposed to be in the throes of doing so right now, instead of skulking around the house in the dark with her hair unwashed and wine stains on her teeth. Bodies went bad, didn’t they? You had to do something before the maggots set in. But no one had contacted her about doing anything with Elias; maybe his family had taken care of that, too, with the same innate life-together knowledge that had made him add her to the house deed, the car titles, right in the nick of time. Maybe she should be angry about that kind of overstepping, but her immediate emotion was relief.

Just go with it, her personal conjuring of Elias had said, yellow-eyed and floating. He was right. She was good at that. She’d been just going with it since she was thirteen, always taking the path of least resistance.

Another drink, this one longer. She had an appointment with Dr. Lark tomorrow. She hadn’t told her yet that Elias was dead. Hadn’t told anyone. There wasn’t really anyone to tell. The friends they sometimes went to dinner with, maybe, but Claire didn’t even have their phone numbers. They were more Elias’s friends than hers, and not very close ones.

Apparently the Ashburys were much better at things like planning funerals than she was. The Ashburys, whom she’d never met. The Ashburys, whom Elias never, ever talked about, with their old money and their fancy stationery and their Hotmail email addresses. Rich people didn’t have to bow to the tyranny of Google if they didn’t want to. The world bent around rich people’s quirks, smoothed them over like waves on churned sand.

For a moment, she considered tearing the letter up, throwing it out into the well-maintained yard, the lilies just starting to peek out from the soil.

But instead of tearing the paper, she picked it up gently, rereading the elegant cursive. Tracing it lightly with her finger. She didn’t remember her mother’s handwriting.

Then she grabbed her laptop.

Her email was quick, efficient. Sure, she would love to attend. She was so sorry this was happening. She was thankful they’d thought of her.

She almost said she was glad they’d taken over the arrangements, but stopped right before typing it out. It felt like a confession, to say she was in over her head. To show them how she was always, always just trying to do what was easiest.

Claire sent the email without proofreading it. She shoved the laptop away and drained the rest of Elias’s wine.

When the bottle was gone, she approached the basement door, empty glass hanging from her fingers. The door was closed, but not latched, and she pushed it open. It creaked, a sliver of darkness growing, a breath of cold air from underground.

She grabbed her keys and went to the car.

˚ ˚ 3. ˚ ˚

“I hope you don’t mind me calling.”

Audrey Ashbury’s voice sounded exactly like Claire had expected. Since she’d received the invitation, she’d spent an inordinate amount of time wondering what she would sound like. Smooth, warm, calibrated for engaging conversations over expensive dinners, for organizing charity auctions at country clubs.

Her own voice, booze-roughened and barely awake, sounded absolutely haggard in response. “No,” Claire said, sitting up on the couch. She was wearing the same T-shirt she’d worn when she sent the RSVP email yesterday afternoon, when she drove to the liquor store and bought a twenty-four pack of the first beer she saw that came in such a quantity. Blearily, she pulled the phone away from her ear long enough to look at the time. Eight in the morning, early for a phone call. She didn’t remember falling asleep last night; the day was a blur after she got back from the liquor store. “No, that’s fine. How’d you get my number?”

A brief pause, but Audrey’s voice was still warm when she answered, with an edge of laughter like they were old friends having a silly misunderstanding. “It’s in your email signature.”

“Oh.” Of course it was. Claire was a freelancer, which meant she scattered as much contact information as she could across the internet in hopes that someone would stumble upon paying her.

On the other end of the phone, Audrey sighed, a little waver in it that was the first sign of maybe-grief she’d shown. “I’m so terribly sorry, Claire,” she murmured. “I know this is so strange, to have us reach out. Who knows what El . . . what he told you about us.”

It was hard to say his name. Claire knew.

“Our relationship was not as close as I would’ve liked.” Another noise echoed down the phone, scraping static. For a second, it sounded as if Audrey stood on some sea-facing promontory, still against ocean wind, but then the odd flutter of sound was gone. “He and his father and his brother . . . Things were complicated, and I’ll be the first to admit that I didn’t make it easier for him. He had so many expectations put on him, especially when Wellington did—well. What he did.”

Claire nodded, made some small sound of agreement. This was one of the few things Elias had told her about his family, his childhood, though it had been in vague terms. Wellington Ashbury, Ash to his friends, among whom Elias was never counted. The oldest Ashbury son, and thus imbued with certain expectations, certain responsibilities that he’d apparently abandoned, running off to travel the world as soon as he turned eighteen. In his absence, the responsibilities had fallen to Elias. Years of hard work in business dealings and familial obligation, and then Elias had moved away from his parents and started his own life, later than he should have. He’d deeply resented Ash for making him take on the oldest son’s burdens.

“That asshole never did anything good,” he’d said, the brief times he’d talked about it. Usually while inebriated. But then, unfailingly, he’d reach over to Claire, touch her cheek softly. “But it brought me to you.”

He never elaborated on what exactly he’d had to do in Ash’s stead, and Claire never asked. She assumed it was something to do with the Ashburys’ business, the kind of strange pseudofeudal framework that extremely rich families still operated in. The Ashburys had made their fortune in submarines and deep-ocean research, she’d learned in a beer-fueled Google search, which was slightly more specific than “science and the sea floor.” The running of such a business seemed like the kind of thing that should pass to scientists and not whatever child the CEO happened to have first. But the trust fund was bottomless, and the Ashburys seemed to still be making more money than God, so it apparently worked just fine. Elias’s current job as a hedge fund manager was more for fun than for survival. They never touched his savings because they didn’t need to.

Well. Not current job. Former job. One couldn’t work when one was dead.

“It drove Elias away,” Audrey continued. “All that responsibility. He shouldered it well, and once he was done, my husband let him move on. Didn’t bother keeping tabs.”

It seemed like no father should keep tabs on a twenty-eight-year-old son. It seemed like he should be more concerned with keeping up a relationship. But this was a subject on which Claire knew very little, and maybe it was only an odd turn of phrase. She had no idea how a real family was supposed to function, since all she had was Aunt Margo, and they barely acknowledged each other. Occasionally, she’d receive a birthday card, but it was always a couple days off.

She guessed that this time, the card would come after she returned from Harrow Point.

Dr. Lark tried to talk to her about it sometimes, asking her how she was coping with the idea of starting a family with her marriage when her experience of them was so limited. Claire hadn’t given an answer. She rarely did. Every session was a crash course in omission, and part of her knew that made it pointless, but she couldn’t bring herself to stop going, as if hoping the intention somehow outweighed the impact. She got her meds out of it, and that worked fine.

Her only feeling
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