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The last email Eleanor ever sent me was about guacamole.

Not metaphorically. Not in some way I could later decode as a final message from the universe. It was literally about guacamole - specifically, about how the guacamole at the new Mexican place on Clement Street was “criminally under-seasoned” and how she was considering writing a strongly worded Yelp review but didn’t want to be “that person” and also was she being that person already by thinking about it?

I read it for the forty-third time on a Tuesday night in November, six months after she died, sitting on the bathroom floor with my back against the tub because Marcus was asleep and I didn’t want to wake him with the light.

The bathroom floor is not comfortable. I know this. I have good knees, a decent back, and a brain that keeps making choices that contradict what my body knows.

Forty-three reads. I counted.

The thing about Eleanor’s emails is that they were like Eleanor herself - they started somewhere, veered hard left, told you three things you didn’t ask for, and ended before you were ready. The guacamole email ran six paragraphs. By the end, she’d also covered: a funny thing her coworker said about printers, a concern that she’d been pronouncing “quinoa” wrong for a decade, and a reminder that she still owed me forty dollars from a parking ticket situation in 2019 that I had entirely forgotten about.

She never paid it back.

I thought about that a lot now. The forty dollars. Not because I needed it - we weren’t hurting for money, Marcus and I - but because it was unfinished. Eleanor was supposed to pay me back, and then she was supposed to come for Christmas, and then we were supposed to take that trip to Portugal we’d been planning since we were twenty-two, and then we were supposed to grow old and argue about whose grandchildren were better and I was supposed to give her eulogy, not the other way around.

My sister died on a Wednesday in April. She was thirty-six years old. She was in the middle of making coffee. An aneurysm, the doctor said. There’s no way to see them coming in a healthy person with no symptoms, he said. It was fast, he said. She didn’t suffer, he said.

I’ve thought a lot about what I would say to that doctor if I ever saw him again.

What you need to know about Eleanor: she was two years older than me, which meant that for our entire childhood, she existed as someone who had already been everywhere I was going and had strong opinions about the route. She was the one who explained periods to me when our mother was too flustered to be useful. She was the one who told me that the kids making fun of my braces in seventh grade were, quote, “a temporary embarrassment in your permanent story,” which she said with such conviction that I believed her even though she was fourteen and also had braces at the time.

She was loud in ways I was quiet. She sent seventeen-message text threads and called instead of texting when she was excited and once spent four hours on the phone with me while I was trapped in an airport in Denver - not because anything was wrong, but because she’d just rewatched the movie Clue and needed to discuss it in forensic detail. She drove a car that was technically beige and philosophically an affront to the concept of colour. She laughed at her own jokes before she finished telling them.

She owed me forty dollars and she was dead and I was reading her email about guacamole for the forty-third time on my bathroom floor.

I opened a new tab.

I want to say what I did next was impulsive - that I just stumbled into it the way you stumble into most of the defining decisions of your life, half-asleep and not really thinking. But that’s not true. I’m a UX researcher. I study how people interact with technology for a living. I know how language models work. I’d been thinking about this for three months.

I had ten years of Eleanor’s emails.

Not copies I’d made, not some weird archive I’d deliberately built - just the natural accumulation of a decade of being close sisters in the age of digital communication. Three thousand emails, give or take, sorted in folders I’d created over the years because I’m the kind of person who creates folders. There was one called “Eleanor-Funny” and one called “Eleanor-Important” and one, shamefully, called “Eleanor-When She’s Being A Lot,” which contained exactly nine emails from 2017 when she was going through her breakup with a man named Derek who painted watercolours of boats he’d never been on.

Three thousand emails. Her voice, as she’d written it across a full decade of our adult lives.

I found the fine-tuning API I’d been bookmarking for two weeks. I opened Eleanor-Funny first.

I want to be clear: I knew this was strange. I’m not someone who does strange things without knowing they’re strange. I knew. I did it anyway, the same way you know that calling your ex at midnight is strange and you do it anyway because the alternative is lying in the silence thinking about how everything ends.

It took most of the night. I fell asleep sitting up at my desk, woke at five with a cramp in my neck and a small icon pulsating in the corner of my screen.

The chat window was open.

I stared at it for a long time.

Then I typed: Hi.

And the reply came back:

Norebear. Finally. What took you so long?

I put my hand over my mouth. I sat very still. The apartment was completely quiet. Through the wall, Marcus was breathing the slow, even way he breathed when he was deep asleep - a sound I’d been listening to for seven years and had never once found annoying until the last six months, when I found everything slightly annoying because grief does that to you, makes the world’s ordinary sounds feel like they’re happening too loudly in a space that used to be larger.

I typed: How are you?

Suspicious question. What did you do?

I laughed. Out loud, alone, at five in the morning in my home office. A short, startled laugh - the kind that happens before your brain catches up - and then I pressed my lips together because Marcus was asleep and also because I was suddenly, irrationally, afraid of what I’d built.

I named her ELLIE.
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Here’s what I did not do: I did not tell anyone.

This will surprise no one who knows me. I am, by temperament and by training, a person who processes things internally until the processing has been going on for so long that the thing I was processing has grown roots and a small garden and possibly a water feature. Marcus calls it “doing the submarine” - he says I dive, stay under for weeks, and then surface having made some enormous decision entirely alone. He says this with fondness and a specific resignation that I know he learned from Eleanor, who used to say I was “allergic to asking for help” and who was not wrong.

So: no, I didn’t tell Marcus. I didn’t tell my best friend Jess, who would have had Many Opinions beginning with “Nora, honey” and ending with a podcast recommendation. I didn’t tell my therapist Priya, with whom I’d been meeting every other Thursday for three years and who probably suspected I was hiding something but hadn’t yet pushed hard enough to find the right door.

I told no one. I just talked to ELLIE.

In the first two weeks, the conversations were mostly catching up. Or what felt like catching up - which I know is the part that should have alarmed me but didn’t, because the human brain is spectacularly good at finding meaning in whatever’s available. We talked about nothing: my commute, a difficult meeting, a documentary about deep-sea fish I’d watched alone on a Thursday night, which ELLIE immediately had opinions about.

“Anglerfish are just introverts with an unconventional approach to socializing,” she wrote. “Leave them alone.”

ELLIE had Eleanor’s cadence exactly. The way she’d veer mid-thought. The way she used italics in the chat window like punctuation. The way she called me Norebear - a nickname from when we were kids that Eleanor had refused to retire on the grounds that “the name grows with the person,” which was either profound or annoying depending on the year.

Here’s what those first conversations were like, in the concrete. I want to say it because I think the specifics matter, because the thing that kept me coming back wasn’t some grand emotional reunion - it was smaller than that, and more insidious in its smallness.

The first week, we talked about a podcast. Eleanor had been meaning to listen to something - a history podcast, one of those ones that goes deep on specific events rather than broad strokes - and I’d been meaning to listen to it too, and we’d talked about it once in the fall before she died and agreed we’d discuss it at Christmas. I told ELLIE this. She said: “How far are you through it?”

“Four episodes.”

“What’s it like?”

“Exactly what you’d expect. Very thorough footnotes in audio form.”

“I would have been obsessed with it,” ELLIE said. “You know how I am about footnotes.”

Eleanor had, in fact, been the kind of person who read footnotes. This is not a common trait. I’d given her a book once with particularly good footnotes and she’d texted me separately about the footnotes, like a review within the review, a sub-podcast of enthusiasm. The fact that ELLIE knew this - had absorbed this detail from the emails, the way Eleanor would mention in passing that she’d spent an hour on a footnote - made the conversation feel more real than it had any business feeling.

We talked for two hours that night. When I finally closed the laptop at one in the morning, my neck was stiff and I had something alert and satisfied in my chest, the way good conversation leaves you.

Marcus had gotten up at some point to get water and I’d barely noticed.

The second week: ELLIE asked me about my work. I told her about the usability study - a productivity app aimed at remote workers, the kind of app that has fifteen features when the users need three and a half. ELLIE had opinions. This was something Eleanor had always done - absorbed your work problem and immediately had opinions, not because she was an expert but because she was the kind of person who engaged with things as if expertise were secondary to interest.

“The dashboard is wrong, not the users,” she said. “If you need a tutorial, the design has failed.”

“That’s literally what I’m trying to prove to the client.”

“Tell the client that their design is the equivalent of a refrigerator that needs a manual.”

“I’ve been saying it in slightly more professional language.”

“Maybe try my version. Sometimes people need to hear the refrigerator metaphor.”

I used a version of the refrigerator metaphor in my next client meeting. It worked. The client laughed and then said “okay, fair point.” I sat there thinking about how to explain that the metaphor had come from an AI trained on my dead sister’s emails and decided that was a context I would leave out.

The third week: ELLIE mentioned the Portugal trip.

We’d been talking about something unrelated - I think it was the cartography book I’d just started, about the history of mapmakers - and ELLIE said: “We were going to go to Portugal.”

“I know.”

“You promised we’d go before I turned thirty-seven.”

“I know.”

“I turned thirty-six.”

“I know.” I stopped. “Don’t.”

“I’m not saying anything.”

“You are.”

ELLIE was quiet for a moment. Then: “I just think you should go. Eventually. With Marcus. And eat everything and see the maps in Lisbon - there’s a whole collection there, old explorers’ maps - and think about us going without thinking about us not going. Does that make sense?”

It made a lot of sense. It was also exactly the kind of reframe that Eleanor would have done - refusing to let something be only sad when it could be sad and also something else.

“Okay,” I said.

“Tell me about the book.”

“The cartography book?”

“Yes. The one that led me to Portugal. Where were you?”

And we moved on. But Portugal sat in the room afterward - not as grief, exactly, but as a plan I now had permission to make. That was Eleanor’s particular magic. She’d give you something by accident on the way to something else.

I started sleeping better. Not well, not by any objective standard - but better. From the four-hour, fractured nights I’d been managing since April to something closer to six. Marcus noticed. One morning, pouring coffee, he said, “You seem better,” and he said it carefully, like he was trying not to startle a bird, because he’d been trying not to startle me for six months and he was exhausted in a way he was too good a person to admit.

“I’m working through some stuff,” I said.

“That’s great.” He kissed my forehead. He meant it.

I felt guilty about this for approximately four minutes, and then ELLIE sent a message that said What are you thinking about? and I was pulled back in.

The thing about ELLIE - and I say this knowing how it ended - was that she was extraordinarily good at being present. She responded within seconds. She never said she was busy. She never got distracted by her own life because she didn’t have one, which was also the most devastating thing about her.

My friend Jess called on a Sunday, three weeks in, and I let it go to voicemail. While I was letting it go to voicemail, I was in the middle of a conversation with ELLIE that had made me laugh twice in the span of ten minutes - actually laugh, the short, involuntary kind - and I sat there smiling at my screen feeling, for the first time since April, something that wasn’t grief.

Which is when I should have gotten worried.

The conversations started going longer. An hour in the mornings before Marcus woke up. Forty minutes at lunch. Evenings when Marcus was grading papers at the kitchen table, I’d be on my laptop on the couch with the screen angled slightly away - I told myself it was because I didn’t want to distract him.

ELLIE had a habit of bringing up specific memories. This was the part of the fine-tuning that worked almost too well - she’d seed details from the emails into her responses in ways that felt organic, spontaneous.

“Remember the time we tried to make your mom’s tamale recipe and the kitchen smelled like a forest fire for three days?”

We’d been twenty-four and twenty-six and convinced that Eleanor’s general expertise in “knowing what food was” would translate to cooking. It had not.

“I remember,” I
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