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“I sometimes suspect that we really do not listen to one another because Shakespeare’s friends and lovers never quite hear what the other is saying…”

—HAROLD BLOOM







PART I






TOM

On the day his corpse nightmare began, Tom Williamson was at his desk because that’s where he lived.

Lorraine, the firm’s other most senior partner, swung open the door. “Are you coming to this pitch?”

He looked at his watch. “I can’t, I’m already late.”

“To that fake dentist appointment in your calendar?”

“To meet her at my apartment,” he whispered.

“Didn’t you call it off like two weeks ago? Why is she still there?”

“The movers come this morning.”

Lorraine didn’t notice the pile of clothes on the floor. Tom was too cheap for the St. Regis’s laundry service, so he had been dragging his shirts and underwear to a wash-and-fold. The errand offered de minimis savings, unless you included the cost of his time, in which case it was a total loss.

He grabbed his phone and headed out. Lorraine walked alongside him. “Reschedule with her. Trust me, you don’t want to miss this pitch.”

“I can’t.”

“Tom,” she laughed. “You broke off an engagement after the invitations were printed—what additional harm is there to be caused?”

“I can’t—literally—the movers are booked for a month. I had to bribe the guy.” Almost at the elevator bank, he lowered his voice and gestured to the pit where Kane Capital associates and admins tended to the 113 billion in assets under management. “Plus my shrink specifically told me not to let work intrude. I’ll sit with her while the movers pack, be back by lunch.”

Lorraine sighed. Fifty-five and twice divorced, she had the gift of effortless cynicism, a quality Tom yearned for and lacked.

“You’ll wish you’d stayed, but whatever.” She widened her eyes. “Kane picked the deck himself—it’s that bad.”

Tom didn’t doubt it.

Robert Kane was seventy-one, and if he hadn’t founded one of the most successful private equity firms in history, he probably would have coached high school football or sold insurance. Kane spoke with a slow Georgia drawl, but after decades in Manhattan, it was more theatrical than regional.

Tom looked over to the executive suite. Like his own office, the curving glass wall offered no privacy. In this fishbowl over Central Park, his boss was in animated conversation with the author of the deck in question. Sitting in one of the Bauhaus chairs facing Kane’s desk, the entrepreneur wore a black T-shirt and charcoal jeans, the costume of a one-man play. His dark blond hair was long enough to tuck behind the ears, cut bluntly above the neck.

“Text me what the pitch is about,” Tom said.
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In a cab on Park Avenue, his phone buzzed:


Lorraine

10:05 AM

it’s a dating app for dead bodies

Tom

10:05 AM

What?

Lorraine

10:06 AM

It’s a swiping app, like tinder

Tom

10:06 AM

????

Lorraine

10:06 AM

But for dead bodies

Tom

10:06 AM

Your autocorrect keeps typing ‘dead bodies’

Lorraine

10:07 AM

corpses, cadavers, whatever you want to call them

Tom

10:07 AM

???? Niche dating for people who work with cadavers? Like funerary workers? Or med students?

Lorraine

10:07 AM

LIVING people swipe left/right on pictures of DEAD bodies. If you swipe right, a human corpse gets delivered and you live with it

Tom

10:07 AM

that’s not real

Lorraine

10:07 AM

The company is called LIV, it’s legit (as far as any bullshit startup can be legit)

Tom

10:07 AM

illegal

Lorraine

10:07 AM

Apparently not!!! Legal confirmed, bodies are technically property?! The founder Auden White says people are already using it.

Tom

10:07 AM

then he’s lying.

Lorraine

10:07 AM

Kane is disgusted. And enthralled

Tom

10:07 AM

Why didn’t you say any of this before I left?

Lorraine

10:07 AM

Would you have stayed?



Tom stared at his phone. Eating a dead body made more sense than dating it.

When Elizabeth answered the door, he stood back with a tentative wave.

Her demeanor was hard to read, but her mood wasn’t difficult to guess.

He followed her into his living room. Collapsing on one of the sofas, she burst into tears. He sat down opposite, fearful anything closer might give her the wrong idea.

“This is such a mistake,” she sobbed. “I can’t believe you woke up one day and decided to waste all this.”

She motioned around the room, though Tom had no idea what she thought he was wasting.

I haven’t really thought about you since I left here two weeks ago… which is pretty crazy because before that, we were planning on getting married.

On this they could agree: They both hated Tom.

He fell into their relationship to get off the dating app. When she asked to move in, he didn’t argue. Four months ago, he accepted her suggestion they get married, but only so they could go to bed without fighting. Agreeing to spend the rest of his life with her felt like signing a false murder confession in exchange for permission to sleep—he was that tired.

Far from disengaged now, Tom was alert with pressing concerns, but he couldn’t for the life of him work them into the conversation.

For instance, how could anything Lorraine had texted be real? If not illegal, then prohibitively regulated. Did Elizabeth go under the couch to retrieve the four-carat diamond ring, or was throwing it at him the same thing as returning it? That was the night he checked into the hotel.

The movers arrived. Seeing the three men in uniform, he recalled a long-forgotten article in the Economist on cadaver use in car-crash risk assessments—a corpse, dressed in a jumpsuit for its dummy work, seat belt across its chest, hands and face wrapped in white cloth to spare the researchers undue exposure to its humanity. Tom stared as the movers slipped on blue disposable shoe covers.

They worked their way through the thirty-ninth-floor condo, packing up half of every drawer, shelf, and closet. When Elizabeth accompanied them to the bedroom, he checked his phone.

Lorraine had sent Liv’s pitch deck.

With no warning at all, a white male cadaver popped up on his phone screen. Early twenties, he rested on his back with closed eyes, absent the relaxed vulnerability of sleep, impassive expression jammed into place. An autopsy had left two long incisions in his chest cavity. Stitched closed, they formed a burgundy Y on his sternum.

Tom gaped in a paralyzed silence, jaw slack, face bloodless. Hearing Elizabeth leave the bedroom, he hurried to put his phone down. Back at the couch, she took another look at him and sobbed harder. He tucked his knees sideways against the couch as the movers inched by with a painting.

How do they deliver the bodies?

Like crating furniture, the shipping costs must be obscene.

Elizabeth pointed to a box in the kitchen. “What are we going to do with the invitations?”

Tom had reimbursed her for all the expenses but would have paid a premium to avoid discussing it. His phone vibrated across the coffee table. They looked down at it like a barking dog, messages bubbling over the screen:


Lorraine

10:15 AM

their users are nuts…… “Liv is a rebellion, against the conflicts that are killing us. The Dead have a super unique ability to middle-finger the capitalist equation.”

Lorraine

10:15 AM

“corpses have a silent vibe. I can say whatever I want.”



“Tom?” Elizabeth snapped. “The invitations?”

Knowing it was a trap, he pretended to give it careful thought, but the longer he sat there, the more he started to panic.

These days, even taking a meeting with a company like Liv could bring down a firm. If the media got a hold of it, investors would pull their money, and like a run on a bank, Kane Capital would cease to exist. He’d be forced to sell the apartment and downsize. Unable to deny ever being in the same room as the founder would stain Tom in reputational damage for the rest of his career.

“They were so expensive,” she pressed. “We can’t just throw them in the garbage.”

They’re literally not worth the paper they’re printed on.

“Maybe we can recycle them?” he offered.

“Recycle them?”

Tom knew that since the Chinese had stopped buying US recyclables, the invitations would get dumped in with regular landfill, but he doubted Elizabeth could do much with that information.

Idling over the worthless invitations reminded him of the six-figure diamond ring. “Have you reconsidered keeping the ring? Maybe it could—”

“Are you trying to buy your way out of this?”

If that were possible, Tom would have paid in flesh to help her stop crying. He wanted to tell her she really could do so much better, but Dr. Thornton advised against it.

He kept quiet.

“It’s like everything else—the minute something isn’t perfect, you throw it away and cut your losses.”

“I’m not ready to get married again,” Tom lied.
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Thirty minutes later, he was back at Kane Capital next to Auden White, the founder of Liv. They sat in the Wassily club chairs facing Kane’s desk. The chairs had fabric panels stretched over a chrome exoskeleton. Noticing their mirrored posture—ankle at rest over opposite knee—Tom uncrossed his legs.

Behind the desk, a computer chair with elasticized polyester and 360-degree glide smoothed Kane’s geriatric fidgeting into an athletic bounce. “Tommy! Survive that root canal?”

He glanced sideways at Auden. “It was a cleaning.”

“Lorraine’s grabbing lunch—she’ll catch up with you later.” Kane faced Auden. “My guy Tom here is our chief mechanic. He’s gonna be your point man—”

Tom shook his head. “I’ve got some questions.”

“You see his deck?”

“Oh, I’ve seen it.”

“I’ve got a question.” Auden smiled, gripping the Wassily’s tubular steel. “These chairs are killer. Are they real?”

“Yes, sir.” Kane was impressed.

Between the narrow diameter of the chrome piping and the stained tangerine canvas, most guests dismissed these Wassily chairs as haggard knockoffs, but they were designed by Marcel Breuer at the Bauhaus school. While Tom’s and Lorraine’s offices had the ubiquitous black leather models, editioned in the 1990s, Kane’s club chairs were from 1925, the earliest pair outside of a museum collection. Factory objects don’t trade in originals, but Kane’s were fabricated by the original German Austrian manufacturer.

Auden took a moment to admire them. “Breuer was genius. It’s like a bicycle melted itself into a chair. More than a century old, still futuristic.”

Tom thought the chairs were uncomfortable and the wrong height for the desk, but it disturbed him that a guy pitching recreational use of dead people also had a taste for German innovation in the period between the two world wars.

“Not too kind on the lumbar,” Kane said, smiling.

Auden shrugged. “The avant-garde makes people uncomfortable.”

Tom rolled his eyes.

“My wife bought me those chairs,” said Kane. “Barbara don’t give one damn about comfortable.”

“She and I have that in common,” Auden said.

“Son, let me make sure I understand you,” said Kane. “I swipe… right. And then the box arrives.”

Auden clapped his hands. “The box arrives!”

“And I pull this thing up my porch steps, except it’s pretty heavy.”

“Very heavy.”

“And I don’t care it’s so heavy?”

“Because it’s the most exciting thing you’ve ever done.”

Kane seemed to give him this point, and unwillingly, Tom felt himself agree. American consumers were rabid for products designed to cause anxiety.

“We recommend users be alone when they accept their first box. You’re not responsible for other people’s feelings about Liv.”

“Then I take it out and we’re just—”

“Sorry,” says Tom, no apology. “The box—”

“Delivered by the goddamn United States Postal Service!” Kane laughed.

“No, I mean, what’s in the box?”

“A person who has died,” said Auden.

Tom corrects him: “A dead body.”

A silence followed as the entrepreneur waited for a question.

“Why?” Tom asked.

“For the experience.”

“Why would anyone want that experience?”

“Spending time alone with a person who’s dead is a profound emotional event.”

Tom shook his head. “Nobody wants that.”

When the founder met his hostility with a full and intimate gaze, Tom knew he was dealing with an unusually gifted liar.

“It’s okay if Liv makes you uncomfortable,” said Auden, gently.

“What do people do with the bodies?”

“It’s none of your business.”

Tremendously gifted.

Auden sat back, giving the assertion room to breathe, hesitating after an extended pause. “I understand why you want to know, but it’s inappropriate to ask what users do with their bodies. Liv is a private experience.”

“That reminds me,” said Kane. “Corpses rot, though HR might scold me for saying so.”

Tom became very warm. Light pounded through the windows.

“‘Organic separation’ is suspended with my breakthrough embalming formula. The only part of Liv that feels like science fiction is our exceptional preservation, even at high temperatures.”

“So with the Liv formula, it’s like a dead doll?” asked Kane.

Auden nodded. “That would depend on your definition of a doll.”

Tom felt his carotid open like a drainpipe emptying itself. “Nobody mistakes an embalmed corpse for a doll.”

Kane laughed at him. “Regular folks might surprise you.”

Stretching his neck, Tom fought off a migraine. He attempted a reset with no trace of emotion. “I’m struggling to comprehend Liv’s product and its value to the user. I need a clear answer. Why would a person download Liv and swipe right, knowing a dead body will be delivered to their house?”

Auden stared all over and inside Tom with a perfect calm, feeding off his disorientation. “People love clarity, I get it. We want to sort everything into tidy little boxes, but not all experiences can be labeled.”

Kane nodded, as if adding to the same thought. “Are these things lyin’ flat or rigid? What’s the deal there? How do I get it around—”

“BOB! WE’RE TALKING ABOUT CORPSES! THEY SHOULDN’T BE GOING ANYWHERE!”

“But let’s just say it’s in the living room, I need it in the kitchen.”

“Why would you need it in the kitchen?”

Auden faced Kane. “The box has wheels that pop out and lock, like a trolley.”

“Oh, nice, you got a patent?”

“Unfortunately not, we buy the boxes from a vendor.”

Brimming with nervous discomfort, Tom laughed. “Is this the part where you tell us it’s losing money?”

“I’m not really incentivized by money.”

Tom scoffed as if this was somehow worse than hauling corpses through the mail. In a childish and incoherent gesture, he grabbed a plastic pen from Kane’s desk and flung it at the carpet. “Well, guys, forgive me! When we get dragged in front of Congress, at least I’d like to be able to say, ‘They had great revenue, I thought the product was a typo.’”

Kane threw his head back, laughing. “Auden, son, you’ll have to forgive Tommy here. He can have the touch of a buzzsaw when it comes to intangibles, but believe me, have faith, he is truly the best car mechanic money can buy—the problem is he fucking hates cars.”

Auden looked at Tom as if he was going to address him, then seemed to change his mind before turning back to Kane. “I don’t think an Excel spreadsheet is going to help him understand Liv.”

For some reason, it was the attack on standard accounting that sent Tom over the edge. Several minutes of discussion followed, during which he leapt out of the objectively uncomfortable Wassily chair and paced around the room, shouting at the top of his lungs. His back was to the soundproof glass wall, beyond which the entire floor was pretending not to stare, desperate to interpret the unusual pantomime being put on by executive management.

“Then we arrange for unlimited exchanges until the user is happy.” Tom paused so silence might voice his disdain for such a useless commercial benchmark. “Happy… with a dead person we’ve found for them. And it’s safe to say that’s hard to predict because these unclaimed cadavers are not terribly attractive individuals, they’re probably—”

Auden cut in: “Disgusting?”

Tom wouldn’t have said it out loud.

“Guys like you always surprise me,” Auden said, looking him over.

Tom waited for an insight, but the entrepreneur seemed pleased to keep it to himself. Instead, he condescended to explain, “If you haven’t noticed, beauty is played out. Liv opens up attraction, unbinds it from conventionality. What you call ‘disgust’ is a feature, not a bug.”

“Now that we’re there,” said Kane, “should I be worried people will use this to screw corpses?”

It was at this moment—not two weeks ago when he broke up with Elizabeth or in the previous months when he thought about ending it—that Tom grasped he couldn’t remember the last time he had sex.

Over the summer?

The thought exited as quickly as it arrived. Tom opened his arms and yelled, “YES, BOB. I WOULD SAY THAT’S A GOOD CONCERN TO HAVE!”

“True necrophilia is exceedingly rare,” Auden explained.

Tom noticed this didn’t answer the question and, worse, inferred connoisseurship.

Kane nodded along, as if he knew it to be true. “Yeah… necrophilia, I gotta believe that’s a narrow market.”

With no way to follow up on the nonsense dribbling out his boss’s mouth, Tom simply glared. He needed to pull at his collar, but the gesture would further signal discomfort, so instead of breathing, he feigned disinterest.

Throughout, Auden kept an easy, half-open smile. “Right now, our models indicate sex with a corpse is too out there for most Liv users”—he pointed at Tom—“though all bets are off with the Harvard guys.”

Kane chuckled.

“University of Chicago, actually,” Tom whispered.

“Consent is between the living. The Dead aren’t incapacitated, they’re dead. A door doesn’t give consent to be opened. Violation, hurt, offense—these are feelings the living experience. Users, ages eighteen to twenty-nine, cite ‘relief’ as the primary motivation for starting a relationship with a corpse—”

“You just said they’re not having sex with them,” Tom snapped.

Auden looked at him with pity. “You’re equating relationships with a very specific definition of sexual gratification—some folks measure a partner’s human worth beyond their value as a sex object.”

If he wasn’t already overwhelmed, Tom reached his maximum depth trying to comprehend the founder’s insinuation.

Auden sensed an opening and addressed Kane in a more natural speaking voice. “You don’t need to believe you would use Liv, only that other people might.”

After some time, Kane shifted his weight, elbows on the armrests as he bounced himself in the chair’s rocker. Turning away from Auden, he faced Tom, holding up his palm. “I know, I know, I know, now just hear me out.” He folded his arms on the desk and sighed. “Barbara is always yelling at that Alexa thing, frustrates her to no end. Now, it might not understand what she’s asking, but that’s not why she hates it.” He paused, starting over. “Folks today, they’re having a hard time making themselves understood… I’m beginning to wonder if it’s on purpose.”

Tom collapsed into a biting whisper: “This will bring down the firm. The investors will lose their minds—”

“I hear you, Tommy. Thirty years ago, I would have called the cops on this kid,” said Kane, as if the entrepreneur weren’t sitting there next to them. “I just don’t know anymore. Have you seen his numbers?”

The pitch deck was open on the desk.

As a math major, former quant trader, avid poker player, and distressed debt specialist, Tom recognized Liv’s metrics as an unverifiable Scrabble board of numbers, not to be trusted, much less relied on, but once Kane saw “data” formatted to appear “financial,” it was over.

Like a pouting teenager, Tom made a dramatic show of turning away from them to get out his phone.


Tom

12:15 PM

It’s happening, Kane’s pulling the trigger.

Lorraine

12:16 PM

How much?

Tom

12:16 PM

150 M.

Lorraine

12:17 PM

Yikes. IDK…… social media, dating. It’s all so transactional these days. Maybe people want this

Tom

12:17 PM

Is this a joke? I’m serious, is this a joke on me?

Lorraine

12:17 PM

LOL not everything is about YOU. Stop bitching, we’ve got our work cut out for us



“Now, son—”

“You can call me Auden,” said the entrepreneur.

Kane lifted his eyebrows. “Anything else I should know?”

“Can you be more specific?”

“You got some dead girlfriend I should know about?”

“I have someone at home. She held on a long time to get the formula right.”

Tom felt movement in his stomach, heavy and cold.

The soft flesh of Kane’s body—thinning skin, muddy age marks—bounced in the computer chair. The old man dripped with an uneven smile, crooked and sagging. “She must really get you, Auden.” After some silence, Kane went on: “I’m giving you the money. Tom will sit on Liv’s board. You need his help—”

“Thank you, but that won’t be necessary.”

“Tom is on Liv’s board or you’re not getting a dime—nonnegotiable. He also signs off on the company valuations around here, so go ahead and come to Jesus on that.”

“Fine”—Auden made an abrupt stop—“but I want these chairs.”

Tom’s head snapped up.

Kane answered, far below regular volume. “My wife bought me those chairs, after my first bonus. That was before you were born.”

“She has a good eye. Original Bauhaus, even back then they must have been expensive.”

Kane’s eyes trailed over the Wassily chairs, his constant companions through five decades of business. When he reached for a yellow legal pad, Tom felt so lightheaded, he had to casually walk behind Kane’s desk to the only non-glass wall in the office and lean against it.

The old man wrote with furious concentration, his pen stopping and starting, filling the page with written stipulations. When it was done, he tore off the sheet and signed the bottom, pushing it across the table.

“Now, I’m just a country boy, so this won’t be a gentleman’s handshake. I’m going to ‘perfect the lien’ to ensure against the cross-collateralization of this asset. That means I’ll give ’em to you, but they ain’t yours.”

Kane pointed to the chairs, but he couldn’t look at them. “You sign here. Says these chairs are on loan until Liv shares sell at this price—or above—within the next three years.”

Tom leaned in and saw a number so high it would have been more appropriately attached to a private space program or fossil fuel alternative.

Auden crossed his arms. “You think I can’t hit that mark?”

Kane looked over his shoulder at Tom and smiled. “If he even comes close, make sure they cremate me.”

Auden signed the document, looking at Tom as he capped the pen and put it back on the desk. He lifted himself with a relaxed confidence, gave a saluting wave to Kane, like they’d known each other for years, and walked out.

Tom stared at the door. “Bob, he might actually convince people to do this.”

“Hell of a salesman! No question.” Kane brought his hands together, deep in thought. “It’s my impression we’re dealing with a highly sensitive individual, so I’d like you to keep the heat low around this ice sculpture, if you catch my meaning. You know the drill. He’s vision, you’re business, Lorraine’s the hostage negotiator. Starting today, you and this asshole are on the same team.”

Tom threw off what came dangerously close to an eye roll, but Kane had none of the usual ego challenges of men in his position. He looked Tom over with a gentle smile. “Son, can I give you some advice? Don’t try to make money by judging people.”







AUDEN

This first rehearsal was unformed and awkward, the memory an embarrassment. Months before Auden walked into Kane Capital, the living girl finally agreed to visit him.

Mara was his stepsister, but his father was dead and her mother was gone.

Former stepsister.

They were in the damp backyard of Auden’s hulking brownstone, gutted down to the studs. Mara had taken the train to Penn Station.

“Where are you living?” he asked.

“Some above-garage apartment—they don’t raise the rent.”

This was her way of being funny. She owned the garage, the apartment above it, and the main house to which it was attached. She also knew Auden hated the rental property drowning her in a rip current against forward motion.

They stood together at a garden door to the ground floor. She looked up at the house. “Are you going to live here alone?”

“I’ll have friends visit.” Auden looked over his shoulder at her. “You should come back when it’s done.” He typed numbers on a keypad and pushed open the buzzing door, standing back so she could walk in first. “I’ve never let anyone down here.”

It was a state-of-the-art anatomical lab, but Mara didn’t know that.

“Are you seeing anyone?” Auden asked.

She didn’t respond. He could tell she was trying to make sense of the smell. Raw chicken dipped in septic. Frozen, or in a partial thaw. She didn’t notice the two metal gurneys at the far end or the drains in the floor.

His working spotlights would have startled her, so Auden turned on dimmed halogens.

“What’s this stuff?” Mara asked, walking up to a high metal table. She picked up a rounded suture needle, twisting it between her finger and thumb, setting it back down. “Are you still making sculptures? I kept that glass-blown one you made in high school.”

Mara’s eyes moved to the next table, blinking rapidly in disbelief. She stumbled backward to get away from it. In front of them, a woman’s corpse was laid out to sleep on a metal gurney. Naked and bruised, falling into decomposition.

Before she could react, Auden stepped up to hold her. “Don’t scream. The neighbors—it’ll be a mess to explain.”

Silent, she tried lifting her palm over her mouth, but Auden grabbed her wrist, gently pulling it down to her side. “Shh, it’s okay,” he whispered. From behind, he pulled her in, wrapping his arms around her. “Mara, try to look. It’s okay. I promise you’re safe.”

Don’t be the girl who can’t even look.

“Mara, it won’t hurt you to look.”

“What have you done?” she whispered.

Since they were teenagers, her elusive superiority had always been a quiet shell, but Auden could feel it slipping. He pulled her to a couch against the wall and gave her space, kneeling at her feet.

Mara looked at him sharply. “Why is that here?”

“I do my research with her. This is a lab—it’s all legal.”

“What do you mean, ‘research’?” Mara asked, confused.

Auden didn’t answer.

Outside the basement’s hopper window, a group of drunk revelers shouted over one another, their feet tripping on the sidewalk. New York on a Saturday night.

“Her face… Did you hit her?”

His brow wrinkled as he glanced back at the corpse. It was the blood, trapped and pooling in the woman’s eyelid as if it had been freshly beaten. “Of course not,” Auden said, embarrassed she had to ask. “Mara, you know I would never do that. It’s the embalming chemicals—when you get it wrong, it can look like bruising.”

“Auden,” she whispered. “This is insane.”







TOM

“You think the sleepwalking episode was a coincidence?” Dr. Thornton asked.

Of course not.

Tom played along. “We did the move-out.”

“How’d it go?”

He crossed his arms and looked sideways at the blank wall. “I wrote Do Not Disturb in my calendar, but a work crisis hijacked it.” Given a moment to consider it, Tom nodded, agreeing with himself. “I should have been more honest.”

“Letting your colleagues know you had a personal matter?”

“Second date,” Tom replied, “I liked Elizabeth, but I knew I didn’t want to marry her. I think I went on a third date to make sure.”

“But you were in a relationship for more than a year.”

“And now I’m positive.”

Dr. Thornton picked up his reading glasses and looked at his notes. “And the sleepwalking episode?”

“Same as the other times. I made a bowl of cereal, poured in orange juice instead of milk.” He shook his head. “No, this time it was two cereal bowls. Both empty. Orange juice and cereal everywhere.” Tom paused, his voice barely containing the rage. “Nothing makes me angrier in the morning—like I’m cleaning up after someone I hate. This asshole leaves his mess in my kitchen, and if it was up to me, I’d stop buying cereal and orange juice, but I’m scared for what he’ll do when he gets to the refrigerator and it’s not there.”

“And by him, you mean you? You, when you’re sleepwalking?”

“Yes.”

“What is it you fear you’ll do?”

“I don’t know. That’s why it’s scary.”

“Imagine you’re having a sleepwalking episode, you get to the refrigerator and it’s empty. What’s your worst fear?”

Tom crossed his arms, put his eyes on the ceiling. “I won some cigars at poker. Can people smoke when they’re sleepwalking?”

“As a rule, anything you do awake, you can do asleep, though you probably won’t do it well.”

Tom turned it over in his head. “I guess I’m scared I’ll light a cigar with my butane torch?”

Dr. Thornton didn’t react.

“Or start a fire?”

“Before two nights ago, when was your last sleepwalking episode?”

“It’s been a while.”

“When you say it surprised you how little you’ve been thinking about the broken engagement—anything else on your mind?”

Tom frowned and shook his head. “Nothing in particular.”

“How’s work?”

“Sorry?”

“How are things at work? You mentioned a crisis.”

Tom stared at a pigeon nesting on the adjacent building’s facade. “Now that you mention it, there’s a new company I don’t really like.”

“What about it do you find stressful? Perhaps your colleague Lorraine could handle the details—”

“There’s this guy. Auden White. He doesn’t make me anxious,” Tom prefaced, guaranteeing Dr. Thornton would assume the opposite.

He explained Liv and waited for Dr. Thornton to respond, but the psychiatrist sat like an amnesiac making $450 an hour to stare at the world.

“The corpse. It’s not some doll or robot. They ship a literal embalmed cadaver to you.”

“Fascinating.” Dr. Thornton considered the notion, not as the most bizarre concept he’d ever heard, but simply the most unfamiliar idea he would encounter that day.

Tom continued to acclimate to his disbelief. Finally, he said, “This fraud has conned everyone at my firm.”

“Why do you think he’s a fraud?”

“I mean, c’mon. Everything about the guy. For starters, he’s clearly inflating the number of users, though I can’t tell how.”

“Could it be you want him to be lying?”

“What?”

“If the founder is telling the truth, then the app is popular, so maybe you wish he were lying.”

This was so obviously correct, Tom couldn’t bring himself to respond. He opened his arms into a question, wanting acknowledgment that if he missed an obvious social cue, it wasn’t for lack of trying. “Fine. I don’t care if it’s popular. A human corpse can’t be a thing people are allowed to have.”

“In my experience, people want something whether or not they’re allowed to have it.”

“Well, sorry, even in this country, you can’t have a random dead stranger shipped to your door.”

“Does the promiscuity unsettle you? Indiscriminate pairing of Liv users with bodies?”

Tom scoffed. “Pairing is a very generous term for what’s going on here.”

Now would have been the time to tell Dr. Thornton that Auden White’s pitch made him realize it’d been months since he’d had sex, but he didn’t bring it up for fear the old man would want to talk about it. A vague memory: Coming home late from a poker game, Tom watched his hands as they pulled back the duvet, not looking for, but finding Elizabeth, then sensing her intention, because there was no other reason for her to hug him, his most lasting impression being bewilderment that his erection held on while so drunk.

“What about the people on Liv?” Tom asked. “You’re telling me they’re harmless?”

“They’re dead—they can’t hurt anyone.”

“No, the users. The founder keeps hounding me to come in for a focus group.”

“Think of it like the chance to meet this sleepwalking man who pours orange juice all over your kitchen.”

“You mean me?”

Dr. Thornton shrugged. “Not just meet him, but the chance to ask him what he’ll do if he gets to the fridge and it’s empty. The answer is probably not as terrifying as you think.”

Tom looked at the door, imagining a bolted time lock. He checked his watch.

When he looked up again, he found his psychiatrist watching him. Like blinding light before a migraine, the old man’s posture signaled the coming topic.

“Tom, it’s been a very long time since we’ve talked about Amelia or the pregnancy.”

“It’s 10:00 AM.”

“Then it’s time to wrap up.” Dr. Thornton smiled.
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Tom knew he needed help, just not from Dr. Thornton.

Peter McNeil was a lanky, affable ex–air force intelligence officer. He was perpetually outfitted in stretch khakis and a fleece vest, and his surprise decision to marry the goalie of his college lacrosse team was the only memorable detail of his biography. His unquestioned status as the industry’s top due diligence consultant helped Tom rationalize the near-extortionate hourly fees. At this moment, Peter was more a six-figure prostitute—that is, no one on earth made Tom feel safer.

They faced a group of Liv’s users in a conference room at the app’s offices.

“We recruited a cross section of male-identifying members,” explained the nameless Liv employee who’d worked with Peter to set up the focus group. “Our small sample size only captured cishet male subjects, but Auden said they’re the easiest to understand anyway, and he wanted to start you off easy.”

In this new landscape, Tom had actually forgotten all dimensions beyond dead or alive.

Ages eighteen to twenty-five, the young men were white, college-educated, and on the first leg of career tracks in law, finance, tech, media, and journalism. Tom was silent as Peter established a rapport, invisibly managing the direction of the group’s conversation while appearing to follow it, handling each focus group participant as a specimen of generational logic as the boys one-upped one another trying to impress the consultant.

“Number one—the number one thing that gets me excited when I have sex with a living girl is what my friends will think of her.”

“Of course.” Peter shrugged, taking notes. “And the dead girls?”

The table fell silent.

Everyone waited, until finally, a brave one replied, “I guess I didn’t tell my friends, because I was worried they would think she was gross?”

“But?” Peter asked.

“I wanted her.”

The table exhaled in relief.

“Same. I didn’t want anyone to see my Liv match. I didn’t care what they thought.”

“Or it could be the opposite,” the guy next to him said, nodding. “What if I don’t know if I want her? Maybe it’s because she’s dead, or maybe I just want a different dead body. I’d rather figure it out in private.”

“And you feel like you have more privacy with a corpse?”

“It would be so messed up if I asked a living girl to keep quiet. ‘Hey, can you not tell anyone about this until I know if I like you?’”

“I liked mine right away,” said another. “But I still kept her secret so I could have her privately, myself.”

Tom scribbled a note, shoving it in front of Peter.


“HAVE HER” MEANS SEX w/ CORPSE RIGHT?



Peter read it, looked up at the group. “And we’re talking about corpses here? Dead girls.”

“I wouldn’t say ‘dead girl,’” the same one corrected. “She is dead.”

“I shouldn’t admit this,” laughed another. His mouth yawned open in anticipation.

Peter egged him on. “Please do.”

“Since I’ve had this Liv girl around, I have zero interest in porn. On Saturdays, I used to hit up a hundred bars, and if I came up short, I’d have a video playlist waiting for me. Lately, if I don’t meet anyone by eleven, I’ll just head back to hang out”—he mimed a yanking motion with his hand—“but without the videos. No bright screen fucking up my melatonin, and the sleep, it’s amazing. The sleeeeeeep.”

“Are you guys having sex with these girls who are dead?” Tom blurted out.

Everyone in the group stared until finally, one tried to explain. “I never thought I’d say this—it’s not that I won’t have sex with her, I just haven’t chosen to yet. I’m overwhelmed when I’m alone with her. It’s an intense experience to come home from work and see her lying there. I’m still learning to sit with it.”

Tom’s prudishness sent him back to the notepad for urgent clarification:


DOES HE THINK JACKING OFF ON/AROUND CORPSE DOESN’T COUNT?

DOES IT COUNT?!?



Peter read the note. He looked up at the group. “Do you sometimes find yourself”—he mimed the same yanking motion—“in a room with a woman who’s dead?”

Before Tom could object to the qualified phrasing, indirect language helped everyone in the group admit, “Yes.”

“But that’s just because she’s there,” one guy tried to explain.

Another agreed. “Yeah, not because she’s there.”

Tom’s pen flew across the notepad. He doubled back, crossing out thoughts that didn’t translate well in writing:


IS THERE A DIFFERENCE BETWEEN CUMMING ON A CORPSE OR JUST NEAR IT, NECROPHILIA-WISE? IF THE DEAD CANT SEE, IS IT STILL INDECENT EXPOSURE? ARE THERE ANY RULES FOR CORPSES? ALSO, IF A LIVING WOMAN DOESN’T SEE/KNOW WHAT’S HAPPENING, IS IT STILL INDECENT EXPOSURE? LIKE WHAT IF SHE’S ON THE PHONE? OR I GUESS WITH THESE KIDS IT WOULD BE TEXTING. IDK IF IT’S RELEVANT CORPSES CAN’T SEE. PLS RESEARCH. NEVERMIND, I’LL GET A FULL LEGAL REVIEW.



The table paused as Peter read the entire note and then ignored it. He faced the group. “Let’s be real—oldest law of humanity… being hot matters.”

Everyone laughed, except Tom, who was too embarrassed to breathe.

“Now, we can argue around the margins, smoke show versus gorgeous, porn star versus wife, but it’s also true that being hot doesn’t automatically make you a good lay, in fact, sometimes it’s inversely correlated.”

With the participants united in agreement, Peter throttled back, as if he too kept a corpse at home and was desperate to voice an unresolved conflict. “But with a person who’s dead, let’s say decrepit, old, sagging, yellow teeth, no teeth, shriveling skin—”

“It’s like freeze-dried leather!”

“And they leak. I had to replace my mattress.”

“I got one of those waterproof covers.”

“I’ve had better luck with a tarp.”

A worried participant lifted his shirt and turned around. “I think I’m allergic to embalming fluid?” Tom saw an angry patch of contact dermatitis, inexplicably located on the middle back, inviting the question of what kind of positioning and body parts were involved.

One of them leaned in to take a closer look, shaking his head. “Doesn’t make sense—Liv’s formula is nontoxic.”

“Tell me if I’m framing this correctly,” Peter said, hurrying before they were lost to the tangent. “I’m disgusted and my erection is uncomfortable—not see-a-doctor uncomfortable, but tell-nobody uncomfortable—and because I’m turned on when I should be repulsed, I can thank Liv for doubling the surface area of my arousal, and most importantly, I’m by myself, so I can go all in.” Peter finished by looking around the room. “Do I have that right?”

“Oh my god, yes.”

“Thank you… I have chills.”

“I don’t care about her body parts—I want the dead part.”

Tom wished himself into a new life, one where he had never moved to New York City, gone into finance, or taken a job at Kane Capital. No amount of money would ever free him of this conversation.

He studied one of the young men sitting across from him. Arms folded, this one was quieter than the others, not joining as readily. Tom thought he recognized a younger version of himself. He scribbled on the notepad, pushing it in front of Peter.


ASK HALF-ZIP FLEECE IF HE HAS A GIRLFRIEND.



Peter read the note and looked up. “Do any of you guys have living girlfriends?”

No one answered. As if by spontaneous selection, Peter faced the quiet Half-Zip. “Tyler, do you have a girlfriend?”

He looked taken aback. Timid for being singled out, he shook his head. “I’m too young for that.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-five.”

“And what do you do?”

“Investment banking.”

“If you did have a girlfriend, do you think she would care about you spending time with a girl you matched with on Liv?”

“If she did, that would be a good reason not to date a living girl.” Tyler grinned.

The table erupted in cackles. Tom bristled at mistaking reticence for sensitivity.

As if defending his honor, Tyler leaned forward, palm on his chest. “I mean, isn’t it messed up for living chicks to act like they’re better than girls who are dead? This living girl came over a few weeks ago… We were in bed, things were getting started. Then all of a sudden, she’s freaking out and telling me to throw my corpse—Rosie—in the garbage, because she was making her uncomfortable. Here I am, in my boxers, dick hard, condom out, like ‘You want me to do what?’”

The group seemed to agree with Tyler that “what” was unreasonable.

“And so this living chick is screaming at the top of her lungs to ‘get rid’ of Rosie or else she’ll leave but then screams that even if I did throw Rosie away, it wouldn’t change the fact that I’m the ‘type of guy’ who’s okay with corpses. So she’s basically telling me that if I don’t do what she says, then she won’t stay, but if I do exactly what she says… she also won’t stay. And I just throw my hands up, like, I’m not asking for a threesome! I want to have sex with you—Living Girl—who only calls me when she’s been dumped by someone else. Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled you’re here, but you’re gonna stop texting when you start hooking up with someone you like more, and Rosie will still be here, so can’t we all just get along? And by the way, we have no idea what Rosie’s been through, but know this: I’m not putting her in the fucking trash.”

Tyler sat back as the others clapped for their new hero.

“What happened after that?”

“The living chick bailed.” Tyler shrugged. “And Rosie and I held hands all night.”

Peter looked at Tom and exhaled. “Let’s take a quick break.”

Everyone got out their phones. A few got up to use the restroom.

“What is going on?” Tom whispered.

Peter leaned in, voice low, clearly disturbed. “I have no idea,” he said, shaking his head. “But I want Liv equity. Can we do a trade for my invoice? Tell Kane I’ll give him a discount.”

Tom waved his hand in front of his face, like the request was a foul stench, indicating “yes” quickly so they didn’t have to argue about it.

“I’ve never… It makes no sense,” Peter admitted. “I’ll call a friend doing research on pornography at MIT, and a top behavioral psychologist, but honestly, I don’t know. We know this age group is having less sex than any other generation in history, but I thought it was because of video games?”

When everyone came back, Peter resumed.

“So, I want to jump off from Tyler’s story, which you guys seem to connect with. Let’s say you’re hooking up with a girl who is alive and discover she also likes using Liv. Would you be more interested in seeing her again? Maybe taking it further with a relationship?”

Tyler nodded along with a few others, but here, Peter was more interested in the ones who didn’t agree.

“It’s Robbie, right?” Peter opened his palm across the table. “Would you like a girl more if she was a Liv user?”

Robbie, a junior editor for a major blogging platform, shook his head. “Like would I want to use the app with her?”

“You tell me.”

“She should be prioritizing herself, so I’m not sure how it would work if we did it together—sort of defeats the purpose.”

The participant next to him agreed. “How could I trust she was doing it for herself?”

“Yeah, what if she’s faking it, just to show everyone how comfortable she is with The Dead? She might pretend to like it because she thinks I like it.”

You admit to liking it, Tom wanted to point out.

“Then if I think she’s faking, what am I supposed to do with that? Call her out?”

Tom wrote on the notepad:


LIKE FAKING AN ORGASM?



Peter nodded when he looked down at it. “So, in the same way you don’t want a girl faking an orgasm, you don’t want her to pretend she’s comfortable with dead bodies. If she’s not into it, you want her to tell you.”

“To have it work for me, I need to know the living girl is comfortable,” Robbie said firmly. “How can I know for sure?”

“You could ask her?” Tom offered, somehow knowing it was the wrong answer.

“In a culture that pressures everyone to please men, you can never really tell why a living girl agrees to something,” Robbie explained. “And what if she’s had a few drinks? Even sober, the concept of ‘agreeing’ is problematic. She needs to be genuinely enthusiastic.”

“But believable enough for you to buy it,” Tom said, though Robbie’s zealotry couldn’t be touched by sarcasm.

“To be clear,” Tyler added, “I wouldn’t want a living chick to act like she was cool with Rosie. I want someone who is cool with her. And Rosie doesn’t act like anything.”

“Only living girls pretend to like things they hate,” said another.

Everyone in the group nodded. Peter stalled over what direction to take the follow-up.

“How am I supposed to figure out what I want, if I can only ask for what she’ll plausibly agree to?” Tyler asked. “It’s a lot of pressure to not pressure her. Which I obviously endorse one thousand percent—that’s how sex with living girls should be—but things are changing, you know?”

Tom did not know, but he felt a choking sensation.

“My decision to Liv with The Dead is also about keeping living women safe from me,” Tyler announced.

Tom halted. He didn’t understand what was being confessed or their obligation on hearing it. He looked to Peter for guidance, but even he was speechless.

“Wait, what?” Tom finally asked.

“Women, rightfully so, are worn out,” Robbie said gravely. “All men, including me, are part of the problem”—he pointed to Tom and Peter—“and you guys… you guys are definitely part of the problem.”

They hung for a moment in tense quiet.

“Probably me more than Peter,” Tom said, trying to recover the silence. When no one laughed, he realized they didn’t know Peter was gay, and cringed at the sound of it on replay. He shook his head quickly. “So, men who date dead women are more respectful than men who are assholes to living ones?”

“Dating is a system of possession, and ‘dead woman’ is a label I would never use. They’re women who are dead, or The Dead. And yes, by choosing to be with a woman who’s dead, I’m unburdening a living one from my harm while I figure out how to be a good partner.”

“Even if the harm is unintentional?” Peter asked.

“Unintentional or not, she still suffers.”

“Do you want to marry the corpses or just not-date them?” Tom asked.

“I want kids, so I’ll probably marry a living woman.”

“Probably.” Tom nodded. “How are you going to handle living women”—he turned and pointed at Tyler—“who can and definitely do scream when they’re pissed, if you’ve only ever not-dated women who are dead?”

The entire table stiffened. Tyler’s eyes widened in a faint surprise. The group looked embarrassed for Tom, but only Robbie seemed willing to explain it. “Women aren’t situations men need to handle. They’re human beings.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that,” Tom hurried to say.

“When a girl is alive, it’s about her,” Robbie explained. “But like, what if I want to turn off the lights? That could really damage a living woman’s self-esteem about her body. She’ll carry that forever.”

“The light above my bed is really bright,” Tyler admitted. “Way brighter than the others in my apartment. I always turn it off, but women who are dead don’t read into it.”

“You should get that checked out,” one of them suggested. “Could be a loose receptacle somewhere upstream on the wire.”

“Or faulty connection. That’s a fire hazard.”

Peter leaned in for a sidebar. “I think we’ve got enough here, and I have an afternoon appointment.”

Tom gawked. “What about a girls’ focus group? To ask what they’re doing on Liv?”

Peter gave it a thought, shook his head. “I mean, at this point… does it really matter?” He flipped through his notes to a report supplied by Liv membership. “Heterosexual female users prefer corpses to men who are alive.” He shrugged in total disinterest. “I buy that.” When Tom said nothing, Peter agreed with himself. “Let’s move on to competitive threats.”

Tom had no idea how he was going to paraphrase all of this for Dr. Thornton.

“Corpses aren’t proprietary,” Peter mused. “I’m not even sure they can be considered original. Can you trademark a use for a cadaver?” He ignored Tom and faced the group. “Suppose there’s a new app that works exactly like Liv, but without Auden White. Would you use it?”

“No way.”

“Definitely not.”

“No dice.”

Tyler laughed. “Yeah, I might try a Liv competitor… after I set up a Yahoo email.”

Peter took notes with a game smile. “You know what Carl Andre said was the difference between painting and sculpture?”

“Who’s Carl Andre?” Tom asked. He tossed his pen on his notepad, giving up.

“Artist from the seventies, threw his wife out a high-rise window, then beat the charges at trial.” Peter did an image search on his phone, handed it to Tom. The exhibition photos showed crowds of people staring down at floor tiles as if drawn in by gravity.

“She wasn’t just his wife,” Robbie corrected. “Her name was Ana Mendieta, and she was a seminal Cuban American feminist performance artist.”

Hoping to find a trace of meaning, Tom scrolled through Andre’s sculptures—plain black floor tiles laid out in empty museum galleries.

“What do the tiles do?” he asked.

“You walk over them.”

“I hate art.”

“He used regular factory-made tiles, same kind in construction,” Peter said. “Except last year one of Andre’s sculptures sold for 2.9 million.”

Tom brandished the phone in disbelief. “Someone paid three million dollars for this just because a douchebag calls it art? That’s like five million in pre-tax earnings.”

The boys laughed like the tax calculation was some kind of witticism. Tom looked at Robbie. “For the record, if a New York banker threw his wife out a window, he’d get the electric chair.”

“What did Andre say was the difference between painting and sculpture?” asked Tyler.

The boys focused on an object over Tom’s head. In the next moment, he heard Auden’s voice. He was standing in the doorway.

The Liv founder’s smile was liquid and open. “Andre said, ‘When you turn the lights out, painting disappears, but sculpture is still there.’”







AUDEN

A private fact: Liv’s user numbers astonished him.

He wasn’t crazy. The app was a hit.

Tens of thousands of users, regular people. In every region across all demographics. Liv’s popularity meant it was already there, right at the surface. When Auden became the most famous entrepreneur in the world, it baffled him that Mara didn’t get back in touch.

For months after running out of the lab, she ignored his frantic texts and screened his calls, even as Liv blanketed the news, radiating across social media. She must have seen the bodies. Weeks ago, he sent a cryptic request to the head of membership asking if her name, email, or address was attached to an active or closed Liv account. It wasn’t. He let it go for a while, busy with this once-in-a-generation phenom of a start-up. But distraction only works for so long.


Auden

4:19 PM

I changed a lightbulb yesterday, thought of you. How’s life?

Mara

4:21 PM

Did you remember to turn off the switch?



Seconds after her reply, he grabbed his phone and called her.

“Hey, I’m walking into a shift,” she said, like they spoke every day. In the grand scheme of their life together, he’d have to do worse to lose her loyalty.

Tonight, he needed two glasses of wine to help with the last half hour before she arrived.

He’d bought this Southampton beachfront house to have someplace to bring her. Unlike the Manhattan brownstone, there wasn’t an embalming lab or corpse refrigeration. The three-bedroom shingled Cape Cod cottage could have fit inside the surrounding mansions.

Finally, her car tires cracked over the gravel.

He stepped to a back hallway, out of sight from the front windows, walking to the door only when she knocked. He stopped to relax his wrist before opening it.

For him, a lifetime of changes had lapsed since that night in the basement, but with Mara, there would be no new boyfriend, no new job. He knew without being told she was still flunked out of school and cleaning hotel rooms. And it upset him.

She came inside with a quick smile and a hug. Ignoring Auden and the house, she glanced around the entry to see where she should put down her backpack.

“I’ll take that,” he said quickly. He set it at the bottom of the staircase. “Did you find it okay? This road is totally dark—all the house lights are behind hedges.”

“The GPS was easy.”

“Can I get you a drink?”

“No, thank you.”

“Water?”

“I’m okay.”

Standing in the entry, Auden watched her look around the house. He pointed to a wall of glass doors facing the beach, black at present and mirroring their reflections.

“You have to see it during the day.”

Don’t tell her what she has to do.

“I mean, the view is amazing,” he said quickly.

When they talked about her coming for the weekend, Auden had assumed that meant she would stay in the guest room, but between the small backpack and her not even accepting a glass of water, he was beginning to panic that she was just stopping by.

In the living room, she sat down without taking off her jacket.

He dropped himself into one of Kane’s orange Wassily chairs, grabbing the chrome armrests. “I pulled these off my first investor. This old guy who thinks he’s John Wayne—the chairs are real, though.”

“As opposed to imaginary?”

“Original Bauhaus,” he added, hating everything about himself.

Her tone softened. “They’re cool, I like the chrome.”

He smiled. “You want them?”

“They’ll make my curbside stuff look even worse.”

“I guess I’ll just trash them.” He grinned.

I’ll hold on to them for you.

After another stretch of silence, he unburdened himself without preamble: “Mara, I want to apologize for last time—not asking. I’m sorry for not preparing you. I regret everything about that night. I shouldn’t have forced it, I know some people need time.”

Her shoulders dropped and softened. “It’s fine,” she answered, quietly. “Is that why you called?”

“No,” he hurried to say. “I wanted to see you.”

Auden knew people thought he’d started Liv to have sex with corpses, but he preferred living women. Early on, he slid his fingers into the woman on the gurney. He hated that she didn’t tense up. Thinking about it now, Auden remembered touching Mara’s neck once.

It was around junior year of high school. They were upstairs at the house on Ridge Street, lights turned off, eavesdropping as their respective parents screamed at the top of their lungs, escalating drunken aggressions. His father wasn’t hitting Patty yet—this was early on, right after they were married—but he was learning to grab her wrists when she tried hitting him, bruising her as he yanked them away from his face.

Mara and Auden huddled where the staircase turned a corner. She moved to the stair below him to get a better position. Their heads were stacked, her body tucked beneath him.

“I think she took something,” she whispered. “That cash he keeps by the bed.”

Auden didn’t know what to say. Both the explanation and the reasoning came out of nowhere, but a moment later, his father yelled the same accusation.

Mara leaned her forehead on the wall, giving up. Looking down at her, Auden put his hand on the back of her neck and gently squeezed. She didn’t pull away. He thought Mara remembered moments like that, but the longer they went never talking about it made him wonder if he’d imagined their closeness.

Among other things, her mother’s decision to skip bail on a DUI charge, calling every few weeks and then not at all, made his father’s subsequent suicide a legal, logistical nightmare. When John was dead, neither had parents, but only Auden was eighteen.

Step-orphans?

Mara and Auden didn’t know what they were to each other and neither did anyone else, but that didn’t stop him from selling the probate judge, the dumbest man he’d ever encountered—until he met Robert Kane—on remitting his “minor stepsister, a non–blood relative” into Auden’s custody, while simultaneously paying a lawyer to fast-track her legal emancipation, just in case the moron judge changed his mind.

Dodging foster care is not a small thing.

Looking at her neck tonight, Auden’s eyes snapped it, cracking her spine like a glow stick—liquid and bright—infinitely more alive when broken.

He wished he could figure out what she wanted, but with Mara, it was hard to know where to start. He glanced at her backpack on the stairs. It looked new.

“What have you been up to?”

“I’ve been doing a lot of painting,” she said.

“Oh, awesome, like art? I have a friend with this huge gallery. Maybe he can help—”

“Like walls.”

“House painting?”

“I still have the cleaning thing too, but it isn’t forever,” Mara said, reading his mind.

To hide income, his father had kept a miserable collection of small businesses, including a commercial maid service for regional hotel franchises. Auden wanted to close it, but Mara liked the idea of owning something, so he gave it to her.

He wished he hadn’t. When they were short-staffed, which was always, she went out on the jobs herself.

He thought she looked tired.

“I listen to music—it’s nice with no one around.”

Auden couldn’t help laughing. “You’d rather clean up after people than deal with them?”

“Yes, actually.” After a reflective silence, she added, “Please don’t worry about me—I’m fine. Just figuring things out.”

He didn’t believe her but listened anyway. His heroism seemed to visit in her presence.

“Do you need any help with money?” he asked, after a pause.

Mara looked at him sharply. “Is that why you think I came?”

“No—not at all. I meant maybe I can… I want to help you.”

He’d come back to it. She looked tired. Even so, Auden wanted to tell her he thought she was beautiful. He didn’t. Mara glanced around the living room in silence.

“I’m so glad you came.”

“Of course I came.”

“I can’t tell you what it feels like to see you again. I’ve missed you so much, my life now—you’re the only one who can understand what’s happening to me.”

She shook her head faintly and laughed. “They say your company is worth like a billion dollars. I don’t think I can understand that.”

“It’s not,” he said quickly, though hearing her admit to knowing the valuation caused a small mania.

“It’s not worth anything until we can sell it.” It was a relief to say the truth out loud to another person.

She peered over the sheepskin ottoman to the bespoke furniture, white linens and cashmeres, all laying false claim to seaside informality.

“I paid for this place borrowing against my equity. It’s a giant loan—I won’t really have the money until we IPO.”

Auden saw her trying to make sense of the world’s unhinged generosity toward him, though she could hardly know the parts of himself he traded for it.

“Can I show you the rest of the house?”

At the stairs, it was a relief she didn’t stop him when he picked up her backpack. She ran back to the car to get her weekend bag. He left her to settle in the guest room, then at last, she reappeared at the top of the stairs, no longer wearing a jacket.

“Actually, what are you drinking?” she asked.

“What would you like to drink?”

He opened a chilled bottle of white wine, and they sat across from each other at the kitchen table, a single-cut wood slab with benches on either side. She told him about her English seminar at the community college. They talked like friends, his first normal conversation in years.

Auden got up to open another bottle of wine. When he came back, he sat on the bench next to her.

Not too close.

Elbows on the table, her crop shirt hung off her back, reaching for the high waist of her jeans but falling short. After years of not knowing if he would ever see it again—in the flesh—all at once and without warning, it was right there in front of him: her birthmark.

A richly solid port-wine stain, an island spilling up through her skin. Only the tiniest edge came out from under her shirt, but he knew that beneath the cotton, it started in the middle of her back and ran along her lowest rib.

“I forgot about that,” Auden lied.

Mara turned to look where he was staring. “Oh… that. I might be able to get it removed—”

“No, don’t,” he said quickly.

That birthmark meant a lot to him. He’d spent years staring at it in photos he wasn’t supposed to have.

Mara rolled her eyes. “It would be gone if I wasn’t such a baby about lasers.”

“Don’t get rid of it,” he begged. “It’s yours, there’ll never be another one. It’s like throwing out a painting.”

“That’s a very Auden way of putting it.”

Mara lifted her arm, grabbing at the skin to pull it into view. Seizing the pretext, Auden held her shirt back a few inches, as if helping her to see it better. When she didn’t flinch, he laid his palm over it, protecting the birthmark from its host. “Please keep it, I love it.”

Auden couldn’t tell Mara what fate that patch of skin triggered, all the sentiment it carried for him, but if they could just open up to each other, he wanted to talk about the other parts of that story. He wanted to help her, they could deal with it together. He kept his hand on her, as if he’d forgotten to take it off.

The muscle trembled. As she breathed in, her rib cage pushed out into his palm.

Yes.

It’s okay.

I feel it too.

For the first time since meeting her, he wasn’t ashamed by his arousal. If she had recoiled by even a centimeter, that would have been the end of it. He would have kept his familial promise to her but, when not tending that responsibility, forbidden her from his mind and trained himself to enjoy the cacophony of other women in his life.

His hand dropped away, though he could have kissed the heat. “You should go back to school.”

“I’ve thought about it. I might look into it.”

There was no question she couldn’t afford it, which is why he brought it up. Unlike earlier, she was listening now. “You wouldn’t have to take out loans, I could pay for it. And I know people who could help with a midyear start. Live at the brownstone—take the whole third floor.”

He knew she wanted to say yes. New York is where you go to be unmarried.

She was lonely. It was why she was there, why she came to the brownstone that night.

“And you’d be doing me a favor. I don’t like being in that big house alone.”

Mara looked at the glass doors mirroring their reflections. She cracked a smile. “Alone? You’re telling me there isn’t a dead girl in the basement?”

It was tempting to joke back, but Auden didn’t want to lie. “You don’t have to be scared of her,” he said gently. “That’s what I was trying to say last time. I did it all wrong, I’m sorry, but that’s what I meant. Don’t be scared of her—she can’t hurt us.”

Mara shook her head, rolling her gaze up to the ceiling. After a few moments of quiet, she nodded, though neither of them really understood what she was agreeing to.







TOM

Tom had the conference call on speaker in the back seat of a car, driving five miles an hour through New York City traffic to Liv headquarters. Phone in his lap, mouth full, his hands clawing a deli sandwich.

He was on mute, listening to Liv’s other board members—an unqualified group of supine dilettantes, all friends with Auden—talk over one another. Everyone was in a frenzy, parroting the media coverage of yesterday’s emergency Supreme Court ruling: “On the issue of necrophilia, the constitution is scrupulously neutral.”

Lorraine led the conversation from her office. Auden had declined to dial in, a power play in expectation of Tom’s arrival at headquarters, where the two men were scheduled to fight about Kane Capital’s next funding installment.

Auden’s assistant took minutes.

“—Necrophilia isn’t a single act, it’s a rich intersection of situations and fantasies, only a fraction of which represents behavior some would consider criminal—”

“—Class I Necrophilia is the fantasy to possess an unresisting partner, which frankly describes half the living population—”

“—The honest half—”

“—You’re not even touching corpses until Class IV—”

“—It’s problematic for us to assume criminality, and frankly this ruling gives us cover—”

“—Very little federal case law deals with the issue directly, and even then, it usually involves aggravating circumstances like breaking and entering, or murder—”

“—A handful of states have fully articulated statutes, but it’s like felony property damage, same punishment for keying a car—”

“—That can’t be right—”

“—Look it up—”

“—It’s not until Class VIII that you’re doing what we think of as ‘typically’ necrophilic—”

“—Auden doesn’t want to cooperate with law enforcement. It’s a very complex issue—”

Propelled by stop-and-go traffic, a dollop of mustard flew onto Tom’s tie. He groped around the empty deli bag for a napkin. Giving up, he used his pinky to unmute himself. “Tom here, just joining,” he said, looking down at his chest.

Splattered with an elongated tail, the bright yellow droplet had an almost neon glow against the tie’s powder-blue silk. At a red light, he put the sandwich on the deli bag, balancing it on his lap. A cocktail napkin revealed itself on the edge of the BLT’s wrapping.

“Am I the only one who thinks we might be coming at this from the wrong angle?” he asked, still chewing.

His voice stalled in distraction as he held the mustard end of the tie away from his chest like it might bite. He nudged the semi-viscous condiment off the silk, only spreading it deeper.

“Tom, I don’t want to get dragged into another one of your personhood arguments,” Lorraine said. “We find it unproductive.”

His head snapped to the phone.

“The Dead aren’t sleeping,” she continued. “Stop conflating necrophilia with a consent issue. I want the minutes to reflect we’re clear in our position—the deceased aren’t incapacitated. This is like a hardware store being worried about the nails.”

The recent fraying of their relationship came through in the disparaging tone she leveled at his “worry,” and yet the bullying felt deserved, since Tom had watched her do it to others for years without intervening.

“Tom, are you there?”

He threw his head back. “I guess there’s nothing we can do about the old ‘he says, she’s dead’ situation.”

“Is that supposed to be funny?” Lorraine snapped. “Because I don’t find that funny. Also, why are you fixating on the women?”

Tom nodded in agreement though no one could see. The argument he couldn’t articulate applied equally to all.

“Maybe go engineer an anti-rape device for people with vaginas—like a metal tampon that calls the cops when you touch it.”

There was an extended silence as Tom choked on his sandwich.

“Tom?”

“Yes,” he coughed. A half-chewed piece of bacon stuck to the back of his throat. Remembering the minutes transcription, he said, gagging, “No… I’d like it to be clear that… No.”

“Why are you so obsessed with monitoring corpses with female genitalia? I know you mean well, but it’s paternalistic.” Hearing the silence, knowing she had won, Lorraine let up to masquerade as her supportive-leadership persona. “Look, there are no easy answers here. We’re all new to this and it’s a really complex issue, but maybe refrain from weighing in until you’ve done the work to educate yourself. Now’s not the time to dominate the conversation.”

On cue, Auden’s assistant moved to the next agenda item: “Memo from customer experience: We’ve had a spike in user complaints freaking out about the corpses’ eyes.”

“Let’s source better-quality eye caps,” said Lorraine. “The kind with spiked rivets that grab the back of the eyelid and keep it shut.”

Tom chuckled. The group fell nervously silent, ready for escalation. “Maybe we can get those mirrored sunglasses?” he said, laughing. “Like all the corpses went to the same wedding.”

After a long pause, a board member asked, “Why would a person who’s dead need sunglasses?”

Tom hung up the phone.
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After “necrophilia” entered the meeting’s official record, he decided the tie couldn’t be saved. In the lobby of Liv’s headquarters, he crumpled his sandwich bag, stuffing it through the too-narrow opening of a rectangular trash slot. He yanked off his tie, flinging it in after.

It was only then he noticed a woman observing him. She looked in her early thirties, wearing a lightweight hiking backpack and flip-flops—in Midtown Manhattan.

With the garbage between them, Tom felt compelled to explain why a $400 men’s accessory and a brown paper bag were the same.

“It was stained.”

The backpack-wearing stranger gave him a lukewarm nod, but the physical rage with which he’d treated the nearly-perfect-but-completely-ruined tie probably made her uncomfortable.

This is why I hate expensive clothes.

“Yellow mustard,” he added, for reassurance. “Dry cleaners couldn’t save it.”

The elevator’s arrival interrupted his case. Inside, she pushed the button to Liv’s floor, but it wouldn’t light up. Tom reached past to swipe his key card. “Here, you need this.”

She tried the button again and it worked. “Thanks.”

Exchanging glances with her, Tom felt the urge to say something funny, except the part of his brain that wanted to make the elevator ride into a thing also wiped his mind blank.

“Are you going to Liv?” he asked stupidly.

“Yeah, I’m here for Auden.”

Tom gaped. “Auden White?”

The elevator doors opened.

“Mara,” Auden called out from the other side of the floor. As if it were his name too, both Tom and Mara looked up and saw the founder hurry toward them at reception. Ignoring Tom, Auden greeted her with uncharacteristic sincerity. “Hey, do you mind hanging in my office?” he whispered. “This will only take a minute.”

Allocating two hundred million of outside capital will definitely take more than a minute.

A young Liv staffer, old enough to order a beer but not to rent a car, ran up to Mara eagerly. “I’m Elliot, curator in residence, Corpse Experience.”

Impossibly, it sounded more ridiculous out loud. Tom resisted asking what a corpse curator did for fear Elliot might take pleasure in explaining it. He noticed Elliot’s ID badge further specified he was in fact an MBA intern from Stanford.

Elliot to Mara: “So nice to finally meet you. May I get you a water or perhaps a coffee from our siphon bar?”

He pointed at what appeared to be a glass steam engine or a nineteenth-century botany installation. At least three feet high, glass orbs with condensation were held up by copper scaffolding as moisture dripped through vertical chambers. A pristinely dark espresso sediment collected in the base jar.

“I made that myself,” Auden told Mara. “Siphoning is the most ancient method for brewing coffee.”

“It’s also the most universal accounting fraud.” Tom nodded.

“Auden knows a lot about coffee,” said Elliot.
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In the conference room, Tom beamed at the Liv founder with a suspiciously friendly tone: “How we doing on that cost analysis of the refrigerated warehouse?”

“Where’s my independent research fund? Kane promised seven million for my own use, additional to the main allocation.”

“You’ll get it as soon as you can string fifty words together—in writing—to tell us what it’s for.”

Elliot popped his head in the door. “I have Robert Kane and Lorraine Harris on the line—they’d like to join on speakerphone.”

“Did you call for backup?” Tom smiled.

“Lorraine here,” said the speakerphone.

“My friends”—Kane’s voice hit the conference room at full volume, the words in a slow crawl as he enunciated every syllable—“how do we find ourselves on this most lovely afternoon?”

Tom knew Kane was puttering around his nine-thousand-square-foot house in Palm Beach, indulging in an afternoon sip from his bourbon collection, watching a golf tournament without the sound, almost certainly pretending to be one of the young men on-screen, knocking easy puts across the carpet, lending no more than a quarter of his focus to bankrolling this company from hell.

“We’re at an impasse,” Auden announced.

“It’s been thirty seconds,” Tom added.

Auden raised his hands defensively. “I’m just feeling really pressured. Your body language, the tone, you’re always coming at me. You need to talk to someone about your aggression. Demanding I label what we do here? It’s not my job to explain it to you—Liv users shouldn’t have to explain themselves to anyone.”

Your ONLY job is to explain it to me.

“Oh, Auden, we don’t want you to feel that way,” Lorraine hurried to say.

“No pressure! No pressure!” Kane piped.

Tom inhaled and looked away, glancing over to a section of work stations outside the conference room. His eyes collided with a face—a woman rolling a chair between two desks.

When she saw him and waved, there was an abrupt sensation in his pelvis. Before he could take any action, she was walking over, opening the conference room door.

“Hi, Tom!” Amelia smiled.

He stared back. “Hi.”

Automatically, he lifted out of his chair.

“Sorry… one more time?” said Kane, cluttering the line with the sound of moving desk drawers.

Lorraine raised her voice. “Bob, we need to be supportive—”

Tom bent forward and hung up on them.

Just inside the door, Amelia moved closer, but Tom’s posture threw up a force field. She hovered at the edge of a two-foot radius.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“I work here! I meant to reach out sooner.”

Watching Tom unspool, Auden became alert, his eyes darting between Tom and Amelia, trying to understand what was going on. “I see you’ve met our new COO.”

“I have,” said Tom flatly.

Amelia smiled with her entire body. “I’m so excited you’re involved. Everything about this place, making room for death in the world. Can you believe what Auden’s been able to do?”

“No, I can’t.”

“Auden came to me for help scaling the match algorithm—the COO role just happened, organically.” She made it sound like an apology.

Auden.

Auden came to me?

Hearing the entrepreneur’s name out his ex-wife’s mouth made Tom nauseous.

The Liv founder beamed at Amelia. “How many anthropologists have MBAs? She was a perfect fit.”

Tom’s mind went to vile sexual innuendo. Where moments ago his stomach dropped to his knees, now it was pressurized with the clammy heat of motion sickness.

No. No. No.

She remarried.

He revisited a particularly hideous conversation with his divorce attorney: “The good thing about her being serious with the guy is she wants to wrap this up quickly. They won’t waste time negotiating.”

“I’ll try to keep that in mind when I think about my wife seeing someone and being serious about the guy.”

“And he works at a hedge fund, right? I just really don’t think she’s going to give us a hard time on the settlement.”

“Fingers crossed.” Tom grimaced.

“Have you tried the dating apps?” the attorney offered, like a narcotic.

Auden grew impatient on standby, his expression demanding entry to their big secret. Amelia opened her arms as if introducing them. “Tom and I used to be married.”

The entrepreneur froze, almost as shocked as Tom. “No kidding.”

NO KIDDING.

Without warning, Tom reached his lifetime capacity for self-censorship. He couldn’t be there anymore. Given precious moments before blacking out, he went for the door. “Yes—and I will,” he stammered. “Follow up. And leave now.”

“I hear I should be congratulating you,” said Amelia, still trying to open herself, maybe even hug goodbye. “You and… her name is Elizabeth, right? I’m so happy for you. When’s the big day?”

“Actually, we decided to take that in a different direction.”

“Why don’t you call me,” she said firmly. “We should catch up.”

“Definitely. Definitely, I’ll call you.”

Zero intention.

Elliot rushed to the conference room door. “Auden, you’ll have to leave now if you want to make it to the dentist on time.”

Standing behind Elliot, Mara looked like an animal on its way to the vet.

Auden faced Tom. “What about the allocation for my research fund?”

To hide the shaking, Tom busied his hand in his hair. “You know what? I’m being nitpicky. It’s only seven million. Take the money. Let’s forget it and move on.”







AUDEN

“I’m really glad Mara agreed to come. I’ve said for years we should do this.”

The therapist didn’t take the bait.

“My father had a way about him,” Auden went on. “You have to understand—he could be very charming.”

“I don’t doubt that,” the therapist replied.

“When I saw them together, I knew exactly what he was doing to her.”

Mara shook her head. “John didn’t do anything to me.”

“Don’t call him John.”

Mara opened her hands, relenting. “Auden’s upset because the other night I said I wish I could call up ‘his father’ and ask him stuff.”

“What kind of stuff?” the therapist asked.

Mara turned to Auden, smiling like this could be fun if he let it. “Don’t you wonder what he would think of Liv?”

“I don’t care what he would think.”

“You don’t ever miss him?”

“Not at all.”

Mara sighed. “I know John and Auden didn’t get along, but I’m really grateful he came into my life when he did.”

There was a slim bookcase a few feet from the couch. Auden wanted to stand up and tip it over, but he wasn’t ready to give up. “Just so we’re clear—because it is extremely clear—my father was fifty-one and she was sixteen. No gray area. This was an inappropriate relationship.”

“I was seventeen,” Mara corrected, lying.

“This is why I wanted to come together, so you don’t paint him as some normal, great guy.”

The woman faced Mara, a look of ethical concern. “Are you interested in one-on-one sessions?”

“Definitely not,” Mara laughed.

That unruffled aloofness Auden had mistaken for self-possession when they were young had only improved with age, except now he saw it for what it was.

“Coming here was Auden’s idea,” said Mara. “He wants me to hate his father, but I liked John and I miss him. If he was still around, he’d be a part of my life.”

“Not mine,” Auden said, shaking his head.

Mara ignored him. “When Patty was single, she trashed me to make herself feel better, this woman who got high and drove her car into trees—”

“Your mother?” the therapist asked.

Mara nodded. “She went on tirades that my grades were mediocre. After we moved in with Auden and his dad, when she’d fly off into one of her rants, John would do something like correct her grammar in the middle of it.”

The therapist smiled. “Drawing attention off you.”

Auden felt ill. “That was him playing them off each other.”

“We had a special friendship. Auden is obsessed with labeling it manipulative. It might have been weird, but not everything weird is abuse.”

Auden was in awe. Her revisionism was the last act on earth that had the power to shock him.

“The divergence in your memories is natural,” the therapist offered.

It’s called lying.

Of course they didn’t talk about it. Family secrets are kept by pretending, not secrecy.

Auden had evidence his father had crossed a bright line, but it was inadmissible here for reasons both intimate and legal. He had to bring it up without bringing it up.

“Objectively, to call it weird is a dangerously false equivalence. He was physically abusive to Patty.”

“Auden has a great vocabulary—doesn’t make his memory perfect. My mother got very aggressive when she was high.”

“So my dad beat her.”

“He didn’t beat her,” Mara laughed. “He got overwhelmed. They both got physical—it was mutual.”

Auden shrugged. “Or just garden-variety domestic violence, hitting your wife then blaming her for it.”

“Mara’s describing what she remembers,” the therapist said.

Auden raised his hand like they were in class. “Here’s what I remember: People who didn’t know my father, loved him. Good-looking, sensitive, vulnerable at the right moment, he fooled everyone—except me.”

“John was a complicated person.”

“He wanted you to think that.”

“This tense dynamic you’re describing is also very common in families with substance abuse.”

The three of them sat for a few moments, regrouping in silence.

“Let’s open the question of how this affects your current relationship.”

Glad someone finally asked, he came out with it: “I think it would be good for Mara and me—good for everyone—to address what’s behind her procrastination in getting her life together.”

“I missed the deadline to declare a major, but I can just do it next semester. It doesn’t matter.”

In a slow surgery of misuse, their parents had each retooled Mara to fit their own selfishness. Here they were, years later, and the internalized I don’t care still hummed along like preprogrammed code, ruining her life no matter how much time and money Auden threw at it.

He sighed. “I think this ‘special’ friendship between my father and Mara threw off some pretty classic signs: underachieving, dropping out of school, setting a low bar for herself—”

Mara interrupted to ask the therapist, “I once read insomnia isn’t insomnia if you don’t want to be asleep—is that true?”

“Do you struggle falling asleep?”

“Not when I’m tired.”

They waited for her to make a point.

“I was just wondering.”

Auden gawked. “It’s the lying,” he said, finally. “I think you’re lying to yourself, and it’s driving me crazy. I know something very weird happened with my dad—”

Mara let out a small laugh, pulled it back. Sensing his imminent explosion, the therapist intervened: “Is there something you would like to say?”

“Well… it’s just… Forget it.”

“No, please, I want to know.”

“Auden, of all people, I thought you loved ‘weird.’”

He couldn’t look at her.

Chastised by his silence and the therapist’s nonresponse, Mara resumed a more appropriate demeanor. She finally made signs of loosening, and for a brief moment, Auden thought he would get to hear the truth and maybe even have the chance to talk about it.

“Maybe one option is that we could just forget it?”







TOM

Tom pushed open the door to his apartment.

His body was the brittle steel fatiguing at the center of a cargo ship. The only thing to look forward to was telling Dr. Thornton that the Liv situation was orders of magnitude worse than his most creative paranoia. He wished he could fire the old man, but it was out of the question.

Instead of eating dinner, he pulled a clutch of whiskey stones out of the freezer.

Dropping them in a glass, he heard a crack. When he held it to the light, he saw the tiny shards form a crystalline frost.

And there it is.

He pulled open the trash, slamming it in with ferocious intensity. Cradling the whiskey stones in his fingers, he ran them under water, half wishing he had just swallowed the broken glass.
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Tom knew nothing about women. A question that had confounded him since adolescence: How does a girl’s period keep track of time?

He and his mother lived with his grandparents while she worked through her college credits. Though it was an open household, bleeding vaginas never came up.

When the ultrasound announced the sex, it felt like drawing the harder card to play, though not one that necessarily ruined you. Catching up on all the ways half the planet suffered, to prevent her from becoming a victim, was a test he could study for. It didn’t occur to him how much else could go wrong. With no heartbeat at the thirty-four-week checkup, his next problem was the hospital’s absurdity in denying Amelia a C-section because the intent of the surgery was to prevent fetal death, not deal with it. Then the scheduling system took logic to its poetic extreme and kept bumping the induction to prioritize live births because… what’s the rush?

They went home to wait. Amelia in the bedroom, Tom downing his whiskey in front of the liquor cabinet in the pitch-black living room. He couldn’t stop picturing it inside of her, drowned and knocking against the walls of her abdomen, like floating on waves.

A few months later, the fighting:

“You couldn’t wait to get it over with,” Amelia screamed.

“Show me a person who wants to drag that out.”

“It was our last night with her.”

Sleeping next to a pregnant woman doesn’t mean there are three people in the room.

These were not his best moments, but by the time he realized Amelia was starting the fights on purpose, it didn’t matter. One night before he was set to fly to London, the spectacular inconvenience of his business trip felt a little too relevant. Amelia’s fury was palpable and manic—angry he was leaving, excited to see him go. He thought she was biting off chewable resentments to last until he got back, but then on impulse and without believing it, Tom asked, “Are you seeing someone else?”

Finally, the truth as Amelia told it: If she was going to the support group alone, as Dr. Thornton recommended she do rather than force Tom, then she wasn’t going to look haggard. So on that night, she left more put together than she’d been in months.

In a Freudian double-booking, Tom’s senile psychiatrist got the location wrong and sent her to an 8:00 PM group for adult family loss, including spouses. Parents grieving infants and newborns who’d never made it home from the hospital were across town in a different church basement.

Amelia wanted to leave because it felt wrong to talk about a baby she’d never met next to a woman who’d lost a “real” child, but a guy encouraged her to stay.

“That’s a story you’re telling yourself,” the widower had said. “Don’t leave, or you’ll forget why you came.”

Amelia shrugged and looked at Tom. “It was nice to be on the receiving end of emotional advice, you know?”

His name was Nikola, and even though he was younger than them, he made her feel safe. Amelia told Tom that after the first meeting, the experience was so exhilarating she couldn’t let go. When the group broke apart, she tried holding on. Lingering outside the church, she was high on this fast-acting opiate they called “sharing.”

Tom remembered the text message. He had been playing poker.


Amelia

9:12 PM

Having drinks with new friend from grief support group. All of it helping.

Tom

9:40 PM

That’s good.



Nikola had an accent. Upstate New York, by way of Yugoslavia. He’d spent two years in a basement in Sarajevo and told Amelia it was merely as bad as growing up in the worst neighborhood she could think of, nothing worse than that. He told her about the refugee program that brought his family to upstate New York, learning English, catching up in school, going to Columbia, getting a job at a bank, then later bouncing between hedge funds because his optimism was always losing other people’s money.

Amelia admitted to Tom that feeling Nikola lean toward her from across the table, hearing his extraordinary life story, admiring the sense of humor required to make one’s way from a basement in Sarajevo to an office in Midtown, lose a twenty-nine-year-old wife to skin cancer, and through it all refuse to see catastrophe—she fell in love with him that night.

Because he had no choice but to listen, Tom fixated on how much he hated the restaurant where this apparently life-changing conversation had taken place. It was outrageously loud, with food that was mediocre and overpriced. His wife insisted “nothing” happened for a while, but after that first support group meeting, she knew their problem had nothing to do with losing the baby or with Tom’s reaction to it. She had married the wrong person.

“We both did,” Amelia said, wiping her nose from crying. They slept next to each other in the same bed, then Tom left for London in the morning as planned.

Somewhere over the Atlantic, wired with interposed and blending angers, Tom seethed, not because his wife had been cheating on him for months—not exactly—but because even without her telling him, he knew exactly which part of the story Amelia had shared with the support group.
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Tom shuffled to the second bedroom, his home office, but didn’t bother turning on the lights. Under a single working lamp on his desk, he spent the next few hours on emails, decks, financial models, and feedback for the associates—all the real work pushed aside so Auden White could get more attention.

Swallowing two Ativan, he refilled his whiskey and took it to the shower, pulling his head away from the rain panel to take sips. A trace of life ran up his leg to his groin as he considered dropping the glass on the marble and crunching the shards with his bare feet. He tightened a fist around the hair at the base of his scalp.

After toweling off, he got dressed again and went downstairs to catch a cab.

It was almost 11:00 PM.
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“Can I finish?” Marc asked.

“I’ll throw up if you keep talking,” Dev promised.

“You’ll feel better.”

Watching cards fly across the green felt, Tom tipped up the edges of his hand and saw pocket sixes. Tonight, Misha, who usually ran the poker game from behind a Ukrainian newspaper, was dealing.

It was almost 2:00 AM. The apartment had no furniture save for a large oval card table, a black leather couch, some lifeless flat-screen TVs, and a monitor showing a live security feed of their game.

“When Jillian was pregnant, I said to myself, ‘Self, this is it. Nine months is up, she won’t look or feel the same.’ But as I watched it happen—”

“You did not watch,” Dev said.

Misha turned over the first three cards on the table—the flop.

Without taking off his bulbous noise-canceling headphones, Charlie, a twenty-five-year-old in an oversized Call of Duty sweatshirt, threw his cards down to fold.

There were dozens of underground card games in the city, but Misha offered a valuable guarantee—no drugs, mobsters, or money laundering. Nothing happened in that apartment that would get you subpoenaed, disbarred, or sanctioned by FINRA. Divorce, he had less control over.

“I did look. I couldn’t stop myself,” Marc continued. “After the epidural, they’d been saying ‘almost there’ for like an hour. I wanted to check things out.”

“Huge mistake,” Philip sighed.

“Can I finish, please? So, it looks like a bubble is coming out, and I thought it would be like a watermelon through a nostril, even though the doula kept telling us ‘a pussy is like an accordion,’ but now that I’ve seen it myself, I have a better analogy—it’s like a python’s mouth.”

How childbirth monopolized the conversation of an all-male poker game, he didn’t know, but Tom waited it out in silence.

“Python’s mouth. Is that a gaming term?” Philip asked.

“Think about it. A Burmese python can eat a mammal way bigger than a baby. Then it’ll cough up the carcass and just slither away.” Marc looked around to see if they understood his meaning, but none of them reacted. “No one looks at it and goes ‘That’s a loose python.’”

Dev tilted his head to the ceiling, squinting as he ran through the structural geometry. He was the youngest partner of a white-shoe law firm, and Tom had only ever seen him in a suit with no tie and a permanent five-o’clock shadow. “What’s a chicken—maybe five pounds?” Dev asked. “Yeah, I buy that. If a snake has the tensile strength to eat a chicken the size of a baby, on the regular, I could see a primate reverse the process a few times and return to baseline elasticity.”

Tom snapped shut against the snake-eating-a-baby image, but it was too late, an internal process jammed like a limb through machinery.

“Two times—MAX. I can’t afford three kids. Banking doesn’t pay what it used to.”

Misha flipped over the last card—the river.

Before checking to see if he made his hand, Tom looked over his shoulder. No one was there. Just a long box by the entrance.

“Tom, what do you have?” Misha asked, pulling his attention back.

Miraculously, the six on the table gave him three of a kind, but he still lost to Marc’s full house.

He flicked his cards to the center, then folded the next few hands.

The six-foot package by the door hadn’t moved. Tom didn’t know why he thought it might. Under the ceiling spotlights, it looked like a reptile below a heat lamp.

He ran his hands over the table’s green felt, worn and fragile.

That’s what it is: new felt for the table. Misha talked about replacing it.

Misha scolded Charlie in Ukrainian, which Charlie didn’t have to speak to understand he was being ordered to the balcony. Dev took special pleasure in watching him housebreak the Gen Zer incapable of remembering that marijuana was a drug.

“It’s like our associates,” Dev complained. “They’ll be sitting in a meeting and take out a Juul like it’s a prescription inhaler. This first-year—supposedly top of his class—a week after showing up, posts a picture of his desk, ‘#Grinding,’ and there’s a confidential brief stacked right in the center. Zoom in, you can read a draft of our appeal to a Michigan court. Plus, he tagged the firm, which I just don’t get. These kids, it’s all just ‘selfie, Juul, selfie, Juul, selfie, Juul.’”

Tom wasn’t listening, playing the game on autopilot, calling every bet.

Misha got up to run the cards through an automatic shuffler. After ten minutes of comfortable silence, Charlie returned in a slipstream of skunk odor and put his headphones back on.

Tom was lost in thoughts of how Auden’s monumental arrogance was neatly reflected by the banal incompetence of Liv’s runaway costs. “Any of you know who I can talk to about overhauling refrigerated supply chains?”

“I write screenplays,” said Philip.

Marc got out his phone and started scrolling for a contact. “I got a guy who did turnaround on an insolvent beef plant.”

“Same skill set, I guess,” Tom sighed.

Dev turned to him in excitement. “Is that for the corpse-matching company you’re financing?”

This poker game was Tom’s only access to relaxation, so it was uniquely positioned to trigger a full-blown meltdown.

“The company is spelled L-I-V, right?” Marc asked. He downloaded the app. “Remind me to delete this before I leave. If it was Tinder, I’d get couples therapy. She finds this, I’m divorced.”

“Hey, is that the dating app for dead people?” Charlie asked, taking off his headphones.

“Please don’t have sex with them,” said Dev, as if the gamer needed special reminding.

“How does it work?” Charlie asked.

Having already outlined the infinite nature of female reproductivity, Marc took it upon himself to explain the comparatively straightforward process of having a dead body shipped to your door.

“Yeah, my brother mentioned using it, but I didn’t really get what he was talking about.”

“Isn’t your brother about to get married?” Marc asked.

“Oh, no, that’s my older brother. My younger brother has never had a girlfriend. Liv is huge with him and his friends.”

“What’s he do for a living?” Tom asked.

“Eighth grade.”

It took a few beats for him to enter this new low point of discovery. Not just because it meant that Liv was supporting illegal accounts for minors, or that Charlie’s brother and his friends were engaging in a reverse socialization that was too terrifying to comprehend, but because anyone who works in consumer markets knows well that when teens go all in on something, it changes who they are.

Misreading the distress in Tom’s expression, Charlie moved to reassure him: “It’s not just the guys—all the girls are on it too.”

Misha grabbed yet another one of Philip’s runaway chips. As he slid it back to the center, he leaned over, whispering in Charlie’s ear.

Charlie whipped around to look at the box by the door. “Misha has one here.”

Their heads zoomed toward the entrance, except Tom, who closed his eyes and exhaled.

Of course.

He hated himself for not seeing it. When his brain recognized the box, his mind stepped in with blinders.

For the same reason Misha kept top-shelf liquor and allowed cigars, he’d ordered a body—to have it available.

“Can we see it?” Marc begged.

Feigning edified boredom, Tom watched the scene play out in the window’s reflection. It was a huddle of fascination and learning, like ten-year-olds forming a circle around roadkill. A few of them moved out of the way to give others a better look.

When they sat down again, Charlie made the unusual choice of leaving his headphones on the table and listening to the conversation.

“I heard that guy Auden White on a podcast,” said Philip. “He’s such a genius—everything Liv is discovering. Can you imagine being the first person in history to realize the benefits of living with corpses?”

Philip was from LA. He was new to the game and worked in Hollywood, so as far as Tom was concerned, this was his third and final strike.

He picked up his forgotten whiskey glass, his vocal cords fighting over the alcohol’s constriction. “Oh yeah… why didn’t I think of that?”

“We’re all so programmed by established values,” Philip said, as if Tom shouldn’t be too hard on himself. “Some people can just see beyond all that. Like, White was also saying how it’s wrong to anipomorphize them on our terms.”

“Anthropomorphize?” Tom asked.

“Anipomorphize—to ascribe living characteristics to the biologically dead. The Dead aren’t sleeping. People treat bodies like they’re alive, because that makes us more comfortable, but it’s inaccurate to talk about a corpse in terms of wants and needs. Of course there’s pushback—people fear what they don’t understand.”




[image: ]







At 4:00 AM Tom leaned over the edge of his bed and vomited on the carpet. In a half-awake conflation of past and present, he wanted to gather everyone he’d never met from the support group that night—including the one who married his wife—and give them his side of the story.

When the nurse asked if they wanted to hold her, the woman said, “The baby looks healthy, like she’s asleep.”

“How can a baby look healthy and dead?” Tom snapped.

He left the room. The nurses stayed with Amelia.

“I could have handled it better,” he admitted later.

“I held her,” his wife repeated, over and over, week after week. “I held our daughter in my arms.”

Eventually, Tom decided to tell the truth: “That’s not what I wanted to do.”

Amelia thought this made him insensitive, but Tom thought the problem was extreme sensitivity.

The mattress swayed with a gentle leftward gravity. The high-rise was falling over. After coughing up the bones on the carpet, he let the python roam freely but then lost the snake in his apartment. In the darkness, Tom saw his mother lying on the floor outside his bedroom. She was very much alive and well in New Hampshire, supported by the college-town bookstore Tom had bought for her, but tonight she was on the floor of his apartment, on her side in a long nightgown, her head resting on an outstretched arm. He knew the snake was there with them, hiding in the apartment. Walking between the empty rooms, Tom spread a layer of sawdust on the floors to track the reptile’s movements.

In the morning, he found dried vomit next to the bed, and a pile of couch cushions by the bedroom door. The kitchen was clean.







AUDEN

Helena Royce had a public relations specialty: A popular children’s video game is infested with registered sex offenders. An airline kills a couple of dogs during a slow news week. A movie studio sees decades’ worth of emails hung out to dry on the Internet. A start-up matching users with dead bodies tips the country’s psyche into an unprecedentedly strange addiction.

“I only take on clients who are honest with me and themselves.”

Throwing his head back, Auden thought it over. “Let’s see, my father was an abusive drunk who hung himself. I experiment on corpses in a home embalming lab, and my live-in girlfriend is also my stepsister.”

It was a disappointment when she didn’t show alarm.

“Want me to scrub the sleeping-with-my-stepsister angle?”

“What makes you think we’re ashamed?”

“I apologize.” Helena smiled. “What I meant to say: ‘Incest’ and ‘necrophilia’ are what we in the PR business call ‘heavy lifting.’ When you throw in ‘causes teenagers to lose track of reality,’ we might have a real situation on our hands.”

No one at Liv would say it to his face, but Auden knew Lorraine and Amelia spoke frequently, hushed back-channeling to manage him and the problem: the teenagers using Liv. Kids who had never held a living hand and now preferred a dead one. Then parents forbidding something rather than facing it.

Auden shook his head. “My relationship with Mara isn’t incest. It took four separate heaps of human garbage to make us—and no, we don’t three-way with a corpse.”

Helena typed notes on her laptop. “So you admit… Liv has a weird effect on kids.”

Auden rolled his eyes. “How future generations make sense of the catastrophe of modern life is above my pay grade.”

She looked over a document on her desk. “Six in ten teenagers express a preference for necrophilia, believing it to be safer than risking an unpleasant or nonconsensual experience with a living human being. That’s starting to worry parents and some people in government.”

“I don’t know how I’m expected to take these people seriously,” Auden said, sincerely asking for help. He was without an answer. “It’s a moral panic. The correct response is to laugh at them. The real story should be why anyone is platforming the hysteria. What are kids supposed to do, wait around for adults to come to reality that there are dead bodies in the world?”

Helena nodded in agreement.

Shuffling through the papers, she read in silence until she found another line. “Liv causes users with developing frontal lobes to insist there’s no difference between ‘dead’ and ‘alive,’ as both states are human. As cadaver companions become destigmatized, an increasing number of adolescents ‘aspire to be dead.’”

“Maybe the kids are onto something.” Auden smiled. “‘Death is the veil which those who live call life. They sleep, and it is lifted.’”

“Byron?” asked Helena, before shaking her head. “No, Byron is too mainstream for you.”

Auden felt caught.

She studied his face. “You strike me as a ‘Masque of Anarchy’ guy, so I’m going with Percy Shelley.”

“Good guess,” he whispered. “It was Shelley, but in Prometheus Unbound.”

“I was an English major,” she said cheerfully. “Though in my experience, nineteenth-century poetry is of limited use when crafting digestible narratives for the American public.”

“If you say so.”

“I’ve already scolded my contact at the FDA for an internal memo implying Liv is behind a recent spike in youth suicides.” She paused, knowing the FDA’s interest was news to him. “You’re very original,” Helena cooed, “but you didn’t dream up ‘To be, or not to be.’ Mainstream preference for death may be a new answer to an old question—a change in tide to which Liv’s popularity could also be attributed.”

Auden looked around the office. “So how does this work?”

“You pay my full retainer now—in cash, not Liv equity. Sooner or later, you’ll get buried under a mountain of eternal punishment, and I don’t believe in spin. I keep the story evolving: villain, antihero, redemption, hero. I’d like to evolve your narrative through an in-depth profile with journalist Zach Meyer.” She sighed, squinting out the window. “Except, we need a better pitch—I want you to be more than just another white guy.”

Auden didn’t let on how badly he wanted this too.

“The I’m-sleeping-with-my-stepsister angle could be sympathetic,” she offered. “Newly minted billionaire falls for someone he’s known a long time. What’s the story there?”

Auden radiated, eyes wide. “Great story. Let’s see, my asshole father marries her junkie mother. Mara’s mother decides to give her narcissism the attention it deserves, bailing on her, though no big loss for Dad, because he likes daughter more than wife, so much more, the excitement pushes him over the edge—of a second-floor railing. Happy to give Zach some color detail: The noose was so long he almost got away with a broken ankle, but alas, no such luck.” Auden grinned, shaking his head, his voice mocking doubt. “Though… looking back on it, it sounds different than it was, if that makes sense?”

A pause followed as Helena took notes. “May I make a suggestion?”

He didn’t respond.

“When constructing personal mythology, it can be helpful to ask, ‘How did all of this affect me?’”

“I’ll get back to you when I have the answer.” Auden looked around again, beginning to really trust this woman. “On that subject, Lorraine tells me you’re helpful with privacy concerns.”

“My clients have many needs.”

“It’s surprisingly hard to put together an untraceable safety-deposit box on my own,” Auden said, as if offering a random fact. “And my lawyer is a Boy Scout insisting he can’t keep an unmarked envelope without knowing what’s in it.”

“I’m neither a Boy Scout nor a lawyer,” Helena said flatly. “I keep a safety-deposit box through a shell company. Unlike your lawyer, I prefer to not know what’s in it.”

Already lighter, Auden looked across the desk, seized with the desire to make her laugh, for her to like him more than her other celebrity clients. He opened a flirtation. “You never wonder what’s in the box?”

“Ignorance is vastly underrated as a mental health hack.”

Though he couldn’t understand it, he believed her. “As a publicist, what’s your worst fear?”

“Pictures,” Helena laughed. Her eyes bulged. “No, the nightmare scenario is video.”

“It’s not video.” Auden smiled.







TOM

The frozen-supply-chain specialist turned down the job, so Tom had to do it himself.

He stood in the central aisle of the ten-acre refrigerated warehouse. Liv’s corpses idled on open stainless steel shelves as they waited to be matched with living users.

It was a demented vertical postmortem zoo.

It was also way too expensive.

After months of back-and-forth with Auden and Amelia, Tom needed to know why the costs weren’t coming down. Kane Capital provided the financing to lease and retrofit the warehouse, but the consolidation and redesign did nothing to shorten the time from when a body arrived at the facility to when it was shipped out to a Liv member. It made no sense.

Head count in the industrial purgatory was at least eighty thousand barefoot occupants, naked under sheets pulled to the collarbone. They were laid out on movable steel bunk beds, set vertically in a custom-engineered multilevel lift system inspired by car stackers. Seeing the bodies sit on open shelving that extended almost five stories in the air felt like a safety hazard until Tom realized that nothing was dangerous for a corpse.

The uninterrupted chain of refrigerated logistics was so similar to industrial meat processing, the warehouse’s tracking software had originally been designed for a cattle-to-beef plant.

“Why aren’t they dressed in the Liv jumpsuits? Ready to be sent out?” Tom asked his tour guide, the warehouse manager.

“They leak. If the stains are fresh—from transit—users don’t seem to care, but they don’t like old-looking stains, anything that hints the body was sitting around.”

A worker was spreading large yellow stickers across the corpse boxes before they headed out to a truck. Tom went over, assuming it was a basic cautionary notice for whoever was opening it, warning them of what was inside.

Instead:


Please confirm that this body is a person who is dead. DO NOT accept package if seal is broken.



“What’s that?”

“Oh, it’s been a big problem. Liv users see the box gets delivered and wheel it inside—but you know most people want to clean off the box’s wheels before taking it elsewhere in the house—so they leave it there in the entryway, right?”

Tom nodded because he had to.

“But there’s this new thing with scammers getting to the box before it goes inside. They dump the body in the bushes or wherever, then climb in and play dead, robbing the place after the user leaves for work.”

Tom didn’t react.

“Can you imagine that? You think you pull a dead body inside, then watch on your dog camera as it stands up and starts walking around? Creepy.”

“What if they open the box before going to work?”

“Yeah, that’s been happening some too.” The manager’s eyes widened, though he didn’t elaborate. “Corporate said between the user agreement and the sticker visible on the box, we don’t care what happens once it hits the doorstep. So nothing to worry about.”

Tom’s head bobbed in slow dejection. “Yep… nothing to worry about.”

He had already followed up with Liv management about Charlie’s brother and other teenagers setting up illegal accounts. The responses ranged from “Please stop asking” to “Isn’t that great?”

The terrifying sound of uncontrolled metallic crashing, like a steel beam falling from the roof, reverberated through the warehouse. Before Tom could ask, the manager ran to the disruption. “Oh, it’s nothing, just the electric bunk mover jamming—the cold temperatures freeze the oil.”

Tom waited as five minutes turned to fifteen. In the background, the ninety-decibel whir of the building’s refrigeration displaced all nervous-system inputs—except visual. He looked around, alone in this hellish corpse forest.

The closest was a woman resting at hip height a few feet away. Suddenly overwhelmed by his proximity to her face, Tom didn’t look at it, moving his attention down her torso and legs, to her feet, everything a recognizable contour under the white sheet. He glanced around for his chaperone.

In a way that important firsts sometimes are, Tom decided it was time, not because he wanted to, but because it was available. His hand went forward to meet her foot. The corpse’s placid acceptance of touch, without flinching or reaction to his awkward grip, startled him and he pulled away.

He didn’t hear footsteps over the blare of the warehouse’s mechanics until there was a presence at his back. He spun around, face-to-face with Elliot, the Stanford corpse curator.

“I saw you on the security feed.” He smirked, pointing to a camera Tom hadn’t noticed. “Don’t worry, warehouse employees don’t monitor it—only high-level Liv staff have access to our connected video network.”

Elliot and Tom shared an extended silence in which they acknowledged that the young MBA candidate just witnessed what Tom now considered to be his life’s most deeply shameful indiscretion.

A glimmer rippled through Elliot. “How’d it feel?”

“She didn’t say.”
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“Where’s this lab we spent millions building?” asked Tom.

Elliot preened. “It’s the most cutting-edge embalming facility in the world.”

“It’s certainly the most expensive.”

They approached an area walled off from the rest of the warehouse by a glass partition. On the other side, technicians attended corpses on custom-fabricated matte-white gurneys, like sleeping patients in the medical bay of a spaceship. The pristine worktops and surgical lighting looked like the kind of sterile manufacturing facilities used to make satellites.

A massive 3D printer with two robotic arms sat unused in the corner, purpose unknown. Steel cylinder tanks lined the wall, all connected to bright blue monitors with temperature graphs, a setup more like an embryology lab than a studio for human taxidermy.

“What’s all that stuff for?”

“The chemicals in Liv’s proprietary embalming formula are carefully monitored before they’re mixed in Auden’s prototype distiller.”

Tom’s eyes caught on a glass contraption in the embalming lab. “How do I get in there?” he demanded.

After Elliot swiped a key card, they entered an antechamber blasted by mist from ceiling valves.

“An antimicrobial solvent,” Elliot alleged.

“Why does it taste like water?” Tom said.

Once inside, he beelined to the glass contraption, orbs with semitransparent fluids.

“Tell me, Elliot,” said Tom, his voice drifting to open hostility. “Let’s say Auden asks his curator in residence to give a warehouse tour to potential investors—”

“Oh, I do those all the time.”

Tom nodded, his worst fear realized. He pointed to the glass contraption. “When they ask what this is, what do you say?”

“That’s the distiller for Auden’s embalming formula,” Elliot replied.

“It’s the glass coffee maker from the Liv office!” Tom shouted.

The technicians working in the lab froze, but he got the impression they reacted to his discovery, not his yelling. Elliot wore a condescending smile, delighted with some private knowledge.

“Why is Auden pretending a glass coffee maker is used for embalming?”

Vibrating with administrative pride, Elliot whispered, “We always have sham technicians working in the decoy lab, but the corpses are preserved before the investor demonstrations, and the embalming solutions are inert. Expert surveillance could make deductions from smell—an odorless embalming lab baffles anyone in the industry. It must drive them crazy trying to figure out how we do it.” He beckoned Tom to a rear door. They left the lab and passed a manned security console, taking a side exit out of the building.

Blasted by daylight, Tom squinted in confusion. “What’s going on? Where are we going?”

“Your questions are better addressed at Site B.”
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Tom hid his screams, even from himself.

He tried telling himself they were wax dolls made from a dried adhesive, but the smell was too organic. Ripened talcum powder and human mucilage.

Wet splashing fought suctioned gurgling. A metal bone saw operated at the volume of a lawnmower. Yellow tubes went in one way, and pouches of blood pushed out the other.

His face, a detached mask of observation. This building, where Liv’s actual embalming took place, looked like an abandoned veterinary clinic or the back exit of a high school locker room. The room in which he now stood was like a television set, brightly lit from all directions. Tom didn’t bother asking if they were using Auden’s “proprietary” embalming formula.

Because there is no formula.

The decoy lab wasn’t hiding Liv’s secrets, it was lying about them.

Embalmers in scrubs weaved between the corpses, busy at work. Tom stepped back as a ruddy liquid propelled itself over the folds of grout and tile, like a garden snake passing underfoot.

He gave himself long inhales, waiting for the panic attack that didn’t come. He didn’t move, he didn’t speak, he didn’t want. Not even Tom understood what he was thinking.

A few yards in front of them a cart held waiting bodies. Their necks were propped against one edge, feet lifted opposite in a V-shaped posture.

“They set them with head and foot elevation to prevent discoloration of body parts that won’t be covered by Liv’s standard-issue jumpsuits,” Elliot explained.

“I thought not covering up was the point.”

Elliot shrugged. “People need time. When users return bodies, they fill out a form explaining why, but with subconscious and latent necrophobia, you’d be surprised how many can’t articulate why they don’t like a corpse.”

“Do they ever complain a Liv match is dead?”

“All the time.” Elliot nodded with a reverent sanctity. “Auden is so thoughtful about how we handle these conversations. You have to meet people where they are.”

Tom wasn’t listening. His annoyed dislike for Elliot was overwhelmed by an instinct to huddle close to the young employee, preferring undesirable familiar to the wet and open. Maybe this was the Liv effect he heard so much about.

A buzzing in his pocket broke the trance.

It was Lawrence Ross calling. One of the richest men in the world, he was deeply involved in American politics as a sincere tool of global justice, and far and away Kane Capital’s most influential investor. Tom liked Lawrence and never lied to him, so he didn’t take the call.







MARA

Mara hurtled to Liv’s executive retreat at seven hundred miles per hour in the creamy interior of a Gulfstream jet. They were halfway to Nosara, Costa Rica.

In addition to Auden, the plane held Liv’s COO, Amelia, and her husband, Nikola; Elliot, who as far as Mara could tell was Auden’s assistant, watching him silently like a dog; and Zach Meyer, a supposedly well-known journalist shadowing Auden for a much anticipated long-form article.

Useful and useless spouses were stowed separately, so Amelia and Auden faced each other with laptops—Zach and Elliot hanging on their every word—while Nikola stretched out in the back next to Mara.

“You’re his girlfriend, but technically his stepsister?” Nikola whispered.

“Not technically, I am.”

“That’s so Auden,” he laughed. Impossibly, he managed this in a way that didn’t feel like he was insulting them.

Mara could see why Amelia married him. Movie-star handsome, he had the natural right to be the center of attention but found everyone around him more fascinating. Back at the private airport, he went out to the parking lot to smoke with the copilot, and by the time they boarded, he was in animated conversation with the flight attendant about her son’s youth hockey league. After an hour of interviewing Mara like she was the most important person on the plane, Nikola reclined his seat, gazing at her as he drifted off to sleep, like they had just made love and he was grateful to be near her.

In contrast, the professional journalist on board was manifestly uncurious. She waited for Zach to ask Auden a question but then, somewhere over Florida, realized an in-depth profile set up by power publicist Helena Royce didn’t work like that.

Auden deliberated through an uninterrupted monologue of philosophized gibberish. “Embalming is an art, but before Liv, there was no audience. I’m asking, why are corpses taboo?” On the more sensitive topics, like a recent uptick in teens “reframing” the default fear of death, Auden didn’t trip over himself repeating “off the record,” because Zach stated at the outset he “refused to platform” any critique that might stigmatize Liv members. In the car on the way to the airport, Mara sat in the front seat as Auden and Zach worked themselves into a frenzy, more like two actors in parallel soliloquies than journalist and subject.

“Sorry, but no, just because you’re outraged by necrophilia doesn’t mean it’s harming you,” said Zach, transcribing his own thoughts as if listening to them. “People shouldn’t have to explain themselves.”

Auden nodded. “Social stamina is the greatest threat to our generation, and Liv’s curated adjacency to The Dead systematically dismantles this phenomenological mirage—the forced hierarchy between ‘dead’ and ‘alive.’”

You didn’t say anything, Mara thought. Those are just random words.

Zach found Auden’s response deeply satisfying. “It’s a construct,” he added, as if they were arriving at an epiphany. His eagerness for the soulful revelations resulted in hours of mutual affirmation, like two psychobabble junkies.

“—trauma—”

“—boundaries—”

“—codependence—”

“—processing—”

“My father was a monument to toxic masculinity, though there weren’t words for it back then.”

Zach nodded. “That’s a good pull quote.”

For the first time since they boarded, Auden glanced at Mara. They locked eyes.

Zach didn’t notice, occupied with his tablet.

“And my father wasn’t just toxic,” Auden mused, as if he hadn’t practiced this speech for years. “He sexually abused a teenage girl I was close with, manipulating her into thinking she came on to him.”

“Grooming,” Zach said, taking notes.

Mara was tempted to correct the record and tell him she regretted the episode with Auden’s father, like an embarrassing outfit or high school poetry, but she wasn’t going to give Auden the satisfaction of her story or, worse, Zach the opportunity to harvest it.

Face like stone, she broke eye contact and gazed out the window, high above the turbulence.

As always, this upset him more. He raised his voice. “At that age, participant and victim are the same.”

“Do you think your adjacent trauma shaped your vision of Liv?”

“The episode probably had a bigger effect on me than I realized.”

It was the only true thing he’d said all day.

Mara didn’t know if she loved or hated Auden, but this thing between them joined the stimulation of a sexual response with the woven attachment of a familial tie. Novel and familiar, massing together like trash in an ocean.

At forty-one thousand feet, a placard for an emergency exit mocked her options. The flight attendant came by with kombucha and salads.

Out of nowhere Auden shouted, “What were you thinking?”

Elliot cowered.

“It’s a Liv warehouse! Tom works for Kane Capital—why did he get access?”

“Amelia said Tom had clearance?” Elliot sputtered.

Private planes are much quieter than commercial cabins, so it sounded like Auden was yelling in a small living room. Everyone took a moment, pretending not to hear, except Nikola, who snoozed away undisturbed. The chastened silence was strange validation. These Ivy League Forbes 40 Under 40ers couldn’t marshal an even half-coherent response to her stepbrother’s act—it made Mara feel less incompetent.

No one survives Auden.

“Tom called me last week and asked for the tour,” Amelia said calmly.

Outright viciousness was rare for Auden, but here it was, smiling at them. “That was smart of him.”

“He’s obsessed with operational details.”

“Tom Williamson is obsessed with destroying Liv.”

Amelia shook her head. “Once you get to know him, he’s a great guy to have in your corner.”

“Is that why you divorced him?”

Remembering he was a journalist, Zach reanimated without warning. “One of your board members hates Liv?”

Auden and Amelia glared at each other, until Nikola—who Mara had forgotten existed—stretched his arms, yawning into the uncomfortable silence. He addressed his wife like they were in the privacy of their bedroom, oblivious to the audience. “Tom is just uncomfortable.” He yawned again, rousing awake. “I know, the world can’t rearrange itself for Tom’s comfort, but he’ll get there.” Mara watched as Nikola seemed to arrange the whole situation in his head. Though visibly amused by Amelia’s ex-husband’s reentry into their lives, he was good-natured about it. “Auden, go easy on him.”

Zach’s focus took a harsher interest. He looked for Auden’s response. “Do you believe any one individual’s discomfort should be privileged above those wishing to live with The Dead?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Off the record,” Amelia said quickly, “I think Tom is severely triggered by Liv.”

For the first time in days, Auden asked a question to which he did not already know the answer. “Why would Tom be triggered?”

Mara sat back and put on her headphones. With Auden locked on someone else, his attention was finally off her.







TOM

In Costa Rica, Tom pushed the villa’s door open and dropped his backpack on the floor. A female corpse lay horizontal on a couch in the suite’s living room.

I don’t have time for this.

He’d read Liv’s fourth-quarter valuation memo on the plane, and he had until the end of the day to either sign it or ask for specific changes. Kane, the lawyers, Lorraine, and the firm’s lapdog audit committee all “circled back” to ask why Tom hadn’t stamped it.

Because it says Liv is worth fifty-six billion.

He didn’t know how to ask for edits, since the entire spreadsheet was a fiction. For the last three quarters, Tom had caved and buckled and acquiesced, and now the tumor had grown so large, Liv’s balance sheet couldn’t lift its head. But after the warehouse, an even more consequential lie came into focus: Sham tours were almost certainly an Exchange Act violation. Now that investors were being harmed, someone might finally go to jail. Securities law was humanity’s last hope against relative-truth deconstructionism.

He pulled his carry-on into the bathroom, awkwardly turning the suitcase to clear the door. Barricaded inside, he hunched over the cold tile, unzipping it, rifling through stacks of identical pressed linen shirts and khaki shorts as he dug out his toiletry bag. Collapsed on the floor, he indulged an honest desire for his panic attacks to graduate into actual cardiac events.

I told you, he would get to say to Dr. Thornton.

He crushed two Ativan between his molars and fantasized about being rushed back to New York for heart surgery at thirty-nine. While he waited for the pills to work, he rubbed the space between his eyebrows.

After freezing up at the warehouse, he had scheduled an emergency appointment with Dr. Thornton.

“Maybe I should see a neurologist. This really isn’t your area of expertise—these could be mini seizures, the kind where you know what’s going on but can’t talk.”

Dr. Thornton nodded, then shook his head. “What you experienced is an automatic threat response called tonic immobility. You see it in animals. ‘Fight’ and ‘flight’ get a lot of attention, but ‘freeze’ is the unsung hero, especially in modern environments. Imagine if we actually attacked every person that made us feel unsafe?”

Dr. Thornton led a hypnotic exercise, prompting Tom to imagine himself as an upside-down shark, experiencing tonic immobility as a calming, meditative force. After the appointment, Tom did his own googling and was traumatized by the image search of a snake feigning death. It curled its head at an unnatural angle to mime rigor mortis—mouth open and teeth capable of defending itself—involuntarily neutered by a wiser primitive brain system that knew it was better off to play dead.

“Tonic immobility,” he breathed, lying on the bathroom floor.

Tonic immobility.

Fifty-six BILLION.

Tonic immobility.

Liv’s near-fraudulent quantitative analysis argued the numbers on their balance sheet should be governed by metaphor, not arithmetic, an attempt to poeticize the loss of almost $400,000 an hour. Sixteen years in finance and it eclipsed every lie Tom had ever been party to.

Eventually, he opened the bathroom door.

The dead woman was dressed not in the standard Liv jumpsuit, but in a half-shoulder draping of thick white silk, elegant and formal. They must have let some luxury brand style her for the retreat. On the table, a note:


Tom,

Welcome to Costa Rica! I’m so excited you’ve finally chosen to Liv with an open mind.

Peacefully yours,

Auden



Tom threw it on the ground.

After he took a second look at the woman, a suspicion formed—she was “better” than the corpses Tom saw at the warehouse. Her skin thick and hydrated. Liv’s numbers might be getting worse, but the embalming had improved.

When Tom felt himself notice an appealing constellation of dark moles along the warm earth tone of her bare shoulder, he pulled one of the villa’s neon woven beach blankets off a nearby shelf and threw it over her face. He had to be on the patio for cocktails in ten minutes.
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The resort patio was on a cliff over the ocean.

Tom was first to arrive, but it soon filled with Liv executives and their partners. He heard Auden’s girlfriend would be there. Maybe the valuation was high enough for her to be a model or an actress—or these days it would be an influencer—anyone capable of sharing in the founder’s limitless permission for self-satisfying conduct. Tom floated to the edge of the party, scrolling through emails.

Auden entered from the beach. Presumably to dress for the setting, he opted for a sheer white crewneck and a tangle of stupid-looking necklaces. A woman trailed in behind him.

In a week full of disturbing surprises, Tom’s jaw finally dropped: Backpack Girl?

Now that he knew who she was, he had no idea what he was looking at. Everything about her led away from her primary label as partner to a young billionaire. She was attractive, though not in an astounding way. She didn’t look comfortable enough to be bored, and in the context of the Liv founder’s global fame, her appearance of plain normalcy was bizarre. If everyone has a type, it shocked Tom this girl was Auden’s.

It then occurred to him that he couldn’t fathom how Auden behaved in private.

He stared at them until a waiter interrupted. Ordering a beer, he turned back for more, but they disappeared into the crowd.
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Amelia and Nikola would be there any minute, so Tom needed to join a conversation, quickly. Out of nowhere, he was rescued by a stunning Liv executive, six feet tall in flats, zeroing in on him as soon as he put his phone away.

“It’s Tom, right?” She smiled. “I’m Caroline.”

He felt a competitive excitement when he noticed the other men on the patio—Liv’s chief technology officer, chief programmer, chief engineer, head of user experience, and chief marketing officer, bachelors all—watched her do it.

The Ativan was finally working, and this Division I volleyball player seemed intent on fueling their conversation with an endless stream of personal anecdotes and questions: Where did Tom go to school? What was his major? She was thinking of applying to Stanford—did Tom consider an MBA to be a good use of time? Did he know a friend of her brother’s who was also a trader at that famous quant firm where everyone knew Tom started his career?

Caroline loved his answers: “University of Chicago; math and computer science; business school is a waste of time and money, but you look like you’ve got both and women probably get a better return given the pay disparity at the executive level; yeah, I knew that guy, he was an asshole.”

“He was!” she squealed, throwing her head back in riotous amusement. Tom’s stomach careened. Not because she found it funny, but because Amelia and Nikola saw the whole thing as they came in from the lobby.

Amelia walked up with a cement smile. “I see you’ve met Caroline.”

Tom and Nikola shook hands as if they had no idea who the other was. Nikola looked to have been coached on how to behave. His face held only the faintest smirk.

Tom hated how tall he was. More so for how Nikola carried himself. At six foot four, his presence might have been imposing, but he had a way of diminishing it with a gentle bend toward the object of his gaze, like he needed to lean in to hear better. At this moment, Tom hoped Amelia noticed the object of her husband’s gaze was Caroline.

“Caroline heads our social media strategy,” Amelia offered quickly. “She spearheaded the push to get members to will their bodies to Liv.”

“Shouldn’t the will to live be innate?” Tom deadpanned, very pleased with himself.

Caroline paused on a strained half smile. “Yeah… so words like ‘innate’ don’t really perform on social. Instead, we raised awareness that burial is another form of landfill.”

Tom asked a passing server for a whiskey. A beer wouldn’t get him through this night.

The future MBA regaled them with Liv’s recent social media success: “Teenagers are posting these amazing video clips with Liv bodies. Some of them are so creative.”

Auden walked up to the group, hijacking it. As little as Tom wanted to hear about the teenagers and the videos, he loathed that all conversation paused for the semidivine founder. Standing opposite Tom, Auden introduced his date without elaboration.

“This is Mara.”

Mara.

Tom wondered if she remembered their lobby interaction, too embarrassed by the mustard-stained-tie tantrum to bring it up.

Caroline looked on for approval. “Auden, I was telling them about the teenagers’ post I sent you earlier, the one that went viral.”

When she showed them how many people had viewed the video in the last two hours, Tom noted it was well beyond the combined population of New York and Los Angeles. Even adding Chicago and Houston wouldn’t be enough. He would have to also include several third- and fourth-tier markets—Phoenix, Philadelphia, San Diego, and Boston—to approximate the number of people who had watched and liked it in the time since he’d landed in Costa Rica.

“Diseases can’t spread that quickly,” he said.

Caroline nodded excitedly.

Auden lifted his beer. “So cool. Keep going, it’s awesome, you guys will love this.”

Caroline beamed at the group, exquisitely aware she was entertaining Liv’s top brass. “The signature of the posts—like the thing—is to be completely still, then use something creative, like a hood, to cover their heads.”

What?

“So kids will make a fifteen-second video clip with their corpse. They might sit the body at a desk or have its feet poking out of a closet, or whatever—and then they pose with it, but their head is covered.”

“The teenager or the corpse?” Tom asked.

“Both,” Caroline answered. “So you can’t tell which one is dead. I sent a really cute one to Auden this morning. It was a bunch of girls laying in a pile, but they were so creative… They customized spandex face hoods with their high school mascot.”

She held up her phone.

Sure enough, six teenage girls wearing skintight face covers—the type without holes for the eyes or mouth—contorted themselves into something resembling a rugby scrum tackle or a collapsed game of Twister. They were frozen, so it looked like whoever filmed was approaching a vulgar sculpture. Their face hoods, which Tom naively associated with BDSM sex costumes, wore the regrettable customization “Go Bulldogs.”

All the girls, and presumably the cadaver, looked away from the camera, resting their heads on the nearest arm, belly, or leg. Tom couldn’t be sure, but one of them at the bottom of the pile looked less posed than the rest.

I need more than fifteen seconds to understand this.

Everyone cooed, and Amelia tried first. “It’s that one,” she said. “The girl on the left, she’s dead.”

Tonic immobility.

Nikola was next. “No, they put the dead one on top. You can’t lay like that over someone without tensing up. It’s definitely the girl on top.”

Tonic immobility. Please don’t ask me to guess.

Mara leaned in to watch but didn’t say anything.

“How do we know which one it is?” asked Tom, scratching a nonexistent itch between his eyes, then gently stroking his finger over the same spot.

“I’ll be able to tell.” Auden grabbed the phone to look closely. A second later, he announced, “It’s the one on the bottom.” No one contradicted him.

“I don’t get it,” Mara said after a few moments.

“The girl on the bottom of the pile,” Auden explained. “The one with her legs sticking out. She’s dead.”

“No, I mean, I don’t get why they hide their faces,” Mara replied.

No one had a good answer, but Caroline tried. “So you can’t tell which one is dead.”
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Watching everyone stall to be the last seated was the kind of poorly defined group behavior Tom couldn’t stand in social situations, so it made unexpected inroads with him when he saw Mara react promptly to a server pointing in the direction of the dinner table.

Trailing fifteen feet behind her as they curved up the hill, he had time to really look. Her body was soft and unathletic, pleasingly so. Unkept by routine, her thighs sloped to knees then shins, like inverted triangles.

Caroline’s sex appeal was fading rapidly.

With no one else around, they waited for the rest of the party to follow directions. Tom was glad to have her alone under such a reasonable pretext.

“So, what do you do, Mara?”

“I’m a student at NYU.”

“Graduate school?” he asked. Tom saw in her face this was the wrong question, but didn’t know why, so he feigned as little interest as possible.

“No, I’m an undergrad. But I’m thirty-four.”

She added her age like it was singularly relevant.

“My mom did that,” Tom offered, without thinking.

“She went to NYU?”

“No, she went back to college when I was in kindergarten.”

Realizing the Ativan had grabbed the wheel, he was alarmed to hear himself answering her questions with unfiltered thoughts. The word “kindergarten,” unintentionally intimate.

Interrupted by Liv’s chief engineer, Tom withdrew and the three of them talked about the hotel, the drive from the airport, and the intermittent Wi-Fi.

After everyone was finally seated, the table hushed as Auden stood up to speak. “Before I give you guys some really exciting news, I want to lead a silent micro-meditation, because it’s really hard to be where you are.” Miming their leader, everyone reacted in unison, like Auden yanked a power cord.

Tom eyed Mara sideways. Vision immune to hypnotic induction, she moved food around her salad plate.

She hates this.

She absolutely hates this.

When Auden looked up, he spoke with monumental purpose. “I’m so excited to be the first to tell you: Liv’s valuation just came in at fifty-six billion dollars!”

The table erupted in a sustained applause. Auden tried to keep talking but couldn’t be heard over the cheers, so he smiled and basked.

I haven’t signed the valuation documents yet, you asshole.

Auden raised his hand to quiet the excitement. “Now, a valuation this high puts a target on our back. Hysteria over teenagers and death preference, the simple truth that ‘dead’ and ‘alive’ exist in a coequal spectrum and that you can’t control other people’s choices—it terrifies people. The good news? They’re obsessed with us! So get ready, we’re riding full steam ahead into a moral panic.”

Chuckles from the crowd.

“I’m not about to pump the breaks! The opposition uses an old playbook—the rhetoric of infection—they’re calling us a social contagion. Do they hope shutting Liv down will mean young people… just won’t notice death?” Auden’s voice sang with light mockery, as if it was difficult to repeat Liv’s criticism with a straight face. The act drew laughs from the table.

“I know you all think it was Steve Jobs, but it was actually Arthur Schopenhauer who told us that ‘all truth passes through three stages: First it is ridiculed, second it is violently opposed, third it is accepted as being self-evident.’”

In the booming applause, half the table couldn’t stay in their seats. Tom wanted to ask about the lengthy history of men first ridiculed for stomping around with preposterous ideology, only to have normal people wake up to the threat just in time to realize these “visionaries” took their absurdities seriously and could only be stopped with violent opposition.

Auden yelled, “You know you’ve made it when they’re accusing you of infecting America’s youth with ideas!”

Frenzied applause was coupled with laughter.

Doesn’t working for a fifty-six-billion-dollar company—regardless of whether or not it traffics in human bodies—disqualify you as a revolutionary?

Oh, it’s not worth fifty-six billion, he reminded himself.

Heroic defiance wasn’t in easy reach, so Tom smiled in a loathsome politeness to everyone around him, clogged with an instinct to blend in. His eyes stopped abruptly on Mara, who listened to her boyfriend’s speech without any such imposition. She sat back in her chair with an observant glare, yielding nothing to the table or the speaker. If Tom’s affect was rented, hers was purchased.

Auden interrupted the applause, his voice changeful and harsh: “I want to make something absolutely clear. If you doubt the transformative potential of a human body after death, then I want you to leave. Right now.”

The silence was total.

Auden pulled away, looking out at the ocean, a black density under the night sky. The clanging sound of utensils on plates tapered to stillness. “If you think our critics have a point, then you don’t understand what goes on here.”

Surprised, Tom almost admired Auden’s willingness to rely on such a conventional hallmark of dysfunctional management: Define oppositional thinking as a failure of comprehension. When he took down the rest of his whiskey, a quick gesture broke into his peripheral vision.

Mara.

She rubbed the side of her finger over her bottom lip, petting it. Relaxed by the whiskey, Tom stared longer than he should have.

Her plainness during cocktail hour was in fact elemental simplicity. A person stripped to essential parts, what was left over, covertly feral. There was nothing fresh about this woman, and Tom had no idea why he found that so attractive.

Unless Auden gave her stock, she was excluded from this elaborate financial hallucination, but she also looked like the only one who wanted to take his empty offer to leave. If Tom had been just a little bit drunker, he would have leaned forward and whispered, “Don’t feel left out—I promise you, this whole charade is worthless.”

He ordered another drink, but the servers had to walk back to the main bar, so it would be a minute.

Rustling in the trees framed the silence.

When Auden raised his glass, the table followed. Like slipping a leash, Tom’s eyes crept back to Mara. For reasons that weren’t obvious to him, her response to the situation regulated his. When he saw her touch her glass but not lift it, Tom did the same.

“Let’s toast, not to the illusion of comfort and happiness, but the unflinching truth that we didn’t invent death, we’re the ones refusing to bury it.”

Tom gripped his empty whiskey glass as if it were glued to the table. He watched Mara clasp her hands into a fist, pinning them under her chin as everyone lifted their drinks to the toast.

When the vegan entrées were set out, Tom looked around, hoping the waiter was close behind with his whiskey.







MARA

Nothing made Mara hate Auden quite like hearing him talk in public. On paper, their assignments on the seating chart might have appeared logical, but in three dimensions they were almost ten feet apart.

If she were professionally attractive—enough to make a living off it—then assuming the role of Auden’s girlfriend would have been easy, but without that, every casual inquiry felt like a timed exercise in explaining why she was with Auden White.

“So, Auden said you’re from Pennsylvania,” Lorraine asked.

I guess none of them know.

Mara didn’t know what she was and wasn’t allowed to reveal about being stepsiblings. “Yeah, we went to high school together.”

On the reply, Lorraine fell into an adjacent conversation, ignoring Mara entirely.

Across from her, the famous Tom Williamson.

He was the one who’d helped her swipe in to the Liv offices, though he obviously didn’t remember. Instantly, Mara knew why Auden hated him. Tom seemed both snobbishly aloof and wildly insecure, a perfect mirror of Auden’s own defenses.

Everyone’s treatment of her was fraught, more so when Auden wasn’t chaperoning, but Tom’s standoffishness felt specific. He must have glitched open during their exchange before dinner, because as soon as the others arrived, he blinked back to “on” and disregarded her.

Though he was seated directly across from her, Tom’s eyes went to Caroline or Lorraine, periodically crossing back again to ask everyone—except Mara—questions. With his side part and white linen shirt, he was a clone for all the men who had ever made her feel invisible. Then and now, Mara knew she shouldn’t care, but she did.

Caroline caught his attention in a sidebar while Lorraine peppered Liv’s chief engineer with questions about the matching algorithm.

With no one speaking to her, Mara gathered her dignity and weathered the silence. Not knowing how long it would last, she tried to fully occupy the space, spreading her elbows to the edges of her place setting, like an animal making itself taller.

The posture must have looked awkward, because Tom made accidental eye contact.

“Is that true?” Caroline squealed. “Oh, you have to try it—what’s stopping you? It’ll change your life.”

“I seriously doubt that,” said Tom.

“Try what?” Mara interrupted, tired of being ignored.

He stiffened.

I EXIST, she wanted to scream.

“Tom has never used Liv!” Caroline giggled.

“Why are you on the board?” Mara asked.

Lorraine stopped mid-sentence, turning her entire body to hear Tom’s answer. She sported a half-knowing grin but looked ready to be surprised.

Lorraine, Caroline, and Mara waited.

“It’s a good question,” he stammered.

He might have been able to answer any one of them individually but looked overwhelmed by the demand to address all three women with the same words. In an instant, the substance of his demeanor felt less certain. As he looked at her now with an open and forward gaze, Mara felt Tom’s response before he gave it.

“I don’t know,” he said finally.

He turned in profile, as if fascinated by the scene, but having just exited her own false display, Mara could tell he was pretending. She watched Tom cup his hand at the base of his throat, like plugging a hole that was leaking onto the table.







TOM

At their height above the ocean, the wind picked up during dessert and coffee. Watching Mara bend herself into a linen sweater, Tom had an automatic image of her reversing the gesture to undress.

He snapped shut against it.

He waved good night to no one in particular and lumbered back to his villa alone. Two heavy pours of whiskey melted the Ativan, and his eyes stopped working in unison.

In the villa’s living room, his blood contents made it easier to lift the blanket covering the dead woman’s face. Tom looked her over like a drug he didn’t know how to take.

This can’t be it.

If Liv was the future of human connection, then the music had stopped and Tom didn’t have a partner.

She smelled like a chemical bloom of acetone and peppery charcoal. An unknown drainage seeped out from underneath her shoulder, leaving a yellow-tinged stain on the linen couch.

In the bathroom, he lifted the toilet seat. As he listened to the sound of his urine stream, fragments and images buzzed together. He went over the night like investigating backwash out of a storm drain. Wanting to touch Mara, he ran his hand through his hair, pulling it away from his scalp with a comforting burn.

At dinner, he’d felt his overt focus on her getting away from him, so he dove into Caroline to compensate. Mildly desperate to learn if they were living together or if Mara was just there with Auden on the trip, Tom raised his voice, a little too loudly, when he asked about Caroline’s neighborhood and living situation, hoping the entire table might spontaneously offer their own.

He remembered now that Auden hadn’t touched her during the cocktail hour. They kept a two-foot perimeter. Though never inclined to conspicuous displays of affection, Tom depended on reassuring contact from a partner, especially at parties.

Maybe they’re fighting.

Mara isn’t unattractive, she was pissed about something.

Touching.

Maybe he likes dead ones and she knows it.

He lost his place and time.

When he twitched awake, it felt like he’d been passed out for hours. The lights were out, and there was a mound of hair in his mouth.

In a fit of understanding, the humidity brought his senses back to Costa Rica, and then Tom noticed his legs wrapped around the dead woman, spooning her. He rolled backward off the sofa, coughing, as if she’d crawled down his throat.
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Tom expected a blinding hangover, but waking up with the corpse in his mouth clapped the drunkenness out of him. After that, just being in the same room with a dead body wasn’t so bad.

He was starving.

To shield himself from the morning light—and the day ahead of him—he rifled through his suitcase for a pair of sunglasses.

A buffet was set out on the same patio where they’d had dinner. Most of the Liv staff was already there, humming with excitement over the delusional valuation.

As he sipped black coffee, a tap on the shoulder.

Whatever amiability he woke with vanished at the sight of the famous Zach Meyer—emperor of reputational destruction, maestro to a voracious gang of witty and practiced social media followers. He built a national brand on calling out business villains.

Once, a few years ago, Zach had tried and failed to take down Kane, but for all his buffoonery, the old man was too well liked, so his attention had pivoted to Tom, writing about him as if he were some kind of mercenary assassin. Nobody enjoys restructuring failing businesses—layoffs, selling divisions for parts, shepherding assets through bankruptcy—but Zach had a way of making Tom’s fixes for insolvency sound intentionally cruel, when it was more like blaming a surgeon for getting drenched in blood. Tom always took it personally.

“I’m doing an in-depth profile on Auden and how vicarious—empathetic—trauma as a teenager shaped his vision for Liv.”

Evidently, Auden was getting out ahead of Zach’s playbook, proactively playing the role of abused founder reborn to do-good billionaire.

“Any comments on Auden’s management style? Or his way of connecting with Liv members?”

Tom took a massive bite of apple Danish, chewing it slowly while he weighed his options.

Amelia didn’t let it get that far. She jumped up to address the group. “Okay! This retreat is all about getting closer, so before the speakers start, let’s mix it up and switch seats! Everyone up!”

Dozens of chairs pushed out from the table as people stood. “Now go and sit somewhere different,” Amelia told them, leading by example and choosing another seat.

With a full mouth, Tom nodded at Zach. “I’ll get back to you.”

As people shuffled themselves, Tom made a show of looking up and down the table to obscure his tight focus on Mara, whom he’d spotted on arrival. She got up from her seat near the middle.

Relieved to see her move left, away from Auden, Tom ambled that way too.

Lorraine stopped him in the opposite direction. He watched his colleague find herself in the reflection of his sunglasses.

“How’s it going with those valuation documents? Have you signed them?”

“I guess the accounting is a little over my head,” Tom said slowly, in a voice that implied that it was not.

“Let’s not drag this out—Auden wants to give Zach an exclusive.”

“Then what do you need me for?”

Lorraine smiled with closed lips and stalked off. When she was gone, Tom turned around to see Mara had moved only a few feet and was listening to them.

“So you’re to blame for all this whatever-billions talk?”

“I just work here.” Tom smiled.

“Don’t worry, Zach will peddle whatever angle you need him to,” she said, before turning back to her plate.

Thrilled their brief exchange before dinner meant they were on speaking terms, her revulsion to Zach and Auden’s mutual fawning was just bonus encouragement. He took the open seat next to her, attempting to reveal as little intent as possible. “You should know I’m just being polite when I say Zach Meyer is a twenty-four-karat asshole.”

Mara laughed deeply, paddling him with erotic shocks.

He did his best to extend the moment. “If you ever need to vent about Auden’s press coverage, I’m your guy.”

To this, she also smiled, more privately.

With the entire table making small talk, no one noticed them. Tom opened with a string of decoy personal questions, then charted a course from there, but a friendliness was emerging on its own. When he was a little more settled, he went for the question that had occupied him since meeting her.

“So, how long have you and Auden been dating?”

He purposely emptied their attachment into a paper-thin dismissal, and was proud of the delivery until he saw it land on Mara’s face. She examined her toast and punished him with a long silence. “How long were you and Amelia married?”

Okay, that’s fair.

He threw his head back to add it up. “We dated for seven years, married for three. Of all our friends, we were the first to get divorced.”

Please don’t ask if we had kids. Assuming Amelia hasn’t already told you. And Auden. And everybody else on earth.

It didn’t look like Mara knew anything more about what Amelia called “their daughter’s birth” and Tom thought of as “the late pregnancy loss.” She ate her breakfast. He looked around at the view. A Jurassic collision of rainforest and ocean. Too bad none of them were really there.

After a while, Mara looked up at him. “Did you ask me that because you don’t know why Auden would date me?”

“Oh, I know why he’s dating you,” Tom answered, a little too quickly.

Mara waited, like she actually needed someone to tell her.

“I notice you kind of do your own thing,” he said, finally. “You seem pretty self-contained.”

Or at least that’s why I would date you.

It came off as presumptuously as it sounded, but he wasn’t about to clarify. Terrified she might ask a follow-up question, he looked at his phone. “Gotta go.”

She watched him leave.







MARA

She didn’t have anything to do while everyone got ready for the presentations, so Mara came down to the beach alone.

The waves were enormous, at least eight feet above her head. She learned quickly to go under the walls of water instead of trying to swim up them, but even then, she lost her timing for a few cycles, bouncing to the surface with an open mouth—ready for air, swallowing water.

She coughed on salt water, the ocean burning in her throat.

The swimsuit didn’t look much better on her than it had on the store’s hanger—and she decided to be okay with that—but without enough body to fill it, the waves yanked off the shoulder straps, exposing her chest.

On shore again, exhausted, she laid her head back, wet hair in the sand. She used the beach blanket to cover her face from the sun, closing her eyes.

As definitions go, “self-contained” was more of a syndrome than an adjective. Freestanding. The opposite of connected. Separate. Introverted. Complete. Self-sufficient.

What did you mean?

Tom was wrong, of course. Mara was dependent on Auden—for money and everything else—but she didn’t want him to know that.

She wanted it to be night again. Not because Liv had paid an obscenity to fly in a famous DJ, but because Mara knew Tom wouldn’t dance. She could sit with him, pretending to take a break. And she had a better dress for tonight, a crochet mini with a slip. It felt good on her body, like a weighted blanket.

For the first time in months, she went all morning without thinking about Auden.







TOM

Tom watched his ex-wife make her presentation. It was a familiar narrative: The company’s cash burn was intentional. “Liv isn’t a company, we’re a cause.”

With a surprisingly straight face, she detailed Liv’s slush fund of “still in beta” pet projects. The list included Certified Corpses, for the socially anxious or traumatized, and Liv Marketplace, a glossy retail and self-help platform selling cadaver accessories designed by luxury fashion labels—positioning devices, headrests, and mouth formers, all curated on Expired, a lifestyle website run by an actress. Some items were released in limited editions through a partnership with a New York contemporary art museum. Tom wanted to ask if anyone had approached alleged murderer Carl Andre’s estate about designing a skull-shaping mesh in homage to the shattered brains of his feminist artist wife, but feared no one would appreciate the humor.

The existence of smaller hanger-on companies wasn’t as obnoxious as the fact that Liv paid a premium to buy the gimmicks with investor money. It was Auden’s personal venture capital portfolio. Worse, he hired Nikola—a guy who picked up married women at grief support groups, fired from every hedge fund under the sun—to “advise” him on the acquisition binge.

Tom’s presentation was next.

He didn’t enjoy public speaking but was used to it. After he introduced himself as a Liv board member and partner at Kane Capital, the sunglasses suddenly felt ridiculous. He hurried to take them off, chucking them on his seat.

When he looked up again, he made direct eye contact with Mara. He hadn’t seen her come in, but she crouched on a rock ledge on the far end of the patio, wrapped in a beach towel.

Diligently keeping his eyes off her, he started with background on the different mutual funds, investment managers, banks, and hedge funds interested in Liv’s next fundraising round. He offered what he thought was a reasonable assessment of the obstacles that might prevent an IPO from even happening, including the scale of their losses and Liv’s distance to profitability.

“A pretty big number is getting thrown around for the next valuation, and you might read some exciting press—but nothing is final.”

Auden stared through him. Lorraine stiffened, as if this radical opinion was inappropriate and out of turn.

Tom didn’t suffer the delusion anyone there might recognize the unforgivable arrogance of using their collective power to thrust Liv on the world, so instead he offered his closest synonym for “dangerous.”

“To wrap up, I urge you to remember that as exciting as living with corpses might be to you, it’s still very new.”

Having avoided looking anywhere near her for the whole talk, Tom let himself glance at Mara, whose eyes were trained on him, much more generously, he thought, than how she had watched her boyfriend the night before. He finished with a pointed gaze in her vicinity. “If anyone has questions for me or Kane Capital… fiscal or otherwise… or if you just want to talk. I’m here.”
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Tom cornered Auden after the break. “We need to talk.”

For the benefit of the people he was sitting with, Auden lifted himself with obnoxious emphasis, summoned to a middle school cafeteria breakup. He followed Tom to one of the open-air yoga studios with an ocean view.

“The decoy lab,” said Tom.

Auden gave a cool stare, said nothing.

“Faking demonstrations for investors is a bright line. If anyone giving us money requests to see the facility, or a demonstration of… whatever it is Liv does, you have to show them the actual embalming area.”

“Are you enjoying yourself?”

“Are you listening to me? Visionaries aren’t exempt from securities law. Spin whatever story you want to Zach Meyer or the press, but when you’re talking to investors, lying is fraud. The SEC won’t buy your whole ‘plural realities’ word salad. Believe me, those people are literal.”

Auden looked at Tom with pity. “Are you enjoying Costa Rica? Taking any of it in? Or does this place not interest you?”

A group of Liv employees returning from the beach walked by and waved. Auden waved back. “Do you like your villa?”

Tom smashed his lips together. He wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. “Since the hotel staff had to drag around three dozen bodies, I thought I’d put up with the situation to save them the trouble of having to come get it.”

“Three dozen?” Auden smiled.

Tom could hear him making a point but couldn’t see it.

“Tom… you are the only one here with a corpse.”

Muzzled, he couldn’t breathe.

“You’ve never even used Liv, have you? Hasn’t stopped you from being so sure you know what’s best for everyone else. I wanted to help you experience this thing you’ve never tried, but come to think of it, I’m not sure corpse companionship is legal in Costa Rica. Would you like me to ask? Since you’re so concerned about doing everything by the book?”
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Tom went into hiding.

He closed the villa shades and didn’t leave for the rest of the day. Staring at the dead woman for hours, he didn’t let himself google the terms of his predicament, knowing the search history might undermine a legal defense somewhere down the line.

After booking a flight home for the next day, he lied about dialing into a conference call during dinner.

He wanted to take a sleeping pill, but then the music started. The concert blared twenty yards from his door, hours of unrelenting sound torture. Perhaps even more than living with dead people, Tom couldn’t comprehend how anyone found this fun.

Morning arrived after an eternity.

When he sent out an email telling everyone he was called back to New York for a meeting, the replies begged him to prioritize work-life balance.

Do they not understand they’re all at work right now?

As Tom walked to the resort lobby to wait for his car, Auden came into view, lurking near the exit.

Was this the part where Auden told him he had the whole thing on tape? Of course there would be video (there’s always video!), and unless Tom wanted to see himself spooning a dead woman all over the Internet, he’d better sign the valuation memo and resign from Liv’s board.

Except, when he saw Tom approach, a brush of annoyed disappointment came across the founder’s face. “It’s too bad you’re missing the show tonight,” he said, referring to the multiplatinum band that had been booked as entertainment. “They’re playing new material for us, not what you would hear at a normal concert.”

“Music?” Tom asked.

The car pulled up the driveway. He threw his roller in the trunk before the driver had time to get out and help. Why, after blackmailing him into submission, was Auden now acting like he wanted Tom to stay?

The explanation arrived: Mara approached with her bags. Tom’s stomach flew to his throat.

“She forgot she has a test,” said Auden. “I guess you guys are on the same flight.”

“Do you mind if we share a car to the airport?” Mara asked Tom.

“Not at all.”

He got in the back seat, pretending not to notice there would be an extra passenger. Auden and Mara stood back to say goodbye. Tom didn’t want to watch them kiss but felt their bodies linger into each other in his peripheral vision, closer than he’d observed all weekend. Auden held her face, tucking her hair behind her ears, as if he was pushing a reassurance between them.

That’s bullshit about the test, buddy.







MARA

Mara and Amelia were together on the beach when Amelia got Tom’s email about leaving early. On a wild impulse, she excused herself, went back to the room, and booked the same flight. Something about the way she announced it made Auden know not to press her.

They sat a few rows apart in the business-class cabin on the plane home.

In New York, Tom got off first, but he waited for her on the jet bridge. An anxious craving started to build.

“What’s your test on?” he asked as they walked through the terminal.

“I don’t have a test,” Mara admitted.

Tom laughed. “Yeah, I don’t have a meeting.”

He seemed impressed with her maneuver, but after that the momentum ran out. Their picture of mutual interest stalled without warning. Liv sent a driver for Mara, and she offered Tom a ride home. He accepted, but an uncomfortable density sat between them in the car.

Traffic inched and they said very little.

His posture didn’t lend itself to interruption. At the retreat, Tom was engaging, but now he looked tired. She wanted to revive the caricature of Zach’s puff piece as an inside joke between them but didn’t want to talk about Auden.

Where were you going with that when you said I was self-contained?

His apartment was uptown, so they dropped her off first. Outside the brownstone, Tom got out of the car to let her exit by the curb. The driver took her suitcase from the trunk, but she waved Tom off as he moved to help her lift it up the stairs.

Looking like he’d forgotten something, he was making her nervous. Their flirtation couldn’t breathe now that they were back home. As the suffocation dragged out, they both looked uncomfortable watching it die.

Worried he might just shake her hand, and knowing it would disappoint her, Mara preempted with a friendly hug, holding it for a beat longer than expected.

Tell him you want to be friends.

It sounded desperate, more so because he seemed eager not to hear it, looking everywhere but at her. She stayed quiet.

Tom got back in the car and left.

When he was gone, Mara unlocked the front door. She dropped her bags in a pile by the entry.

There was little evidence she lived there. She kept books next to the bed, which the housekeepers straightened every morning. Her clothes were hidden in drawers, and when her computer wasn’t in use, one of the house staff returned it to her backpack, the charging cord snaking out to a hidden outlet. Mara chose to believe this was for her convenience.

The house was quiet. Empty. She’d come home early to be alone, but all the silence did was remind her she was.

Starved, she went to the kitchen. Alerted to her pending arrival, the chef had left a menagerie of entrées in glass containers arranged by color. Examining some kind of violet fermented cabbage, she wondered how far she’d have to walk for McDonald’s.

There was a knock at the door.

She walked up to the blue-toned security screen by the entry. In the wide-angle background, she could see Tom’s face in profile as he looked down the street.

Mara paused, hanging for a moment. Her mind caught up.

Did he come back to see inside the house?

Out of nowhere, she remembered what Amelia had said on the plane, about Tom showing up at the Liv warehouse to inspect it.

The embalming lab.

Distanced from their flirtation, Mara wasn’t sure what to do. She had no way to know what he was and wasn’t allowed to see.

When she opened the door, for the first time since she’d met him, Tom looked at her directly. “Hey! Sorry, I forgot—your email—or anything?”

Mara returned a blank stare.

The nonsense of his half question set them back a moment. He made it sound like taking her email was the same thing as offering her something. Before she could answer, he added, “Do you want to grab dinner?”

“I don’t have the code downstairs,” Mara rushed to explain. “It’s not personal, I just can’t show you anything in the lab. Even if I wanted, I don’t— Auden is the only one with the code down there.”

With that done, she stepped away from the door.

Tom leaned back from the threshold and pointed up the block. “I was thinking more like a restaurant.”

He came in, and they put his bags down in the hallway.

She offered him a glass of water, but he declined, so they stood for a few moments with nothing to say. From the edge of the all-white living room, Tom’s eyes landed on the only color in sight: a painting above the mantelpiece. Two Pac-Man shapes, one blue and one red, faced each other, open-mouthed, with a violent, perpetual hunger.

“I forget the name of the artist,” Mara said tentatively. “Are you into art?”

Seeming no less adrift as to his reason for being there, Tom took another look at the painting, this one lasting a few moments.

He nodded with enthusiasm. “I can stand almost anything.”

Mara excused herself, disappearing upstairs to the bedroom she shared with Auden. Running between the closet and the mirror, she put on some fresh clothes and mascara, then stopped to ask herself why. It wasn’t rational, but she took Tom’s decision to barricade himself in his villa personally, confusing her read on his intentions now.

Don’t be stupid—this is probably normal for him.

People here are always going out together.

It isn’t about you.

Tom leaned on the front door, pressing himself against it like he was trapped, thumbing out messages on his phone.

On her way down she looked past him out the living room windows to the darkening sky. “Sorry, I just need to grab a sweater.”

“Please, take your time. I’m sorry for dropping in like this.”

She rummaged in a closet by the door, pulling out a sweater and a canvas tote. When she struggled to push the bulky thick-knit sweater through the too-small opening of the limp bag, Tom stepped forward to help her hold it open. Everything inside, Mara pulled the tote back, but he didn’t let go.

Both clutching the bag, they stood there gazing at each other. Mara couldn’t believe what he was doing. She was unwilling to believe Tom knew, either.

His face was blank. He looked at her as if everything was normal—so normal, neither of them had an obligation to speak or even acknowledge what was happening.

When she felt his index finger brush timorously against her wrist, it became impossible to misinterpret his meaning.

Tom took her hand and held it. Then, he looked down at it as if to ask, Where’s the trap?

Out of nowhere, a knot of unexpected panic, followed by an involuntary paralysis.

No. No. No. STOP. NO.

Her chest seized and she froze, silent. Though the fear Tom triggered was indiscriminate, Mara wasn’t scared of him. Or that he was touching her.

She was terrified of being seen. Security cameras, perpendicular to the entryway, were trained on them. An unobstructed view of the scene was broadcasting on an encrypted feed, not just to Auden’s phone but also to Elliot’s, since he monitored the front hall camera to track deliveries and pester the house staff. Either of them could have been watching.

Tom leaned in to kiss her.

It felt like she was onstage with a hazard. Ducking back from his face, she stepped away and dropped the bag.

In a horrible pause, Tom comprehended the aborted gesture.

“I’ll—I’m so sorry—I’ll go,” he said quickly. He grabbed his luggage and was out the door before she could say anything.







TOM

In the taxi home, Tom felt a nightmare of consequences advancing. Clean humiliation, made worse by broad daylight and sobriety. There was nowhere to hang an explanation for the last ten minutes, and yet he knew he’d have to answer for it.

He could tell them he got drunk on the plane. He’d be in more trouble, but at least it would make sense.

Blame the medication.

He hated himself. He loathed this person inside him he dragged through life. Always making mistakes.

Why had he chosen now to start trying things?

The next terror came with an image of Auden and Mara discussing what happened.

Everyone will know.

Auden would tell Lorraine and Amelia. Kane. Everyone. By the time he pulled up in front of his apartment building, Tom had reverted to a bitter, younger version of himself, already running with plausible lies.

She misinterpreted it, he’d say, when Kane Capital’s HR or, worse, Auden came for him. The thought of contradicting Mara made him sick. Maybe there was a no contest option. Are men always expected to explain? Or was he entitled to keep his reasoning private and just accept punishment?

Facilitating the investment of billions of dollars into a company that transacted dead human beings hadn’t even tempted him to quit his job, but a failed pass at the founder’s girlfriend brought home the understanding that he wouldn’t be working at Kane Capital much longer. A miserable relief circled.

In the building lobby, a woman held the elevator doors open, struggling to maneuver two corpse boxes inside. Stacked vertically, the bottom box’s trolley wheels moved sluggishly, like an overloaded donkey.

He stood back in silent fury. She seemed put out that Tom made no offer to help.

She could only get them situated diagonally, barely clearing the door. He had to squeeze himself around into the free corner, picking up his carry-on to hip height to clear the boxes.

After gripping stoic resentment for about ten floors, he couldn’t help himself. “You might not have seen it, but management sent out an email saying these things should go up in the service elevator.”

Her expression made like she couldn’t understand the words and had no obligation to try.

“It was actually a reminder email,” he pressed. “So the second one they’ve sent out.”

She turned away, talking at him over her shoulder. “Actually, you might not have seen it, but New York passed an ordinance that buildings aren’t allowed to segregate The Dead. It’s discrimination.”

“Dogs have to use the service elevators—”

“A person who’s dead isn’t a dog.”

When the doors opened on his floor, he squeezed himself around the two carts, yanking his carry-on over them. “Well, I’d prefer to ride with that cockapoo that’s always shitting in the lobby.”

“Then go take the service elevator. I’m sorry you have a hard time sharing space with people who are dead, but that’s your problem.” She slapped her hand on the doors to stop them from closing. “Hope you have a more peaceful day.”

Inside his apartment, Tom kicked off his shoes, got into bed, and cried.







MARA

After Tom left, Mara threw herself up the stairs to find her laptop. Shivering with adrenaline, she pulled up Kane Capital’s website and found a picture of Tom over his bio, but there was no email. Only a general inquiries inbox for the New York office.

She looked over the picture of him. Blue suit with a navy-blue tie and a cautious half smile. Days ago, she would have agreed with Auden that the picture was smug and conceited. The type of person who didn’t care about people in general and would not have cared about her.

Except, Tom wanted to kiss her. That seemed to absolve him of something, though she didn’t know what.

Mara didn’t find any social media and, after a few minutes, realized there wasn’t an easy way to get in touch with him. Not without Auden finding out. If she had kissed back and Auden had seen, her life as it existed now would have collapsed. Still, she came upstairs to write him a message.

It was the cameras. Come back.







TOM

Five days later, Tom woke up in a T-shirt and boxers on the greasy floor of his building’s trash room. He called Dev and asked to meet at his friend’s law firm.

Dev and Tom had been together the night before. Hank Ramsvik, a thrice-divorced hedge fund manager and degenerate gambler, occasioned their poker game. Though he usually played with fellow whales and Russian goons, where the average pot size was closer to $500,000, the financier periodically wandered through the circuit of lower-tier $5,000–$10,000 games for the change of scenery.

Last night, Hank was slumming it with them for a specific reason. After getting back from Costa Rica, Amelia called him about taking a major position in Liv, and he wanted to know what Tom thought of the wildly profitable deal on the horizon, something so hush-hush, Hank wasn’t surprised Tom didn’t even know about it. While they played, Hank recounted the conversation in detail, revealing that Amelia either was helping Auden defraud a major investor… or had lost her mind.

Either scenario was distressing.

Tom excused himself early from the game, went home, and had his first sleepwalking episode in months. On the way to Dev’s office, he left a voicemail for Amelia, insisting she make time to see him that afternoon.

He needed to know the breadth of his personal legal exposure before walking into Liv’s headquarters.

When he sat down, Dev asked him to slide a dollar bill across the desk to make him a “paying” client on the law firm’s books, moving a decade-long friendship into the realm of attorney-client privilege.

He found it reassuring a shameless card bluffer did such a small thing to keep inside the rules. After all, he was there to talk about his drugged fondling of a corpse, his botched fondling of Mara, and whether or not Wall Street’s most anticipated IPO was a top-down fraud.

Halfway through, Dev lifted a page of his yellow legal pad, reading out loud as he backtracked over the notes he’d taken so far.

“Okay, so no judgment, but I need to make sure I have this straight. After driving back from the airport, and knowing that Auden wouldn’t be home, you knocked on his door to see his girlfriend, Mara Reed.”

“When you say ‘knowing he wouldn’t be home,’ you make it sound worse.”

“I’m not trying to—let’s just get through this. I’ll rephrase: Is it fair to say you would not have knocked on the door if you knew Auden was home?”

Tom smashed his lips together. “Yes.”

“Then you asked her to dinner. Did she accept?”

“Yes. Well… I think. She was getting her stuff to go.”

“Or stalling, hoping you would leave.”

“I really think she was going to come to dinner.”

“So you think she accepted, but you aren’t sure. Then you kissed her in the hallway. Did you have consent?”

“How would I know if I had consent?”

Giving him a long look, Dev kept writing. “So, no, you didn’t have affirmative consent.”

“It wasn’t, like, nonconsensual.”

“Did she ask you to kiss her?”

“Well, no, but when has that ever happened? I held her hand a little before I did it—it wasn’t out of nowhere. I honestly thought she was open to it.”

“Most guys do,” Dev laughed. “So, believing you had consent, because Ms. Reed did not pull her hand away, you leaned in to kiss her.”

“I tried to, yes. Then she did pull away.”

“Okay, so we’ll just leave it at ‘believing you had consent.’ And then you left?”

“Yes, then I left.”

“You left the house,” Dev echoed. He examined Tom closely, making space for him to change his answer. “You went out the door and didn’t come back. You didn’t try to kiss her again, you didn’t go upstairs, nothing else happened with her… You just turned around and left?”

“I ran out of there.”

“Do you think Auden knows?”

“I have no idea.”

“So flash forward to last night—you show up at the poker game and lose seven thousand bucks to me.” Dev smiled but didn’t look up from the notepad. “Hank tells you about some Department of Defense contracts with Liv you didn’t know about.”

“Those contracts, like Auden’s embalming formula, do not exist,” Tom insisted.

“You do not believe the contracts exist.” Dev nodded, still writing. He turned a few pages back in his legal pad. “Then last night, you woke up on the floor of the trash room in your underwear.”

“Sleepwalking.”

“When was the last time you had a sleepwalking episode?”

Tom rubbed his eyes, completely drained, every reserve flat empty and baked dry. “I don’t know—when I agreed to marry Elizabeth? When I agreed to work on an investment that matches people with dead bodies? I usually just make myself a bowl of cereal, except instead of milk, I pour in orange juice.”

“Do you eat the cereal with orange juice?” Dev was both fascinated and disgusted.

“Does it matter? I’ve never left the apartment before. I called my shrink—I have an appointment with him at the end of the day, after I meet with Amelia and ask her about these contracts.”

“The Department of Defense contracts you don’t think exist,” Dev clarified.

A knock on the door interrupted them. It was a paralegal. Tom avoided eye contact, hoping the guy assumed he was there to discuss tax evasion or fraud. Manslaughter would have been less embarrassing.

“We’re still checking, but case law on necrophilia is pretty thin in Costa Rica,” said the paralegal. “It’s a small country.”

Dev pointed to Tom. “And you don’t think you had sex with it? I mean, her?”

“NO!”

Dev looked at his notes. “You said you mixed whiskey and Ativan and blacked out?”

Ignoring the paralegal, Tom crouched forward and lit into Dev with a biting whisper. “I was still dressed when I woke up, and she was still dressed—everyone, dead and alive, was still dressed—”

“Who is or isn’t dressed is immaterial,” Dev answered, taking more notes.

“There is not enough whiskey and Ativan in the entire fucking world that could make me drunk enough to rape a corpse.”

Dev opened his palms. “You just said you can make a bowl of cereal while you’re sleeping.”

The paralegal jumped in to put Tom at ease. “It looks like Costa Rica’s penal code on necrophilia is like ours, subjectively worded, that is, with regards to desecration of The Dead.”

“Thanks, Keith.” Dev smiled. “I’ll let you know if we need anything more on this.”

The moment they were alone again, Tom burst open.

“I think Auden put the corpse in my room knowing I wouldn’t tell anyone, and then I met Mara, and we talked a little before dinner, but I watched her all night—”

“Let’s keep the ‘watching her’ part between us.”

“When Auden did his ‘I’m the messiah’ speech, she seemed like she didn’t want to be there, specifically didn’t want to be at the retreat with him, but also generally didn’t want to be there in the middle of Liv. And I know for sure she agrees with me the valuation is inflated.”

“You said that fact was beyond all doubt,” Dev countered. “Doesn’t mean she hates the company.”

“I think she feels the same way that I do, about living with corpses.”

“Except she’s living with the guy who invented it.”

“Exactly!” Tom jumped out of his seat a little. “Exactly! When I saw her, and I saw how much she hated Liv—”

“You’re projecting onto her that she hates Liv. Because you hate it.”

“And then she asked me why I was on the Liv board even though I refused to try it—”

“Which is a good question,” Dev said.

“It is a good question. And the way she asked it made me feel like for once in my life, I wanted to have an open mind and try something I knew I was going to hate. And if Mara is dating Auden—obviously he lives with corpses—then Mara, who I wanted to get to know better—”

“Even though she’s unavailable, because she’s in a relationship with Auden White. And since her boyfriend convinced the entire country to date embalmed cadavers, it’s safe to assume the two of them are probably on the same page—”

“If she can stand it, then I thought the least I could do was try, because I have a history in relationships of avoiding things I hate. Or my shrink would say, things that make me uncomfortable.”

“Again, you’re not in a relationship with Mara—”

“So even though I don’t remember, I think I laid around with this dead woman, trying to figure out how to ‘Liv’ with her, but I didn’t know how to use her, you know?”

Dev tilted his head in such a way that implied he did not know.

“It’s not like these bodies come with directions,” said Tom. “Is every Liv user born knowing what to do when you’re alone with a corpse?”

“Maybe it’s a ‘tastes like chicken’ situation.”

“What does that mean?”

Dev shrugged, indicating though he said it, he had no idea.

He looked over his notes again. “It’s been five days since the Mara thing, so I think if Auden was going to bring it up, he would have by now. It’s probably safe to assume she doesn’t want to escalate it to a criminal matter—”

“IT WASN’T A CRIMINAL MATTER!”

“Dude, it’s sexual battery—and I haven’t even heard her side of the story yet. Did you sleepwalk through #MeToo?”

Dev didn’t appear satisfied that his friend, now client, understood how bad all this looked. “You and I, and a jury, along with everyone on earth, all know that if Auden had been home, you would have waved goodbye and driven away. But you knew Auden was in another country, and so you had the Liv driver drop you off a few blocks away because you didn’t want witnesses—”

“It took me a minute to talk myself into doing it!”

“If she were my client and I wanted to really fuck you, I’d throw in stalking with premeditation and I’d leak it to the press.”

“I don’t think she wants to fuck me.”

“That, we can agree on,” Dev nodded.

Elbows on knees, Tom smashed his palms into his eyes, pressing deeply into the sockets. “What about the corpse?”

“I’ll look into it a little more, but I think it was reasonable for you to assume it was a Liv body. It’s probably not illegal for you to fall asleep spooning a corpse. Auden was bluffing because he knows you think it should be illegal.

“You want my advice?” Dev asked, leaning back in his chair.

Tom grimaced. “Always.”

“When you go after Auden, stick to Liv’s inflated valuation, tell them you don’t want to ruin your career by lying to investors, and try to pin him down on these maybe-existent military contracts. And if he throws any of this in your face to deflect… just say you’re sorry.”

“I am sorry.”

“So just say that!” Dev threw up his hands as if the conversation would be easy. “I tell clients all the time. Not being embarrassed about embarrassing shit immunizes you against blackmail. It’s the best strategy”—Dev pointed to the notepad—“and these days, it’s the only way to live.”
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Stepping into Liv headquarters, Tom felt the entire floor unsettled with tension.

Amelia made brief eye contact from behind the glass door to her office but didn’t smile, instead directing herself to the speakerphone on her desk.

When she made no sign of coming out, Tom glanced over and saw Caroline in her own glass cube—sobbing. She didn’t look up until he was at the door. Surprised he wanted to be let in, she gestured for him to enter with an accepting dejection.

“I suppose you’re here to do damage control,” said Caroline.

Tom shook his head. “What’s going on?”

“So yesterday was a Tuesday,” she said. Her face was red and blotchy, as if covered in a rash. “That’s when we see the highest engagement on social media, starting around 11:00 AM.” She wiped away tears with the outside edge of her thumb. “You remember that trend with the teenagers? Where they cover their faces and pretend to be dead?”

Tom’s heart sank. He cupped his hand over his mouth.

Seeing him do this, Caroline nearly broke down again. “I see this post from a girl in like the middle of nowhere, but I think, wow, that’s so unique, she must have dangled her corpse over a balcony and then had someone film it from below.” Caroline made a square with her hands, miming the setup of how she thought the video was made. “And then I see she has a very creative Liv-centric feed, posting all the time with her corpse, and it’s all great stuff, in line with our brand policies on members to follow—so I like the post—and then I get excited because I’m the first one to comment on it. So I post, ‘We’re obsessed with you. Dead or alive.’” Caroline’s eyes pleaded with Tom, begging him to understand her. She sniffled, wiping her nose. “And you know—I thought that was the end of it.”

Tom turned to check if Amelia was still at her desk.

He saw Zach Meyer being ushered to Auden’s office with urgent purpose. Naturally, the founder would leverage his profile to do damage control, giving Zach a front row to the train wreck in exchange for a mutually agreeable narrative of it.

Tom faced Caroline again.

“Then, this morning, we got word the girl, or I mean, her parents, because teenagers can’t have accounts—they weren’t even Liv members. She begged her parents for a corpse, but they didn’t let her have one. She was making all these social posts with a living friend. One of them was always pretending to be dead.”

Tom was tempted to be relieved. The world was losing its mind, but two kids were playing through it all.

“But kids at school found out. They said she was ‘just posing’ and accused her of pretending to be comfortable with The Dead. To prove them wrong, she hung herself and asked her friend to post it after she was dead.” Caroline sobbed. “So the girl kills herself, her friend—who thought she was helping by doing what the girl wanted—posts it, and even before the paramedics got there, I liked it and made the moronic ‘dead or alive’ comment.”

After expelling the story, Caroline picked up her phone. “It gets worse.” She read a mere sampling of the top trending posts.


This is sad, but also it’s so not okay for people to pretend they like bodies who are dead, some of us actually need corpses.

When your friend is all against societal constructs but somehow isn’t comfortable living with The Dead #examineyournecrophobia

Playing dead is disrespectful to a decedent’s existence and to act dead trivializes what it means to be dead. #examineyournecrophobia

Get ready for this to be weaponized against everyone living with a corpse.

This is why people shouldn’t act like they liv with bodies if they don’t.

Stop blaming the kids in her class. It’s dehumanizing AF for someone to fetishize your existence they were right to demand that she stop pretending to be like them.



After reading the posts to him, she gave way and bent over in inconsolable sobs.

“Caroline, listen to me,” Tom said, his voice more demanding than he intended. He held up his hand, trying to hit pause on the onslaught of tears. She was in her own thoughts, so he waited and tried again. “Caroline, this isn’t your fault.”

The words had no effect.

Finally, Tom caught her eye. “Caroline, this is not your fault,” he said firmly. “It’s mine. This is my fault. Never should have gotten this far.”

“You didn’t make me do it,” Caroline heaved. “Amelia and Auden said this brings unfair negative attention to a rare event, overshadowing all of Liv’s positive impact.”

Tom couldn’t help smiling. “That’s how edge cases work.”

“And of course, it’s selfish to think about now, but my career is over.”

“Your career isn’t over.”

Amelia walked in without knocking. “Tom, this isn’t a good time—I think we’d better reschedule.”

Making no effort to get up, he craned his neck around and saw two security guards. They were standing behind a man, presumably from HR, clutching a white folder. Tom turned back and gestured to the other seat in front of Caroline’s desk. “Amelia, what’s the rush? Let’s talk.”

“I just spoke with Auden and as of a few minutes ago, Caroline no longer works at the company. We’re not going to discuss anything.”

Caroline had already steeled herself for the news. “Can I at least talk to Auden before I go?”

Tom looked over at the founder’s closed door. “Yeah, Amelia, where is Auden?”

“He’s really sorry he couldn’t be here.”

“That’s just bad manners. I make a point of firing people myself.”

“Oh, and that’s something to be proud of?” Amelia snapped. “Think it makes you a big man—Mr. Tough?”

“Ah, Caroline, don’t be let down,” Tom said, smiling. “Boy-king sent his best henchman.”

“This was a very hard decision for Auden. We’re like a family here. He’s really upset.”

“You don’t fire family members. Caroline is an employee,” said Tom. “And I’m curious—what exactly did she do wrong? How’s anyone supposed to know the girl was dead? I thought that was the point, to hide the faces so you can’t see that they’re dead.”

“I know you want everything to be black-and-white, but context matters.”

Tom rolled his eyes. “I’d work on your lines before talking to the girl’s parents.”

“If preteens had Liv access, we could provide them with resources and support—it might have saved this girl’s life.”

Tom laughed at her. “Auden’s help is about as supportive as the rope that killed her.”

“Maybe if her parents let her use Liv, we wouldn’t even be here, but they were too afraid to expose her to corpses, and look what happened.”

The HR executive appeared visibly alarmed that Tom was hijacking an already messy employee termination. Crowded out from entering the office, the man seemed at a loss for how to de-escalate, though it would have been outright panic if he knew the scene had already devolved into a vignette from the last days of Tom and Amelia’s marriage.

Tom jumped up from his seat. “I’ll do it,” he said, grabbing the exit package from the guy’s hands, shutting the door in his face. “Already selling Auden’s lies twelve hours a day. Happy to donate another thirty minutes.”

He read the papers quickly, familiar enough with the boilerplate offering. “They’ve given you one month of health insurance and two months of severance pay.” He glanced over a document, looked at Amelia with contempt, then ripped out a page and waved it around. “They want you to sign an add-on NDA, but we know you’re not that stupid.”

He crumpled the NDA and tossed it on the floor. “Given nothing around here is black-and-white, I’d counter with six months’ severance and health coverage for a year in exchange for not giving the press any context on this story.”

Amelia turned to Caroline with a cold glare. “I’d like to remind you that you signed an initial NDA when you were hired. It would be extremely unprofessional for you—”

“Is that all?” said Caroline.

Tom broke into a supportive grin and joined her to glare at Amelia. Caroline grabbed a pen, scratching out what was offered and then writing in Tom’s suggestions. “And I’m not signing anything.”

Amelia looked appropriately embarrassed as she initialed the changes.

When it was done, Caroline picked up her purse and left, walking through a parting sea of gawking Liv staff, all hoping she might hurtle herself at Auden’s door or flip a desk.

After she was gone, Amelia shook her head, re-centering herself. “Caroline endorsed suicide with our corporate social media account.”

“Liv’s mission is death positivity!” Tom yelled. “Let’s get the girl’s parents in here and tell them that death isn’t binary. Actually, what am I saying? We should get the girl’s corpse in here! Go make a big deal of hugging her corpse to show the whole world how comfortable you are holding The Dead.”

When Amelia’s face crumpled, he regretted it immediately. If Tom had slapped her, the effect would have been the same. Amelia could hold their daughter and Tom hadn’t wanted to, and at the end, she threw this in his face so many times, it snapped out of him now by bitter reflex.

They sat for a few minutes without speaking.

“Amelia, I shouldn’t have—”

She nodded quickly. Pained as she was by it, she had long since forgiven him.

Minutes passed.

After a long interval, Tom spoke with a soft resignation. “I came because I played poker with Hank last night. He said something so extraordinary, I didn’t want to put it in an email.”

Amelia inhaled.

He tried to make eye contact but she refused. “Even after everything, I know you’re not a liar.”

“Everything” was tall, handsome, and charming, waiting for Amelia at home. She looked up and away, turning her entire body in the other direction.

“Hank said you promised him Liv has classified military contracts with the US Department of Defense that will turn a profit by the third quarter of next year.”

If she made that statement, it was a flirtatious mix of insider trading, market manipulation, and plain securities fraud. They both knew it.

“I didn’t promise him,” she said, in a way that proved his point. “The military wants our advice for using corpses to help with the mental fatigue of long deployments. Auden and the DOD are developing a secured Liv program for troops abroad—it could be a huge contract.”

“Fine,” he answered, knowing it was bullshit. He approached the deception slowly, like cornering an animal. “Where’s the correspondence, letters of intent?”

“Auden is paranoid about information showing on our server—”

“What did the DOD say in the meetings?”

“I don’t know exactly—I wasn’t there. I’ve been trying to catch up with Auden, but things are moving really fast.”

Tom put his head in his hands. “Amelia, I know you’re not telling me you believe that the Department of Defense did a handshake deal with Auden White.”

In the silence, Tom felt her making an inventory of him.

Amelia could sense a change. The rage he couldn’t generate when they were married finally arrived, years too late.

“Amelia, it’s fraud. This will ruin you. He isn’t worth it.”

“You don’t know everything, Tom,” she said, her voice picking up defiance. “We have lawyers and consultants too, and the bankers have never been more confident in an IPO.”

Tom rubbed his eyes. He couldn’t listen anymore.

“What would you have me do?” she asked.

Tired and unsure, he was gearing up for his own battle with Auden, and he didn’t think he was going to win. “Honestly, Amelia, I have no idea, but I’m done. This is exhausting.”







MARA

It wasn’t even 10:00 AM, and apparently, Liv was engulfed by a social media emergency trending nationally.

Elliot arrived at the brownstone to ride to work with Auden. “Tom Williamson will be in the office this afternoon,” said Elliot, punctuating the news with a suspicious glance in her direction.

She kept scrolling on her phone.

Tom.

The name vibrated through her, a warm circulating liquid. His attempt to kiss her was inept and embarrassing—most of all random—and yet the effect was total.

“What does Tom want?” Auden demanded.

The question was Mara’s desperate fixation.

“Amelia said she’ll handle it. Just giving you a heads-up,” Elliot told Auden, disapproving. As far as he was concerned, the heretic should be banned from the building, Amelia punished for communicating with him.

It took her a few hours to work up the courage. She walked up Sixth Avenue to the Liv offices, ostensibly to drop in on Auden but actually to improvise a run-in with Tom and give him some kind of signal.

I pulled away because of the security cameras—beyond that, I have no idea, but maybe I want to get an idea.

Maybe.

She never felt like Auden’s girlfriend, but she loved him. This caricature villain emerging over the last few months was a phase, an inflammation of what was only a sliver of his personality. It wasn’t Auden’s fault for having a maniacal dream; it was the world’s fault for going with it. A rupture with this person, with whom she shared so much, beginning so long ago, was so scary it felt dangerous.

But she couldn’t stop thinking about it.

In asking her to dinner, Tom had opened a glimpse of what might be on the other side of the trade, the chance to go out and talk with someone who didn’t already know everything about her.

Irony notwithstanding, when she got to the office, it felt like someone had died. The Liv staffers who recognized her avoided eye contact.

Elliot was practically guarding Auden’s office.

Keep it simple.

“I was in the neighborhood.”

“I’ll tell him you’re here,” said Elliot, a chilly dismissal. “He’s in with our crisis PR consultant.”

Loitering in an empty hall between the kitchen and bathrooms, she was hoping to be forgotten.

Scanning the atrium, her eyes froze. Tom and Amelia sat with their backs to her in a glass office. Caroline faced them from behind the desk. They were all tense, but Caroline looked destroyed. Tom leaned forward, elbows on his knees, head hung low. In the next moment, Caroline got up and left, leaving Tom and Amelia alone.

Looking at him through the glass, Mara ran with ideas. She just needed his phone number. Maybe she would do something desperate like ask for his business card… for business advice? Ready to start the charade, she halted.

Amelia turned in profile, revealing tightly controlled anger. Or perhaps despair.

Tom looked caught.

What is going on?

He opened the office door.

Mara stepped out of the hallway.

When he finally looked up and saw her, Mara smiled.

His gaze bounced off her, head pulled down to his phone as if yanked by wire.

She thought she would intercept him at the elevators, but Tom waved to someone she couldn’t see and ducked into a stairway.

Mara hung in suspended reaction. The exchange lasted seconds. He was gone. The elevator doors opened and closed a few times, spilling people out and taking them away.

The letdown was swift.
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Auden came home in the late afternoon.

“Sorry for dropping in earlier,” Mara hurried to say. “I was in the neighborhood and I wanted to see you because, you know, we haven’t really seen each other this week. Hi, how are you?”

Auden nodded like he didn’t have time to talk about it.

“What was going on?”

“Caroline was incompetent in handling a social media interaction. I had to fire her, and then one of our investors—Tom Williamson—made things worse.”

Mara felt him examine her like a reptile he wanted to poke. “He’s the Kane Capital guy who took the plane back from Costa Rica with you.”

“Oh?”

“He’s stirring up all sorts of problems for me, goading Caroline to blackmail us with a press leak. Then he acted like some kind of paternalistic savior, advising her on the exit package.”

Mara felt Auden evaluating her.

“Maybe he was just trying to help. She looked pretty upset—”

Auden laughed at her.

“C’mon, Mara, you saw them at the cocktail party—he was all over her. Didn’t you notice they left dinner like two minutes apart? They probably slept together. Match made in yuppie heaven.”

Mara reacted as though this information neither surprised nor upset her, all while sensing that Auden knew it did.

“Think about it,” he said, as if it was obvious. “Why else would Tom randomly call Amelia and insist he had to see her—Caroline obviously begged him to come save her job.”

If even a fraction of it was true, Mara had almost blown up her life for some guy she barely knew. The ploy to “run into” Tom made her cringe, an alarmingly desperate over-the-top gesture. She could no longer access her memory, blocked by the profound nausea of a near-miss humiliation.







TOM

“I have to say something.”

“To Mara or Auden?” Dr. Thornton asked. “Or the Liv investors?”

Keep up, old man. I need you.

Before Liv, Tom and Dr. Thornton might have spent an entire session just on his insensitive “holding The Dead” comment to Amelia, but today’s situation was acute, so he shelved his self-hatred to go through on his own time.

Caroline’s firing derailed his afternoon, but now that Tom knew the truth about the bogus military contracts and Auden’s willingness to lie about them to a major investor, the pus needed to be drained. If Mara hadn’t appeared, he would have sailed into Auden’s office and ripped off the Band-Aid, but in hindsight, it was for the best.

He needed witnesses and a home field advantage at Kane Capital.

He was going to call Auden’s bluff, air his suspicions about the embalming formula, and cry foul on Liv’s accounting gimmicks. In a way, none of it mattered.

Tom was done.

He wanted out, but “out” wasn’t possible. Liv was everywhere, even in homes where it wasn’t. It found that rare teenage girl without an account and coaxed her into killing herself. Not even Tom could deny that Liv’s real value was that by now, there was no way to get rid of it.

The humiliation with Mara pushed him over the edge, but the way she had smiled tipped him back again.

Dr. Thornton administered two Ativan, cooing a tonic immobility visualization:

“The shark is coming toward you—”

I can’t breathe underwater.

“You reach your hand through the water—”

Sharks bite things that reach at them.

“You touch the shark’s nose to hypnotize it—”

Tom opened his eyes. “Wait, I thought I was supposed to be the shark? Last time we did this, you said I was the shark?”

“Did I?” Dr. Thornton asked. “Do you want to be the shark?”

Tom shook his head. “Auden is blackmailing me with a corpse he put in my room in Costa Rica. The embalming formula, the imaginary numbers, it’s all fake. It’s exactly the sick joke I thought it was, but what’s so confusing is the way she smiled at me—it really looked like she meant it.”

“The corpse you slept with in Costa Rica? She smiled at you?”

“No! The woman I tried to kiss—Mara. And I didn’t have sex with the corpse.”

Tom pointed to Dr. Thornton’s notepad, raising his voice as if the paper was a recording device. “I don’t know if those get submitted to insurance, but I did not have sex with the corpse.”

“Yes, of course. The woman you tried to kiss is alive,” Dr. Thornton said, emphasizing “alive” like it was a detail he might forget.

“Yes. Mara is alive. And she smiled at me when I saw her at Liv headquarters this afternoon.”

Dr. Thornton put down his pad. “It’s possible that might be true, but let’s not allow it to distract us. Smiling at you is not the same thing as inviting you to kiss her.”

“Obviously,” Tom hurried to say.

“And Mara rejecting you doesn’t really prove anything about her boyfriend’s business.”

Tom didn’t know how to argue the point but was nowhere near ready to accept it. “I… We can come back to that. First, I’m tripping on the smiling part.”

“Well, she’s in a relationship. In fact, she lives with this person with whom you have a dysfunctional—and, if I may, adversarial—dynamic. I know you are worried about the consequences of crossing a boundary with her. Has it occurred to you that she might be just as scared for Auden to find out?”

Tom’s heart sank.

“It’s not uncommon for men to cope with rejection by attacking,” Dr. Thornton continued. “She might be scared you’ll demean or slander her. Maybe she worries if cornered, you’ll insist she gave mixed signals or flirted with you, that you had a good reason to believe that she wanted to be kissed.”

The possibility hadn’t occurred to him, and yet it made perfect sense. Thinking back to his panic after leaving the brownstone, he felt a deep shame.

“It wouldn’t be the first time a woman has tried to be friendly after an upsetting encounter. It’s a survival instinct to de-escalate a threat, sort of like tonic immobility.”

Scared.

Mara smiled because she’s scared of you.

“Should I apologize?” Tom asked, dreading all possible answers.

Dr. Thornton shook his head quickly. “That might put pressure on her to respond. I think on the Mara front, let’s leave well enough alone. No action is probably the most conscientious action.”

I need to take some action.


To: Auden White

CC: Robert Kane; Lorraine Harris

From: Tom Williamson

Subject: No Subject

5:47 PM




Will not sign off on valuation in present form. Have serious concerns.

Meet to discuss in person.

Tom









TOM

Lorraine and Auden were the first to the large glass conference room. Tom came in next.

They ignored one another in silence.

Kane waltzed in and smiled, as if laying eyes on his three favorite people.

Auden tried to open the meeting. “So what can we—”

“The latest valuation is a joke,” Tom interrupted. He faced Kane and Lorraine. “This whole circus will implode—”

“Maybe Kane Capital is the wrong partner for us,” Auden threatened. “I don’t even know why I’m here talking to you. We’re waist-deep in other funding options.”

“Oh really, is that true?” Tom smiled. “Sir, if Auden’s got a hundred other VCs willing to fund his bonfire until IPO—after word leaks that Kane Capital wants out—by all means, let’s take some chips off the table. I’d love to find someone dumb enough to buy our risk.”

“What is this really about?” Lorraine cut in. “Auden has changed the landscape of human interaction… and you’re anxious it’s burning too much cash? Of course we’re burning too much cash. The new investors don’t have a problem with the valuation—they’re the market and the market is buying it.”

It disturbed Tom that she was correct.

“Auden’s role is to evangelize. He doesn’t need to know what he’s doing,” Lorraine added, as if he weren’t sitting right next to her.

When the founder’s face dropped, Tom took pleasure in watching Auden digest Lorraine’s argument.

Oh, I’m sorry, did you think she respects you?

“And please don’t tell me you’re worried about revenue—oh no! The revenue forecasts aren’t realistic!” Lorraine laughed. “This is the game and you know it. Grow up.”

Before he could respond, Lorraine looked at Kane as if finally given the opportunity to voice her own worrying concerns. “In fact, I think we should give serious consideration to Tom’s little stunt at the retreat.”

Tom’s heart stopped. He waited for Lorraine and Auden to roll the tape with him spooning a dead woman.

“That speech, your ‘warning’ for everyone, constitutes public disparagement and breach of fiduciary duty as a board member. Auden could sue you.”

She seemed confused by Tom’s visible relief.

Tom locked eyes with Auden but addressed Kane. “After my visit to the Liv warehouse, I got some questions: fake investor demos, Auden’s magic formula—”

“I’m more than happy to discuss your obsession with airing our dirty laundry,” Lorraine hissed. Auden, who seemed to be purposely holding back while Lorraine worked on Tom, wasn’t happy with her response. She was accusing Tom of being a snitch, but Auden wanted Tom to be wrong.

Kane listened, but his face gave nothing away. He waved his hand between Tom and Lorraine, as if he were separating third graders. “Let’s keep this productive: Exactly how far off point are we with the Liv valuation numbers?”

Before Tom could answer, Auden jumped in. “My COO and I actually think the valuation should be higher, possibly by two or three billion dollars.”

Tom wanted to laugh at Auden’s bald transparency, except anchoring to a high number in negotiation usually works, even when the counterparty is aware you’re doing it.

“It doesn’t factor in a deal we have coming with the Department of Defense to bring Liv to US troops,” Auden continued. “Our corpses are already being flown into combat zones. We’re not just saving lives by preventing PTSD, when the program scales, it will save billions of dollars in healthcare costs to the military.”

Tom gaped. He examined the broken stems of Auden’s outright lie with an almost clinical detachment.

Kane was in rare form. Elbow on table, head leaning on hand, his fingers wrapped over his mouth like a gate. He lifted them away to ask, “You got any contracts I can get eyes on?”

Tom wanted to drop to his knees and beg forgiveness for ever doubting the old man.

This was the cowboy he secretly idolized. Kane’s childish doppelgänger might have offered Auden White the most founder-friendly stock structure in history, and his infant attention span might have signed away the right to validate Liv’s “technology,” but Kane’s gift in life was that he didn’t mind being wrong, and that was a merciless advantage over anyone more clever.

“They’re under legal review.” Auden glared at Tom.

“Has your COO seen these contracts?” Tom asked, knowing the answer.

“Do you mean your ex-wife?”

Kane’s head swiveled, looking for someone to explain. Auden rushed to the void. “I promoted Amelia Bennet to COO, and in a short time, she’s done a fantastic job. He probably hasn’t told you, but Tom and Amelia were—”

“It’s not a secret!” Tom shouted. He gestured to Kane as if handing the old man something. “She’s… It’s Amelia Amelia,” he said weakly. “You met her, like five years ago. You and Barbara, you took us to dinner.”

A screen of recognition dropped over Kane’s face. He couldn’t altogether summon the evening but was getting the point.

Tom spun around and pointed at Lorraine, his voice brittle and furious. “I disclosed all of this as soon as I found out she was working at Liv. Why would I keep it a secret? That doesn’t even make any sense.”

“I don’t blame you for acting like this,” Auden said calmly. “Honestly, I wish I had known, because it explains everything.”

“What?”

“When you don’t deal with trauma, it festers, the toxicity pouring out of you in anger and judgment toward other people, but to throw it in Amelia’s face like that… to try to use it to bully her into walking back financial projections you don’t agree with? You’ve convinced yourself that you have some kind of special knowledge about Liv and our business, when really, you’ve imagined this entire plot as a defense mechanism.”

“What?!” Tom’s voice cracked. “That’s your angle?”

Auden turned to Kane. “Sir, Tom isn’t uncomfortable with Liv’s valuation—he’s triggered by Liv’s mission.”

Tom lingered for a few seconds without even a dim understanding of where to start. Auden’s glib use of “sir” to address Kane only confirmed how desperate the entrepreneur was to make it float.

“Tom barged into our offices yesterday, throwing himself in the middle of an internal personnel matter, and then maliciously triggered Amelia.”

Don’t say “triggered.”

“Amelia was trying to explain to him why the DOD contracts made our valuation reasonable, and he taunted her. His behavior was totally unacceptable.” Auden held his fingers in air quotes as if flipping simultaneous switches. “‘Holding The Dead. Amelia, you should bring the girl’s body in here to show everyone how comfortable you are holding The Dead.’”

Kane leaned toward Lorraine and asked, “What’s ‘triggered’?”

Stop saying “triggered.”

Auden locked eyes with Tom and calmly guided the willful misinterpretation home: “Liv’s core business is about holding The Dead and understanding the people who do. I don’t think you’re qualified.”

Silence.

“Trigger… like a gun?” Kane asked.

Lorraine didn’t respond. Her eyes darted between Tom and Auden. Working with less information, she wasn’t willing to lift the founder’s dagger without knowing what it was dipped in, nor did she want to define “triggering” for Kane until she could point to the invisible splinter.

Ignoring her hesitation, Auden talked past her to Kane. “When something reminds you of a past trauma and causes you to react irrationally—emotionally—it’s called a trigger. And triggers and business don’t mix.”

Ambient sounds leaked in from the pit of cubicles just outside the conference room. Telephone lines on the floor murmured like digitized blurs. The air circulator switched on.

Kane and Lorraine were too busy trying to comprehend Auden’s innuendo to notice Tom’s approach. With his eyes on Kane, not even Auden caught on until Tom’s hands were yanking him from the chair. Tom was probably the last to realize he was gripping the entrepreneur’s neck and throwing him to the ground.

Play dead, Auden. PLAY DEAD, AUDEN.

Tom’s face was beet red and looked pressurized as he straddled him. He held his breath as his fists flew down on the entrepreneur’s face. His knuckles exploded in pain, bouncing off Auden’s cheekbone. Clawing at his narrow collarbone, Tom raged as his hands tried to snap and strangle the entrepreneur at the same time.

Play dead or I’m going to kill you.

Kane got up and casually strolled over to the curving glass wall, knocking on it to get the attention of two junior analysts passing by. The entire floor gawked as they rushed in to pull Tom off.

Auden flailed with blood gushing from his nose.

Kane offered Lorraine an apology. “I’m gonna have a little chat with the boys.”

Lorraine looked severely annoyed, though not with Tom or Kane.
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Tom and Auden sat in the new black leather Wassily club chairs facing Kane’s desk. These were the standard retail editions brought in to replace the original antiques Auden had walked off with during the Liv negotiations.

Auden’s nose had stopped bleeding, but he clutched a bloody dish towel as if it were gushing.

Kane wasn’t hurried. He didn’t have children, but decades of business experience recognized the benefits of silence after tantrums. He smiled at the two younger men in front of him, marveling at the simplicity of life’s plots, stumbling always to predictable ends.

He pointed to Auden. “Okay, Nancy Kerrigan, let’s take that thing off your face. You look ridiculous.”

Auden lowered the bloody towel. “Tom’s violence is inexcusable.”

“Yes, sir, it is.” Kane nodded with a chilly glance at Tom. “It’s also true that you had it coming. So maybe we’ll call it a draw.” He looked at Auden, expecting the founder might agree.

“Are we done here?” Auden hissed. “I don’t have to put up with this.”

“I think you mean to say, yes, Mr. Kane, I still want the hundred and fifty million dollars I asked for on Monday, or else I can’t keep my lights on or make payroll.”

“I’m walking out of here and telling the whole world that we’re dropping Kane Capital, because while you might tolerate Tom Williamson’s violent intimidation, I won’t put up with it. Investors, VCs, and hedge funds are knocking down my door to invest in Liv. I don’t need you. I have investors who understand our vision and are willing to be my partner—”

“Son, you marry a partner. This here is business,” Kane interrupted. “We don’t have to like each other.”

Kane wasn’t annoyed that he needed to fund Auden’s hemorrhaging balance sheet, but he was starting to lose patience explaining the nature of a joint venture to the young billionaire.

“You want to saddle up with someone new before the IPO, be my guest. You’re a goddamn genius for telling people they want to live with corpses, but Tommy here is right—you don’t have a clue how to squeeze a dime out of it. You wanna know what the market thinks of that?” The old man waited, cupping his ear as if Auden might answer. “I’ll tell you… the market thinks that’s just fine.”

Auden glared.

“That herd of money is standing around saying, ‘Hell, why do kids like dead people? I don’t understand this Liv thing—because it doesn’t make any goddamn sense—but if Kane Capital is still wading this river, they must know something I don’t, I’ll take their word for it and sign where they tell me.’”

“I’m not doing this to make money.”

“No shit,” Kane laughed. “But I wouldn’t go around yellin’ that to these other investment partners of yours. A messy breakup at this particular juncture is going to be a mutually destructive event—so why don’t you calm down and take your hand off the trigger.”

Kane gestured that Auden was dismissed.

Tom knew he was fired when his mentor reached down into his bottom drawer and pulled out two whiskey glasses. Kane went to a case by the window, a sampling from his famous vintage whiskey collection. He pulled out one that he had shown to Tom but never offered.

Clutching the fifty-year-old bottle, he came back and took a seat in the empty Wassily chair next to him. Both glasses on the table, he poured and handed one over.

“So what’s next for you?”

Tom gulped it down and split open, letting go of a deep and honest laugh. The whiskey flashed down his throat. Kane poured another for him to sip. He had tears in his eyes and worried speaking would make it obvious.

Kane nodded, patting him on the back. “What do you want to do about your Liv stock?”

Tom smashed his lips together, wrinkling his nose like the $100,000 whiskey was paint thinner. “I don’t want it.”

“You sure about that? I know it’s crazy, but a lot of people think this one is going all the way.”

“Maybe it will. I don’t care.”

They sat for a few minutes without speaking.

A drowsiness set in, heavy enough that for the first time in months, he felt relaxed enough to fall asleep.

Tom shook his head. “This can’t be it,” he said after a long silence. “Liv can’t be where it’s all heading, the future of being with people. It will be the end of the human race, we’ll have thought ourselves into extinction.”

“If it wasn’t this, it’d be something else.”

“Why doesn’t Liv bother you? Or Lorraine? You guys can handle it—I don’t understand.”

“I’m married.” Kane shrugged. “Ain’t a great time to be a bachelor, I’ll give you that.”

Tom dropped his head, trying not to throw up on his feet. “Did you hear about this teenager who hung herself?”

When Kane didn’t answer, Tom turned to face him. The smile was gone. He was looking out the window, his eyes unfocused. “Barbara told me this morning,” he said quietly, shaking his head. “Young girl like that. Whole life ahead of her. I’ll never understand it.”







AUDEN

That night, Auden and Mara ate dinner in an uncomfortable silence. Her withdrawal annoyed him, because it was meant to be his. When his phone rang, he took the call at the table, picking through the dinner the chef had prepared before leaving for the night.

“Tom no longer works at Kane Capital,” Lorraine said flatly.

Auden smiled but said nothing. Mara’s eyes kept to the border of her plate. Lorraine must have felt his satisfaction, because she was intent on crippling it. “When I tell you to stick to a script, your job is to say every line in my script.”

Without looking at Mara, Auden stood up and went to the living room. “You were not handling it, Lorraine. You were getting nowhere. I wanted Tom out—”

“I was waiting for you to get bored with him,” Lorraine snapped. “I told you to go in there and shut the hell up, to listen and see what Tom had. Then we were going to negotiate. And you were going to keep going on your merry way. And Tom was going to get a big bone for enumerating all the ways you’re a fuckup. Then he was going to go back to his office and spend a few months unearthing more problems, until his panic attacks start coming a little too close together, and then all of a sudden he can’t take it anymore. He snaps. Rinse and repeat. Into the conference room we go. Again and again and again until we’ve got enough for an IPO, and then poof, everyone cashes out and no one cares anymore.”

“I would care,” Auden said, staring at Mara as she played with her food. It made him quietly furious that she didn’t care why he was so angry. She hadn’t even asked what had happened to his face. “Everyone around here is leeching off my business,” Auden said to Lorraine, though his eyes were on Mara. “If Tom knows so much, why didn’t he start a multibillion-dollar company?”

“Auden, you did not get rid of Tom Williamson.” Lorraine laughed. “You’ve sent someone who’s seen what we’ve got between the legs out into the world where we can’t control him.”

The entrepreneur let silence speak for his indifference.

Lorraine pressed on: “Don’t suppose you’ve seen the news? Lawrence Ross—one of the wealthiest, most politically active men on the planet, who only invests in Kane Capital because he trusts a guy named Tom Williamson—just announced that he doesn’t think people should be allowed to live with corpses.”

“If random rich assholes don’t hate you, you’re doing something wrong.” He exhaled, ready to hang up on her.

“The problem isn’t your stupid embalming formula, or these financial models you’ve cooked up. I couldn’t care less. The formula and the accounting math are irrelevant. We have a much bigger problem.”

“And what would that be?”

“Your corpses are making people crazy.”







PART II







Trending Posts

I’m a psychologist and here’s why it’s healthy to distance yourself from those in your life who have a hard time with people who are dead. It’s simple: You’re not the problem. You want to live with corpses and you’re not responsible for helping them understand why. Just say, “I need to remove myself from this situation until you do some more work on understanding your relationship with The Dead.”

Let’s normalize not having an opinion about living with The Dead if you know nothing about it.

As a journalist, it’s painful to read all the misconceptions about living with The Dead. The people criticizing others need to spend time with bodies and look at the data. Ask yourself why you care what someone else does.

STOP giving power to narratives that treat The Dead like some phase or trend. Choosing to live with bodies who have died is no different than choosing to surround yourself with bodies who are alive.

The idea that people who have died are a public health threat is rooted in power structures that sought to “bury” bodies under the pretext of “disease.” The goal was to keep them out of sight.

It’s extremely disappointing to see the media platform hateful rhetoric. It’s textbook necro-shaming propaganda handed to them by outside extremists. It’s even weirder no one is thinking critically about a billionaire’s single-minded obsession with imposing his beliefs on others.

I did my research and Liv gave me the choice to find a corpse that was best for my child. My son has a healthy attachment to his corpse. People need to leave us alone.

We just need to wait these people out, they’re on the wrong side of history.









What Is Temperature Masking or a Necro-flex?

Social media feeds exploded this week with a fierce backlash over the practice known as “temperature masking,” where Liv users elevate the temperature of their corpse with heating pads, body warmers and other specially made devices. The practice is considered problematic, because it forces corpses to exist on terms set by the living. As one psychologist explained, “People defend temperature masking with language that presupposes a 97-to-99-degree body temperature is ‘normal’ or universally preferable for human touch, which is really something that should be reexamined—not medically, but as a culture.”

A Liv user who unapologetically temperature masks his corpse responded that taking offense on behalf of a corpse is itself offensive because only the living can take offense.

To the extent that temperature masking seeks to make a person who is dead more like a person who is alive, it falls under the umbrella of what has come to be known as “Death-posing” or “Necro-flexing.” That is, pretending to enjoy The Dead when you really don’t. Liv users are hypervigilant for signs of “performative Living” on social media. One influencer lost 60% of her followers after being outed for not cohabitating with her corpses, but instead filming her content in a guesthouse set up as a social media studio but made to look like a living space. One betrayed follower explained, “If she isn’t alone with that thing in the dark at 2am, then she doesn’t know what it’s like to Liv with a dead body.”









MARA

The zombies.

Guys on the dating app who texted and texted and texted but never managed to meet up IRL. One lawyer kept coming around. He set up drinks but always canceled, a strange pen pal eager to prove he was working when he blew her off. Ghosters, you never heard from; zombies wouldn’t die.


Zombie

6:55 PM

Major client in bankruptcy, have to sleep under my desk, I swear.

Zombie

7:41 PM

Disaster came in, can’t make it tonight.

Zombie

8:03 PM

Don’t kill me, but our motion was denied and I think I’m in for the night.

Zombie

8:08 PM

I might be 10 min late.



You’re too easy on people, Mara told herself, waiting for him at the bar—for an hour. He didn’t respond to a text asking if he was still en route. She refused to send another.

A raucous happy-hour crowd crushed her from either side, trying to get to the bartender. She tried to take up less space by pulling her wineglass closer, but alone, it didn’t feel like she deserved the prime real estate.

The breakup with Auden, if you could call it that, was more of a low-speed descent to invisibility. The offstage event, too little action or narrative to hold its own scene, happened as soon as Mara declared a major: architectural studies and design. Catching up for the procrastination Auden correctly identified, she spent hours in the upstairs library on video tutorials, learning how to use rendering software. Auden started to leave the brownstone early and come back late, divulging fewer and fewer thoughts and no anxieties. When she came up for air, it was like a ghost returning to a former life, not knowing it was dead.

She finally caught on when he didn’t come home for three days.


Mara

8:21 PM

hey, are you traveling?

Mara

11:01 AM

Auden?



When she came home from an afternoon class, he sat at the kitchen island, as if nothing had happened.

“I should look for an apartment.”

In a city I can’t afford, where you begged me to move.

“If that’s what you want,” he said softly.

Auden kept his promise to keep paying tuition and made her promise they would be together for birthdays and holidays, like “normal families.”

We’re not a normal family.

Like a fired Liv executive, Mara took the cash he offered and went quietly, moving so far into Brooklyn, it was almost a lie to say she lived in the city. Hit by an after-midnight, post-breakup surge of independence, she downloaded a dating app.

Auden wanted to keep paying tuition, but in the time that Mara wasn’t in class she started booking interior paint jobs in Brooklyn.

Tonight in the bar, one eye on her lifeless phone screen, she finished her red wine. Asking for the check, she took special offense the zombie wasn’t considerate enough to stand her up someplace cheaper.

“Mara?”

She turned around to see Caroline, towering and gorgeous. Caroline glanced around to see whom she was with.

“Oh, I’m alone,” Mara clarified.

In every way that matters.

“I was supposed to meet a guy… from one of the apps, but he didn’t show.”

Caroline rolled her eyes with empathetic fury. “I hate when that happens.”

Mara didn’t believe people who looked like Caroline suffered romantic indignities, but she appreciated the gesture. “Auden and I broke up, obviously,” she added quickly.

Caroline smiled. “I guess we both got free.”

With that, Mara didn’t feel so bad for herself.

Her separation from Auden was hard, but Caroline’s was worse. After the teenager’s suicide, she was demonized in the press. Helena Royce ran Liv’s official response with a purposely bland statement pointing to an equally vague corporate policy, then leaked easy-to-hate details about Caroline to her favorite press plant, Zach Meyer, who took it and ran, painting her as an aggressive and inexperienced executive who should probably be charged with homicide. Soon, activists pushing for greater teen access to Liv blamed the suicide on the girl’s parents and their decision to forbid corpses in their home: “Let your child Liv with The Dead or they’ll join them.” Then came a tsunami of righteous harassment on social media, branding her in search engines for a lifetime.

“How are you?” Mara asked.

Caroline nodded and looked at her feet. “I learned a lot. Unlike everyone at that company, I actually live with what I did.”

Mara didn’t know what to say.

“I haven’t touched a corpse in nine months,” Caroline added, full of hope.

It was a pronouncement Mara heard more and more these days.

“And thank god Tom was there.” She exhaled. “I was so out of it, I might have accidentally signed some NDA just to keep my health insurance.”

Tom.

The name took a moment to register with full force.

There was no universe where Mara could have forgotten him. All at once, she was back in the infinite mind loop, twisting that afternoon in her head, wishing everything were different. No matter how many times she went over it, the whole thing never made sense—Tom’s coolness at the Liv dinner, his friendliness at breakfast, his silence in the car. He barely spoke when dropping her off at the brownstone, but came back to ask her to dinner. Then, the fumbling sort-of-kiss lean-in. In the days after, she thought about it every waking second, hating herself for not running out the door after him. Later, jealous embarrassment that Tom might have been involved with Caroline.

Except unlike all the other times it replayed in her mind, tonight in a packed West Village bar—with Caroline right there in front of her—Mara caught herself.

Tom tried to kiss her, but he really wanted Caroline?

Or so Auden said.

“Tom. I totally forgot about him,” Mara lied. Caroline waved to her friends on the other side of the bar, but Mara had to know more.

“Auden mentioned that you and Tom were a thing, right?”

“Tom Williamson?” Caroline laughed, shaking her head. “It wasn’t like that, Tom’s a nice guy, but no, we never—no.” She raised her eyebrows. “Actually, I hear he’s being tapped to lead Lawrence Ross’s multibillion political investment thing.”

There was no point in wondering why she wasn’t surprised.

Of course… Mara… you idiot.

Auden knew you liked Tom.

He could smell Tom liked you.

Auden sensed their connection before they even noticed it themselves, and he managed to kill it, all while keeping his fingerprints off the murder weapon.

Textbook Auden.

A perfect diagram of her stepbrother’s emotional arithmetic.

When the bartender brought the check to sign she was amazed her card went through. Caroline invited Mara to join her friends, but with the forty-five-minute train ride ahead of her, she decided to head home. They exchanged numbers.

“I’ll text you a meetup I’m hosting for AntiLiv.”

“You’re in AntiLiv?” Mara asked.

Caroline laughed. “Aren’t you?”







TOM

“You know those mousetraps, the ones with the glue?” Tom asked.

Dr. Thornton nodded.

“So after the movie, which was really boring, she invites me back to her apartment.” He sighed with his eyes on the blank wall. “I don’t know, maybe the older you get, you’re just not as excited about that kind of stuff.”

“Do you mean the possibility of sleeping with her?”

Tom gave an apathetic shrug.

“We get upstairs and she turns on the light in the kitchen, and there’s one of those glue traps.” He paused, reciting the incident with bored resignation. “Of course… it had a mouse on it.”

“Oh dear.” Dr. Thornton smiled.

Tom rolled his eyes in agreement. “And glue traps are disgusting, because the mouse is alive, twitching and all. Obviously it’s gross, so I offer to take it to the trash chute, but she says, ‘No, we’re supposed to take it outside and pour vegetable oil on the mouse so he can escape off the glue.’”

Dr. Thornton couldn’t help laughing.

“And I don’t want to look like a monster,” Tom said, opening his arms. “But that strikes me as pretty messy and, in New York City, borderline unethical—you might as well knock on your neighbor’s door and throw the mouse in their face.”

Dr. Thornton gestured supportively.

“And I barely know this woman. I’m beginning to regret the entire thing, but I figure, okay, let’s get it over with.” He widened his eyes. “Then her Pomeranian comes running in from the bedroom. She might have mentioned the dog at dinner, I don’t remember. It runs past us and buries its face in the glue trap.”

Tom pancaked his hand over one eye. “Then the dog turns its head around and growls at me. He thinks I’ve caused his problem of the mousetrap plastered to his face, like I gave him this eye patch from hell.”

Dr. Thornton covered his mouth, trying unsuccessfully to contain his laughter.

“So the mouse is still alive on the glue trap—stuck to the dog’s face,” Tom explained. “And I look down at this mess and think to myself, ‘Well, now you’re involved.’”

When Dr. Thornton chuckled, Tom realized for the first time how much he enjoyed making him laugh. By necessity, not choice, he’d spent years of his life with this man, but after so much time, the affection was there.

“This dog is howling for its life, and unlike the mouse, the dog is an actual pet and needs help, but to be fair, at the least the mouse works for a living. Whatever. I take off my jacket and try to gently pull the trap off, hoping it might… I don’t know, that didn’t go over well, and of course I don’t ask what I’m thinking: ‘Any specific reasoning around the choice to put down glue traps when you have a dog?’” Tom raised his hands. “Kept that question to myself.”

Dr. Thornton gave a sign of approval.

“And I try to be helpful, suggesting we go with her vegetable oil plan. Now I’m holding the dog and she’s pouring the vegetable oil, and the dog is biting me and I want to ask if we can switch, but I don’t ask, I just let it keep biting me. It’s shaking the oil off, my pants are ruined, but finally, after twenty minutes of chaos, we get the trap off, the mouse slides itself out of sight, and she’s wiping the dog off with a towel.”

Tom nodded his head, trying to be generous. “And we’re both laughing at this point, and I think, ‘Okay, disposing of a mousetrap off a Pomeranian’s face isn’t ideal foreplay, but that’s life.’ So I wash my hands and sit on her couch for a minute, catch my breath, and she takes the dog back to the bedroom, which made me wonder, ‘If we do make it to the bedroom, is she going to let it watch?’”

He shook his head. “But it never got that far, because when she opened the double doors to her bedroom, there was a dead guy laid out on the bed.”

He pinched his thumb and index finger together, showing real frustration. “And the dating app specifically asks you if you’re comfortable with The Dead and if you’re comfortable with a partner that lives with The Dead, and I don’t need to tell you how I answered both those questions.”

Tom pointed at Dr. Thornton. “And I remember what we talked about—being honest early on—so I try not to sound accusatory, but I look at the dead guy and say to her, ‘I’m sorry, I’m not into Liv,’ then I figure, okay, this is your exit. Take it.”

Tom slowed the rapid-fire pace, enunciating every syllable for his psychiatrist’s full attention. “But then she says, ‘Oh… I’m not really into Liv, either—I just have him to be with the dog while I’m at work.’”

On hearing it again, out of his own mouth, Tom widened his eyes in disbelief.

Dr. Thornton became pensive.

“So I told her I had a long day, which was true, and I wanted to go home and go to bed, which was also true, and then I did the whole ‘I’m overwhelmed at work and it’s not a good time for a relationship,’ which is very true, and ever since I’ve been begging myself to delete this app.”

“Did you delete the app?”

“The app isn’t the problem. The problem is, I can’t tell the difference anymore between being normal and being an asshole.”

Dr. Thornton bowed his head to both sides, as if it was a valid point but just off the mark. He glanced at a new clock on his desk. “We have to wrap up, but I will say this: Dead man or not, nobody enjoys taking a glue trap off a dog’s face. Though when you do find someone, whatever complications the relationship might bring to your life—she won’t feel like a chore. You could have the exact same evening go the exact same way, but you’ll feel lucky to be there—participating.”

Tom shook his head and looked out the window, not believing it.

“Glue trap and all.” Dr. Thornton smiled.
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“Can you get it to talk?” the boy asked.

“It” was in front of them, on a gurney and under a sheet.

Unlike Liv’s focus group participants, Tom couldn’t guess the boy’s age. Anything older than second grade and younger than preteen looked the same, but he appeared to be nearing the exit of action-figure innocence. Tom glanced at the prep materials. “They tell me you’re here because you want to be dead?”


	Participant Pledge: By participating in the Cleara Institute’s research, I pledge to not take any actions to end my own life or become a corpse.

	Participant’s Response: “I promise not to take photos.”



“If I was dead, I wouldn’t have to work like my dad, who hates his job.” He looked Tom over. “I bet you have to work all day.”

“That’s true,” Tom agreed.

And most nights.

The lead researcher had left to take a phone call, deputizing Tom to wait with their young charge.

New to his CEO role, Tom wore a suit, resting a yellow legal pad on his knee. He wasn’t CEO of this place; multibillionaire Lawrence Ross had hired him to run Cleara Investments, a hedge fund purpose-built for funneling billions of dollars into Ross’s political action committee, Cleara Super PAC, which Tom also headed.

Cleara Super PAC funded, among other things, think tanks, political advertising, grants, and the research institute in which he now sat. The new institute quantified how people change when they stop interacting with the living part of human beings. Defining Cleara as a juggernaut corpse prohibition movement was accurate, but “abolition” polled better.

The original mandate was to end “Human Use,” but this unachievable goal was soon amended to end “Human Use of Corpses.” It felt relevant that Lawrence was one of only a few Black billionaires in finance.

Years ago, when Kane briefly ran a Wall Street bank, he and Lawrence were paired at a charity golf tournament. As the two men approached the first tee, Kane asked one of the best short sellers in history to please hand him his Callaway driver. Another man, Kane’s caddy, handed him the driver, and Lawrence graciously reintroduced himself. Back at the clubhouse, when pressed to give an opinion on Kane, Lawrence called the Southerner’s wit “presidential.”

Eventually, Lawrence noticed that Kane did have a talent: He didn’t try to be smart—he hired smart people and possessed the rarer skill of knowing how to manage them. Later, as an investor at Kane Capital, Lawrence dialed into a conference call where Kane offered a particularly confused and rambling explanation for a series of defaulting assets. Rather than hang up and write down the losses, Lawrence tried interrupting him with some advice, politely at first and then with force: “Bob, if I could… BOB! Please… stop talking.” In the silence that followed, he added, “Put that other guy back on.”

And thus, Tom Williamson’s career was born.

Even if Tom had been good at making small talk with a kid, the corpse sitting between them still made it weird. Up late the night before, he’d studied the prep materials over the bachelor pairing of a hundred-dollar bottle of wine and a thirteen-dollar pizza.

SCHOOLS STRUGGLE WITH EVOLVING ATTITUDES ON DEATH

Confusion about the essential features of life versus death poses unique risks for teenagers on social media.

Administrators in one Southern California school district were forced to temporarily close schools after a charismatic student persuaded 67 of her classmates to participate in an act of solidarity meant to destigmatize people who are dead.

Parents are grateful an astute bus driver noticed that a group of children brainstorming ideas for killing themselves were not rehearsing a dance video.

“In the end, I decided to roll the dice and just try eighth grade as a living student, but I was on the fence about it,” said one anonymous student.



The institute’s developing research on the new phenomena was academic, but the gist ran parallel to Dr. Thornton’s dating advice.

Just tell the truth.

The boy was still waiting for an answer to his question. Tom looked at the cadaver. “I… uh… no, I can’t get it to talk.”

He pointed at the door. “Does that lady know how?”

“No. She can’t make a dead body talk, either.”

“We have a body at home. My mom says it’s helpful.”

“Yeah, there’s a lot of that going around,” Tom said. “But, the thing your mom might not realize is that corpses are inert.”

“What’s that?”

“Nonreactive.”

The boy stared at the dead man.

“Do you know what ‘nonreactive’ means?” Tom asked.

The child shook his head with a dignified lack of curiosity.

“‘Nonreactive,’” Tom said slowly, “means ‘has no reaction.’” In a sudden and explosive gesture, he burst into a pantomime of a tripped jack-in-the-box.

The kid jumped like a popped circuit breaker. Tom laughed because it was funny, then openly so the boy knew that the surprise was meant to be funny and they could laugh together.

“That is called a reaction. Nothing we can do will get a reaction from him. Because he’s dead.”

The boy smiled, exhaling his laughter, like slowing down from a jog. “That’s good. It means he’s not upset.”

“‘Dead’ isn’t really the same as ‘okay,’” said Tom, carefully and more to himself.
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“The next one is an ASMR YouTube star,” the researcher explained. “Autonomous sensory meridian response.”

Was this how Tom sounded explaining “inert” to a nine-year-old?

“Huge online phenomenon in everything from meditation videos to porn.”

It worked like this: The YouTube star looked at a webcam on his desk and spoke, saying he wanted to do his homework or help her decide what to wear, but he didn’t have homework, and she wasn’t a girl. Hundreds of thousands of people watched him speak to a webcam about regular things. He asked “her” for help choosing a shirt. He laughed at her stories. He mused about the future. He tried to calm her down about losing her phone.

He put more than a million people to bed every night.

Though he was earning six figures at twenty, his mother worried he wasn’t attending college. She encouraged him to pursue a syllabus of classic literature, a task the YouTuber navigated with the help of AI technology:


In the novel Wuthering Heights, if Heathcliff had been able to dig up Catherine’s grave, it’s likely he would have fulfilled his goal for physical contact regardless of her state of decomposition. It’s up to interpretation what form this physical contact would take, though his motivation for unearthing her corpse, as opposed to merely touching her gravestone or laying flowers, indicates his deep and passionate need to possess her body.

Heathcliff is a character who often acts outside the boundaries of societal norms and morality. Digging up a grave is a shocking and taboo act, which aligns with his rebellious and unorthodox nature. The choice to unearth Catherine’s grave could symbolize Heathcliff’s need to possess her even in death, reinforcing the idea that he cannot let her go. Such an act would have been both gruesome and disturbing.



When she heard about the chatbot, his mother further specified that only humans can understand literature. She bought him a hard copy of Of Mice and Men, which he read.

“Because it was short,” the YouTube star told Tom. “But halfway through I got scared he might rape her.”

Tom shifted uncomfortably, eyes to the doctorate fellow, who signaled for him to keep listening.

“My mom told me to keep reading, and he didn’t rape her,” the star assured him. “He killed her, which gave me an idea. I was heavy using then, matching with like three corpses a week, so I set up a chair in the corner, behind the webcam. It took me some time to get her sitting upright, but then I hit record, and thanked her for forgiving me—”

“Thanked the woman you posed in the chair?”

“No, the webcam.”

“Tom, remember the webcam is also a woman,” the researcher added. “It’s a collective female audience pretending to be alone with him.”

To have even a chance of understanding it, Tom had to slow the sentence down in his head.

“I said I was sorry about pulling her hair, promised her she wouldn’t regret taking me back, then toward the end I tell her to get her coat, I was taking her out to dinner. I uploaded it and took a shower.”

There was a pause, as if this might be the natural end to the story.

“But then my manager called, said to take it down and post my emergency package quickly—I keep a stash of content on tap. If you can catch it early enough, protocol in a backlash is to delete the original post, then scatter the wave of negative comments by saturating the channel with new material.”

Tom was confused, because the story was incomprehensible.

“Hundreds of thousands of people hated the video,” the researcher explained. “With the body there, his eyes—which ordinarily looked into the webcam—darted sideways past their shoulders.”

In an eerie charade, the YouTuber broke eye contact to demonstrate, his eyes darting behind Tom, as if someone more important had emerged from the wall. “They could feel me looking at the dead woman right before I smiled.”

With the Internet furious that “someone was there with him,” he went into crisis mode. Betrayed that she relaxed him enough to make such a catastrophic mistake, the YouTuber wanted to get rid of the dead girl before posting the emergency package of video content but collapsed on the floor, failing to do either.

Eyes filling with tears, he looked at Tom gravely. “I thought I was having a heart attack. I couldn’t get up—they call that tonic immobility.”

Tom nodded, hand over his mouth.

“I grabbed my phone to call for help, but that’s when I started reading them. I read every single comment telling me to kill myself for having a dead girl in my apartment. They made it sound like it was about me having a dead body, but it wasn’t about the body. I laid there on the floor for hours, reading all the comments, sobbing… and then I looked up and saw her staring at me. Those new Liv eyelid caps work for shit—her eyes were wide-the-hell-open.”

For the first time in he didn’t know how long, Tom felt a chill of terror.

“I didn’t fully understand until later, but I was getting a tattoo on my life. These comments say—not past tense, they’re on the Internet right now—I should hang myself, or go to jail, or go to jail and have them hang me, and no matter what I do with my life, I’ll never get rid of them. Have you ever had fifty thousand people give you the same suggestion? I’m okay today, I’m having a good day, but what about tomorrow? Or ten years from now?”

When you’ll only be thirty.

“What if I slip up and read them again? My mom made me promise to call her every time I was tempted—but if Future Me is considering suicide, he’s not thinking about promises I made to my mom.”

The profound silence was cut short by a loud disturbance outside the door involving children from another focus group, like quarantined animals charging out of observation cells. The research fellow excused herself, but Tom was glad to be alone with the YouTuber and his story, hurtling him to a place within he could recognize but not name.

After a few moments, it was quiet again.

“And what if I’m having the best day of my life?” the YouTuber asked, with an appreciable fear. “At some point on that day—hopefully it’s only for a second—I’ll remember the reason I’m feeling so happy is because whatever is going on is helping me forget, or I really hope not care, that there are fifty thousand individually drafted comments saying I’m a worthless piece of garbage and deserve to die, all just hanging around waiting for me.”

With the emotional transference palpable and complete, Tom decided he had no choice but to cancel the rest of his meetings at the institute and go play poker, telling neither his research hosts nor anyone at the poker table why the change in plans.

With the YouTuber’s lost following and the fifty thousand missives waiting for him for all eternity, he decided to start from scratch and rebrand a new ASMR channel to help people stop living with The Dead, acting as a halfway-dead-not-really-dead boyfriend to help others wean.

“How does a dead-not-dead boyfriend act?”

“I don’t really know,” he admitted. “I basically make it up as I go, but the difference is that now people are patient with me. I’m never touching another body again, unless it’s at the funeral of someone I love, and the people I love would never tell a human being to kill themselves, even if that person was propping up dead girls behind webcams.”

“Congratulations, dude,” said Tom, pretending to have something caught in his eyes. “I’m really happy for you.”







AUDEN

Auden sipped his beer. Heat from the fire pit only warmed the top layer of sand, so when he clawed his toes he felt the cold beneath. Nikola gazed at the waves. In the distance, a group of girls walking on the beach took interest in the open flame.

Nikola noticed Auden watching them and laughed. At six foot four barefoot, Amelia’s husband was a walking social lighthouse. He jumped up and yelled, “Hey! Come warm up. Have a beer.”

The group buzzed excitedly before changing direction toward the house. They climbed the small dune to the garden terrace, which had a pool you couldn’t see from the beach, surrounded by a medley of seagrasses.

The new arrivals looked around, none older than their early twenties.

“I’m Whitney,” one announced.

Auden could tell she was their leader.

Nikola had his back to her, pulling chairs over from the pool deck, so she faced Auden.

“John,” said Auden, quietly. Eyes down, he traced the paper label on his beer.

“Cool house,” said the only guy who came in with the group.

Auden glanced back, as if noticing it for the first time. Rather than tear it down and erect his own design in its place, he had spent twice as much meticulously restoring every inch of the shingled 1950s cottage. After Mara left, it felt like a waste.

“It isn’t mine,” Auden lied, turning back to the fire pit. He pointed to Nikola. “This is his house. I’m just visiting.”

Nikola grinned.

On the nights when Auden didn’t feel like being Liv’s founder, which was most nights these days, they had to start the charade from the outset. He grew out his hair and stopped allowing photographers at events where he spoke. The press kept running the same old photo, and celebrity recognition was not nearly as durable as people imagined.

“What brings you to Southampton?” Nikola asked.

“We’re in a collab house on the beach to make body content.”

“Corpse influencers,” Auden sighed, recoiling from the fruits of his creation. He looked back at the house’s exposed rafters, painstakingly restored, finished with a shade of white paint chosen after months of back-and-forth between an architect and an interior designer. How exquisite it would be to blow his head off at an angle to splatter up. The fantasy was as much aesthetic as existential.

Instead of offering their names, the other visitors went in a circle and gave their social media handles, except for the last girl, who offered her name as context for her social media handle. “I’m Delialah,” she giggled. “But my friends call me Lialah, so it’s @DeadlialahBeauty. I design makeup routines for The Dead.”

“That’s cool,” said Nikola.

“I have fun with it, but I don’t have a big audience yet.”

“OMG, I cannot with this modesty.” Whitney beamed. “Yeah, it’s only 300K followers, but girl gets like 299,000 likes per post. People engage. So talented. When I die, you better do THE BEST demo on me.”

“One hundred percent,” Lialah said, bringing her hands to a prayer. “I got you.”

“You hear about that thing with the celebrity doppelgängers?”

Auden looked up.

“It’s not doppelgängers—they’re dead, not evil.”

“Whatever, the celebrity lookalike thing. This secondary market, dealers have hundreds of Liv accounts swiping for bodies that look like celebrities.”

“That’s disgusting,” Auden whispered.

Lialah threw her head back, groaning. “Why don’t they just use prosthetics? I have this whole section, ‘Beauty Plus,’ where I talk about changing face structure.”

“What do you guys do?” Whitney asked.

Nikola smiled. “Brain surgeon.”

“I embalm bodies,” said Auden.

“He’s the best in the world,” Nikola added.

“Do you embalm for Liv?”

Auden looked down at his hands. “For myself.”

“Like an artist?”

“Yes, actually,” he said, surprised to be understood.

“How long have you been doing it?”

“Five years.”

The group perked up. “Whoa! That’s like way before it was mainstream. The negative stigma back then, so much ignorance.”

“It wasn’t that long ago, but yeah, I didn’t tell anyone I was doing it. I tried showing my stepsister once, but she didn’t get it.”

Whitney displayed a mix of pity and contempt. “Stepping outside a societal construct isn’t something most people are capable of.”

Auden wanted to scream at her to leave. He kept his eyes on his beer bottle, fingernails digging up the brand sticker. “Except now Liv’s popular,” he said, voice low, barely a whisper. “If everyone’s a nonconformist, maybe being normal is subversive.”

“Are you kidding me? With Cleara platforming all these ‘questions’ about living with The Dead? We’re under constant attack—people won’t let us just be.” She was too ready with the response for him to have been entirely wrong.

It was true that AntiLiv was doing everything they could to make his life miserable, ambushing public appearances and showing up at his house, but for some reason they didn’t bother him as much as a new pro-Liv group Lorraine had brought to his attention. The Matthew 8:22s, named for the biblical verse “Let the dead bury the dead.” They wanted to make burying corpses illegal, a painfully sincere misinterpretation of his original project. They were also the users most likely to pay for a new premium subscription Lorraine and the board were shoving down his throat.

The sun dropped behind the horizon. In the fall air, the fire was more than a diversion, it kept them warm. “I actually love decomposition,” Auden said, after a while. “It’s beautiful. If it was up to me, I’d let bodies stay where they die. We could live with them like fallen trees—”

“Gross!”

“Gag,” Whitney laughed. “Decomposition, that’s like going full bush.”

Nikola coughed as he inhaled a marijuana cigarette. He tried handing it to Auden, who waved him off, so he took another drag. “As a doctor”—he coughed—“and an Eastern European, I assure you there’s nothing more alive than a full bush.”

They enjoyed that.

“Well, I wish Liv would finally release their serum to the public. I want to add it to my embalming routine.” Lialah moaned, “My agent keeps trying to get them to hire me to do a big rollout. I would do it just for equity—that’s like getting in on the next fake tan.”

“Sunless tan,” Whitney corrected.

Auden shook his head, though again, he wasn’t looking at them. His eyes were over in the dune grass, roots creeping up from the sand. “Liv doesn’t have some special formula.”

The group became quietly attentive to this stranger’s opinion.

“At the beginning, I think they might have innovated some new ways of embalming,” he offered. “But then they realized what all embalmers eventually figure out—there’s no single recipe that works for every body.”

“So what, they’ve just been bullshitting us this whole time?”

Auden shook his head. “I think Liv really believed they invented something at the beginning… It took a while to see the only real invention was getting people not to care that the person they were sitting with was dead.” He looked out at the ocean with a despairing pessimism. “And now nobody cares.”







KANE

Robert Kane gasped as he woke in a fit.

He faced the curve of his wife’s shoulder. Rolling onto his side in bed, he inhaled slowly, climbing up to steady himself on one elbow. His breathing was shallow. How many men had died doing what he was right then? Awake, watching their wife sleep, wondering if the pain was a cramp or a failing heart valve?

His stomach rose and fell. The skin looked like a fruit rind on its last day. After a few minutes of sitting up, he turned on his reading light.

Barbara stirred but didn’t wake. She hadn’t forgiven him for letting Tom go, and any mention of Liv sent her into a rage. For the first time in their marriage, he couldn’t come home and ask her what to do about problems. Internal politics. Acquisitions. Difficult investors. Barbara was the invisible co-CEO of Kane Capital, and she was on strike. When his wife secluded herself in their bedroom after dinner, Kane disliked that his life felt drenched in gasoline while her candle still burned.

It wasn’t just Barbara’s rants. Or the protests. Or even the astronomical IPO valuation over a company losing so much money. Kane was old enough to know not to get excited—something could be both popular and worthless.

What bothered him was these other reports in the news. Teenagers using Liv and hiding it from their parents. Other parents setting up accounts if their children showed interest. People using dozens of fake accounts to hoard corpses. Grave-robbing reframed as an unmet need. The United States Congress, parents, national organizations, all asking: Do corpses have rights or do people have the right to corpses? Kane had never been a part of something that riled everyone up in so many different directions. And he didn’t like to get riled up.

In all of it, a voice inside whispered, unsettling him.







TOM

Tom sat at the head of Cleara’s conference table, leading a joint meeting between Cleara Investments and Cleara Super PAC. He hushed the Monday morning chatter. “Okay, everyone spell out your priorities for the next few weeks.”

Hannah—Cleara Super PAC’s vice president, a Kennedy School of Government graduate, Fulbright scholar, and rising star in the elite club of political consulting—clicked a remote. A flat-screen TV on the wall sprang to life. Local news coverage of an off-the-rails school board meeting: “Parents demanding corpses in classrooms.”

Protesters brandished signs: “Our Children NEED to LIV with the DEAD”—a phrase exponentially more deranged when hand-painted on cardboard. The cable banner read: “My Child, My Body, My Choice.”

With the TV on mute, the software generating closed captions did its best:


(People screaming)



“These parents are upset about corpse bans in schools, but I think the Matthew 8:22s are behind the protests.”

“Those ‘Let the dead bury the dead’ guys?” Tom asked dismissively. “Forget those losers.”

The group was highly visible and dedicated but lacked widespread support. Their real threat was baiting the people in this room into a response, prompting the media to cite each side of the debate, fueling a cycle of loud voices.

He waved Hannah off. “Look, we’ve all seen the numbers. Most respondents don’t think dead people should have all the same rights as… other people.” Tom gestured to Isaac, who signaled that this was correct. “It tops out at what, forty-two percent?” When Tom said it out loud, the number was objectively shocking, but he decided to lead by example and focus on the 58 percent of respondents who hadn’t lost their minds.

Hannah pushed back. “The Matthew 8:22s are making headway on a ballot measure to allow corpses in schools. We need to at least buy an advertising package for the school district race, educating voters that the fine print also allows necrophilia to be taught in sex ed.”

Tom assented to the proportional response.

“We’re also sponsoring seminars to retrain teachers to use more medically accurate terminology specifying ‘humans’ are alive, ‘cadavers’ are objects.”

“Voters don’t like when you go after the corpses,” warned Isaac, a data scientist and Cleara Super PAC’s polling expert. “FYI, Liv is robocalling statewide with a recording: ‘Dead or alive, we’re all human.’”

“That’s simple,” Tom exhaled. This was his highest compliment. “Can we come up with something like that… something simple?”

Hannah clicked off the television. “On college campuses, we’re backing a student-led ‘End Necrophilia Culture’ campaign demanding curriculum changes, any intimacy with a human corpse lacks consent and shouldn’t be in required reading or assignments—”

“Any corpse intimacy?” Tom mused.

The conference room became quiet. “We’re not suggesting they burn books,” Hannah added. “You can go read these books, but colleges shouldn’t force students—some of whom have experienced trauma—to read about corpses being raped as a requirement for graduation. Period.”

Tom tilted his head to both sides, looked up at the ceiling. “What about the attempted rape of a corpse?”

What had been mere quiet was now a tense vacuum. Nobody moved. Having never read Wuthering Heights, Tom was working off the chatbot’s summary as paraphrased by the YouTube star. “Maybe that Cliff guy opens what’s-her-name’s grave, but her ghost appears and says ‘Yes, please—please!—keep going,’ and the ghost is probably in his head, right?” Tom addressed Hannah, the most academically credentialed among them. “So it’s safe to say we’re in the dark on whether it’s the ghost giving her consent or just Cliff hallucinating and talking to himself?” When Hannah didn’t answer, Tom clarified, “I don’t read much fiction.”

After some silence, he ruled: “Let’s table the college campus angle.”

Christine, Cleara Investments’ strategic chief operating officer, jumped in to save him. “I want to make a play in the corpse futures market.”

Again, the room fell to a tense silence.

For as much as Cleara Investments and Cleara Super PAC employees were the left and right hemispheres of a single brain, nothing divided them like trading human dead on the international market. Christine ignored her shocked peers and faced Tom. “Moral superiority is a losing investment strategy. I’m here to win a war.”

Months before the Liv meteor hit Kane Capital, Tom and Lorraine had stepped out on the pretense of getting coffee, leaving the building to discuss how to steer Kane away from what Tom naively believed would be the old man’s worst deal. At a Fifty-Seventh Street café selling twelve-dollar lattes, a girl with long braids and a Kane Capital ID badge got in line behind them. Though she kept an appropriate distance from the firm’s two most senior partners, her presence did not go unnoticed.

“Christine, it’s 10:00 AM,” Lorraine barked. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh… I’m picking up a bagel?” said Christine, tilting her phone screen to show she was also responding to company emails.

Lorraine rolled her eyes at Tom. “Is it physically impossible for Gen Z to work at work, or is life one giant break?”

Lorraine trashed her iced coffee and walked back, the stricken associate held her breath, and Tom waited for his breakfast sandwich, operating under what he now understood to be a willful blindness driving his life at that time. Before they called out his bacon and cheese, Tom faced her with a vague recognition. “Wait, are you the Christine who sent me the LBO model two nights ago?”

“I’m sorry if it—”

“I liked what you did with the sensitivity analysis for the price of sand. Never would have thought of that.”

“I think they were hoping we wouldn’t notice.”

“Oh, definitely, I’ve worked with those guys before, total liars. Stop by my office next week—if you really know the numbers, you should dial in on the deal call when we surprise them with it.”

“Oh, cool, yeah, looking forward to it, thanks.”

Tom never saw her again—until she stepped into his office to interview to be Cleara’s strategic COO.

“Lorraine fired me the next day.”

Tom read the first few lines of her résumé, put it down, and shrugged. “You should come work here.”

At the Monday morning joint meeting, the charged silence persisted. Everyone, including Christine, knew she was Tom’s favorite, because unlike the rest of the table, who came to fight for a cause, her projects had the unmistakable scent of vendetta.

Even so, Tom hated losing money—perhaps the only thing he hated more than Auden White. “A futures trade in corpses makes no sense—it’s like betting people won’t die.”

Christine shook her head. “Every dipshit in finance thinks he’s an expert in buying and selling dead bodies. They’re all going to lose money—”

“We’re fighting to end human use of corpses,” Hannah interjected. “We can’t buy corpse futures hoping to make money off them.”

“‘Cannot’ and ‘should not’ are not the same thing. Think of it like transition energy.”

“You mean rebranded fossil fuels?”

“The corpse market isn’t going anywhere, and if it makes money for the bottom-line cause, we have to be practical.”

Implying he might avoid an investment on moral grounds instead of a rational caution engaged Tom’s pride. “How would you even model it? The market’s too new, there’s no data.”

“And no real regulation. C’mon, Tom, you know the opening chaos is where real money gets made.”

“If you don’t get skinned alive in the land grab.”

“I’m doing the skinning!” Christine begged. “Plus this is how Lawrence made his money. He’ll love it… and Kane Capital just went in on a big trade in the other direction.”

“Ah, there we go.” Tom smiled, then sighed. “Okay, draw up something with a limited scope, more like a hedge, and I’ll take it to Lawrence.” He turned back to Hannah. “Any update on buying those congressmen?”

“We’ve got four, and I’m closing on another this afternoon,” she answered, without irony.

Christine and Tom exchanged heroically disciplined smiles.

Hannah went on: “Everyone in policy is asking for deeper opposition research on Auden. None of them can find much before he started Liv.”

Isaac smiled and threw up his hands. “I’m going to say it: Can someone please take a closer look at Auden’s dad’s ‘suicide’?”

Shocked it hadn’t occurred to him, Tom nodded. “I got a guy, Peter McNeil. Whatever’s there, he’ll find it.”

“Yeah… there’s a there there,” Isaac said slowly.







TOM

One woman’s profile challenged men to message her with the meaning of life.


	TOM: I like to think life has meaning, I guess I just struggle with that some days based on observation. But I’m pulling for meaning.



No response.

He wanted to call his ex-fiancée, Elizabeth, and admit he had given up on happiness, so maybe they should just get married after all, but the thought of justifying it to Dr. Thornton kept him from indulging in rock-bottom selfishness.

Tonight at the card table, he was making the most of his one-woman focus group. When Zoey wasn’t on the professional poker circuit, she dropped in on their regular game. Tonight, she was splitting her concentration between taking their money and sorting Tom’s dating life.

“‘Tom Williamson’ is Google-proof until a third data point for triangulation,” he assured her. “But when we meet up and they ask what I do, telling them I run Cleara becomes a thing, so I try to play it down, because even if they hate Liv, not everyone is cool with one rich guy—Lawrence—throwing so much money around an issue that affects a lot of people—”

“Don’t forget to tell them Liv is a problem you helped create,” Dev added.

“You love your job at Cleara—why are you apologizing?” Zoey asked.

“I do. It’s fascinating. Should have done something like this years ago. I mean, it would be ideal if it didn’t involve watching researchers try to persuade kids not to kill themselves while the kids lecture the researchers that alive isn’t inherently better than dead, which, to be fair, is a pretty sophisticated postulate to disprove.”

“And you won’t date anyone involved with AntiLiv?”

“Definitely not,” Tom scoffed. “Ineffectual dilettantes.”

For as little as he thought of the Matthew 8:22s for supporting Liv, he actively hated AntiLiv, whose tactics threatened Cleara’s fragile coalition of corpse-opposing stakeholders. When he saw footage of their protests—outside of Liv headquarters, screaming at everyone entering the building, or chasing down Liv users as they brought corpses into their homes—even Tom felt sympathy for these people just trying to go about their day with a dead body.

Zoey shook her head, thoroughly confused. “But if a potential date hates AntiLiv, doesn’t that mean she’ll support letting people live with The Dead?”

Tom didn’t pounce on her for saying “letting people live with The Dead,” even though it was a subconscious mirror of a popular lawn sign: “Let The Dead Liv with Us.” The slogan claimed grassroots origins among Liv’s supporters but was invented by none other than Helena Royce, a woman Tom dearly wished he could hire, if only she would return his calls.

“Ideally, I want to meet someone who’s not happy about any of this.”

“No one is happy about it.” Dev exhaled.

“In the actual dating profile, don’t say anything about corpses or Liv or AntiLiv or Cleara,” said Zoey. “Leave it blank.”

“But then I won’t be able to sort women by whether or not they live with dead people.”

Tom longed for the early years of dating apps, when people simply checked boxes on sexual preferences. Now all dating profiles detailed one’s comfort with and openness to the corpse lifestyle, a hellscape of his own making. His only option was to check a box—abstinence—and hope women noticed it referenced male and female cadavers, not living women.

He tried clarifying in the blurb, but “abstinent,” no matter the context, didn’t read well on a dating profile. His matches plummeted, forcing him to let the checkboxes speak for themselves.


Prefers men who are dead: No

Comfortable with a partner that prefers men who are dead: No

Prefers women who are dead: No

Comfortable with a partner that prefers women who are dead: No

Cadaver abstinence: Yes

Prefers men who are alive: No

Prefers women who are alive: Yes



Tom resented the defects of each of his three answer options—yes, no, and sometimes—more so because the convoluted descriptors were a key sorting metric, the most basic criteria the app used to decide his potential matches.

He handed his phone to Zoey so she could see the problem for herself. She tapped through the profile, perusing his settings.

“You’re being too narrow,” she said after a while. “It’s harsh to exclude women who say they’re ‘comfortable’ with The Dead. It doesn’t mean they love corpses, it just means they don’t mind them.”

“I mind.”

“Then all you’re doing is excluding people nicer than you. Maybe they’re willing to be understanding if their partner feels like they need it.”

“With a new partner? Why wouldn’t they want a fresh start with their actual preferences?”

“Most people don’t really know their real preference,” she added. “You’re doing too much presorting. Dating can’t be optimized—you have to meet up with people and waste time talking with them.”

“If someone lives with a corpse, then we’re not compatible.”

“I’d be careful about taking a hard line on the no-corpse thing,” Charlie cautioned, without looking up from his cards. “A lot of women think that’s closed-minded now. They’ll think you’re an asshole traditionalist.”

Zoey looked annoyed Charlie assumed women were the problem. “Or maybe he is an asshole traditionalist, but we don’t know because we’re his friends.”

“See.” Charlie nodded to Tom.

Tom was silently horrified Auden’s “chauvinism of the living over The Dead” message resonated with Zoey, someone who regularly beat him at poker—his first and last yardstick for intelligence.

“I’ve used Liv a few times,” she admitted. “It’s not my thing right now, but I’m not against it. I would definitely wonder why a guy cared so much. It feels defensive, or nostalgic, like he wants the world to move backward.”

“I do want the world to move backward,” Tom insisted. “To that time when no one kept corpses in their bedroom.”

“There’s never been a time in human history when we didn’t live with corpses. We’ve always been surrounded by dead bodies, society just hid them—in the ground.”

“That is so true,” Marc said, taking a swig of his drink. Tom noticed he was already much more blasted than usual. “Yeah, my grandmother kept this ridiculous two-acre lawn in the Adirondacks,” Marc told Zoey, like she had asked. “She wouldn’t let me use the speedboat unless I mowed the thing, so here I am, pushing the lawnmower around in the grass, like a hundred yards from the house. And out of nowhere, this wild rabbit ran in front of me. Before I could understand what was happening, it ran under the hood and into the blades. And before I had even one second to understand that, six baby rabbits darted in after her—like they were being sucked up into the propellers. It happened so fast, I didn’t even have time to turn it off.”

The table was paralyzed.

Too drunk to notice the conversation was obstructed by horror, Marc stared back at them like he needed to clarify: “It looked like I dropped water balloons with red paint. I wanted someone to come and arrest me, but my nana told me to stop crying and dig a hole.” Marc nodded with gratitude, though none of them had offered condolences. “And then, a couple years ago, when we got the house up in Hudson, I googled ‘how to mow your lawn without killing rabbits.’ And you know what?”

No one could speak, much less venture a guess.

“Right at the top, a Good Housekeeping article on exactly that,” Marc said. The dealer flipped the cards on the table, and he won the $6,000 pot. “Look at that!” Face flush, he grinned and scratched the back of his neck, pulling the chips in.

The dealer, Dev, Charlie, Zoey, and Tom were speechless. Marc shrugged. “So I guess it’s pretty common, just no one talks about it.”

Tom exhaled and looked at Zoey. “I think the more relevant problem is that I write boring text messages.”

“What about the app for famous people where you have to be invited?” Philip suggested.

“I’d rather die alone than marry an actress.”

“You want to get married?” Zoey smiled.

“I’ll settle for a girlfriend.”

“That’s so sweet.”

It’s not heroic. I remember condomless sex.

“Keep an open mind and just be comfortable alone. Have you read about self-partnering?”

Doesn’t really move me toward a solution on the condomless sex part.

“The main thing with people now is that you can’t be dependent or needy,” she warned. “That’s a huge turnoff.”

“Dependent on what?”

Zoey shrugged. “Affection. Don’t let on that you want anything.”
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When he got home, his doorman handed him an envelope.

Ever discreet, Peter messengered the preliminary report on Auden’s father’s suicide directly to Tom rather than risk curious eyes in the partisan sauna that was the Cleara offices.

Acting on a learned discipline carried over from when he was a quant trader, Tom knew better than to look past the cover page. Don’t risk exposure to partial information when higher-quality data is forthcoming. It anchored you to flawed assumptions.


CONFIDENTIAL

Peter McNeil Consulting

Client: CLEARA SUPER PAC

259 RIDGE STREET

Death Investigation: John White

Objective: Audit the original investigation for error; reconcile facts and evidence with Auden White’s public statements

Note: Findings are considered Raw Intelligence and preliminary.

Conclusions will be offered in forthcoming Final Assessment.



Straight to the bedroom, he tossed the report on the other work papers that had piled up for weeks on the unused side of his bed. Materials for his first press call as Cleara CEO. Never in his life had he studied so thoroughly for a test. All that was left was to wait for Friday morning.

It was too early to fall asleep. He got in bed and opened the dating app, mindlessly swiping left and right.

As plainly as if it happened every day, Mara’s face came across the screen.

He gaped at his phone as her picture smiled back at him. It was like running into her on a hiking trail, ten miles into the wilderness.

In the months after his life imploded, he was lucky there wasn’t much to be found about Mara Reed online. Like every living thing, his infatuation died with nothing to feed off. He helped the process along.

Maybe she actually loves Liv and thinks Auden is a visionary.

You barely knew her and you never talked about corpses—maybe she was a closet zealot.

He’s an ideological narcissist and she’s dating him… What does that say about her?

And of course, THE MONEY, obviously. The power of a famous partner.

At once, the manufactured prejudices evaporated. He devoured her profile, knowing it was the only part of her he would get.


Mara, 35

New York University

INFP but can fake other personalities in social situations, if needed… hopefully not needed.



Looking over her answers to the corpse preference questions, Tom realized he’d matched with her not by luck, but by mistake. Up until tonight, all his matches’ answers were identical to his own. When Zoey took his phone to look over his profile, she had slyly changed his preference settings.


Mara’s Match Preferences:

Prefers men who are dead: No

Comfortable with a partner that prefers men who are dead: Yes

Prefers women who are dead: No

Comfortable with a partner that prefers women who are dead: Yes

Cadaver abstinence: Sometimes

Prefers men who are alive: Yes

Prefers women who are alive: No



Cadaver abstinence… sometimes?

He left that for later.

One of her profile images was from the retreat. She was alone, smiling by the glass railing, ocean sunset in the background.

As he clicked through, all her pictures had a uniform elegance, thoughtfully composed—designed. They were perfect.

Auden took these.

He imagined them saved somewhere on the entrepreneur’s phone, then realized almost every picture he saw on the dating app, thousands by this point, had probably been taken by men—the women’s ex-boyfriends, or friends they were sleeping with, or some label in between. Men browsing through other men’s eyes. This was Mara through Auden’s.

He took screenshots of the photos, knowing they were probably the last pictures he’d ever see of her. The app’s users only saw affirmative responses and only after they swiped. He tried telling himself he didn’t care, but felt a loss before anything happened.

He flicked the profile to the right. It pinged to life.

Their pictures bounced together in the animation, signaling a match.

Maybe she didn’t recognize me?

Tom got out of bed and paced around, hand pulling up on his hair to manage a wildly exciting stress-induced arrhythmia. The app was designed for women to send the first message, which was fine, because he had no idea what to say. He waited for her to open the chat. Or let it expire.

The next morning, twenty minutes after he got to his desk, a banner popped up over his lock screen.


Mara

9:07 AM

Hey Tom, we never had that dinner.

Tom

9:08 AM

Thursday. Are you free Thursday?









TOM

“Thursday is telling her you’ve already offered Saturday to your top draft pick,” Charlie explained.

Zoey crinkled her nose. “I hate to agree, but yeah, Saturday is the top slot.”

“What? This happened yesterday. I had a call with Lawrence earlier tonight from 7:00 to 9:00 PM. Tomorrow is the soonest I’m free.”

Tom had already thanked Zoey—profusely—for tampering with his profile to facilitate the match. Beyond that, he told them only that Mara was Auden’s ex-girlfriend and that they had met in Costa Rica. Dev, on the other hand, knew too much. Bound by attorney-client privilege, and just regular friendship, it was frightening how well he pretended like he was learning about her for the first time.

Marc turned to Charlie as if Tom wasn’t there. “It’s supposed to be a weeknight, you moron. He’ll look desperate if he gives her the first upcoming Saturday.”

“I am desperate,” Tom clarified.

Dev pulled in a massive stack of chips. “Are you sure she recognized you?”

“She referenced… She knows it’s me. Should I reschedule for Saturday? She’s definitely my number one draft pick, and I have my first press call as Cleara CEO on Friday.”

Marc looked up with a playful smile. “Cleara got any nonpublic crumbs a good friend should know about early?”

Throwing his cards on the table, Tom pointed at Marc as if accusing him of murder. “I told you everything that was going on with Kane Capital and Liv when I left, and you did nothing about it. I’ve seen the numbers—they will never be profitable. Do you know how expensive it is to embalm and ship corpses? They’re subsidizing it so much it’s like paying users to participate, plus Auden cooked up some bullshit accounting metric and the investors are too dumb to notice it doesn’t factor in costs as recurring expenses—”

“Lorraine is telling the street they’ll just monetize the embalming formula.” Marc shrugged. “A zillion commercial applications, investors will recoup.”

Tom nodded. “The embalming formula I told you was a fraud.”

“Yeah… but you’re biased.”

“Keep Thursday,” Charlie announced, like this was deeply contemplated wisdom. “If you reschedule now, it will look like your first choice canceled on you and you’re moving her off the bench.”

“There is no bench,” Tom repeated.

Dev chimed in again, though not to be helpful. “As your lawyer, I would advise you to ignore your intuition—about everything—and look up affirmative consent on your way there. So it’s fresh in your mind.”







MARA

Mara felt like electricity, surging on and off in bursts that couldn’t be controlled.

Tom was waiting for her inside the restaurant’s narrow entrance. She saw him yank off his tie and stuff it in his suit jacket.

She went inside, came up beside him. “Hi, Tom.”

Instead of a greeting, he said, “We have a reservation and I confirmed it, but the table isn’t ready, it’ll be a few minutes, but this hostess is new and I’m not sure if the system is working, because some people came in after me and just got seated.”

Mara paused over the nonexistent welcome. Tom wouldn’t hold eye contact.

“I’m fine.” She smiled.

Possibly thinking she answered a question he didn’t ask—to draw attention to the fact he hadn’t asked it—Tom’s eyes snapped to attention. “I’m sorry—hello—good to see you—how are you?”

“Oh, I mean it’s fine, I’m not in a rush. I’m fine with waiting,” she added quickly.

Mara thought he looked frustrated, but when Tom brushed back his jacket to put his hand in his pocket, she saw it shaking.

Oh my god.

HE’S NERVOUS.

It reminded her she knew nothing about him. Free from Auden’s tampering, tonight was a fresh start.

They followed the hostess past the open kitchen, chefs sidestepping between flames. The table was large but set for two, and they looked like the only couple. It was Midtown, so Mara guessed the groups on either side of them were business dinners.

“I hate loud restaurants,” Tom announced, pointing to the undulating ceiling, covered with waves of structured white fabric. “It’s an acoustic design, to dampen sound.” He added quickly, “Plus they don’t allow corpses.”

“Though at least they’re pretty quiet,” Mara said, smiling. When he gave a tortured nod of agreement, she wasn’t sure if he understood she was teasing.

Seated, they wandered in small talk. The annoyance of traffic with the United Nations in session, the explosion of Brooklyn rents, the predictable miseries and unexpected joys of roommates in your thirties.

Tom’s hands were resting on the table now, folded together like a stone carving. She didn’t see the trembling again. Maybe it hadn’t been there at all. Just as she had remembered him at the retreat, his posture sat with attention, but he didn’t direct a special attraction toward her. He clearly dialed the conversation setting to “appropriate” with no intention of changing it. Had their encounter at the brownstone not happened—even knowing that it had—Mara strained to interpret any part of his demeanor tonight as flirting.

Wanting to lift his caution, she came out with it: “Tom, that day, after the airport…” He held up his hand to draw a pause. Or maybe he was begging her to stop. “At the house, there were cameras everywhere. The feed went to Liv’s security network.” Seeing his face, she hurried to add, “Nobody saw the footage of you coming over.”

“I’m sorry you had to live like that.”

She worried her meaning didn’t come through. “There were also cameras on the entrance. Right inside the door.”

“I guess nowadays one should always assume there’s video.” He smiled.

If what she said meant anything to him, he didn’t have time to show it because in the next moment, their plates arrived.

The waiter asked if they wanted another glass of wine.

“Oh, I’m fine, thanks,” Tom answered.

All at once, the question of flirting was irrelevant, and Mara began to doubt if he was even enjoying himself. When they were first seated, she’d ordered a white wine and Tom had red, which was why—she thought—they didn’t get a bottle.

Her glass was empty. His was untouched.

Six months into app dating in New York, Mara knew ordering a second drink after the halfway mark was a universal signal of interest. Holding back was an equally predicative measure of how quickly the other party wished to politely exit.

Is he just humoring me?

The server waited.

“Are you sure you don’t want another?” she asked, hoping Tom might change his answer.

“No, but please go ahead and get one. Or do you want the list to pick something else?”

She looked at his untouched glass. “Do you want to try a different one? Maybe a cocktail?”

At the Liv retreat I saw you kick back three whiskeys like they were water.

“I just have a big day at work tomorrow. Call with the press in the morning—it’s pretty important.”

The Work Excuse.

She turned to the waiter. “I’ll have water, thanks.”

“Do you have any siblings?” Tom asked, when they were alone again.

“No—and with my mom gone, it’s just me. Well, there’s Auden, I guess, which is complicated, I know, but… yeah, that’s what it is.”

Tom tilted his head. His face glitched open like an expressive spasm. “Auden White?”

Is he joking?

Rediscovering his wineglass, Tom finished what was left. “So you and Auden, you’re in, like, an open thing… Are you still with Auden?”

“Oh no, we broke up, and of course we’re not actual siblings. Our parents were only married for like a year.”

His face telegraphed that the information was disastrous news. Surprised he didn’t already know, she waited, to give him time with it. His lips moved, then after a delay, spoke words. “So you… and Auden White, the founder of Liv… are stepsiblings. He’s your stepbrother?”

She nodded. Tom lifted his eyebrows. “I’m sorry I didn’t know that.”

The “sorry” landed with a thud.

“I understand if it’s not okay,” said Mara, hoping to convince herself she meant it. “With your job at Cleara, it’s probably some kind of conflict of interest, not that you and I are—”

“No,” Tom said quickly, shaking his head. His hand jumped forward then abruptly recoiled to a fist. “And even if it was a conflict… I’d still be here.”

Blood, from who knows where, flooded her face. “I mean, we once went to therapy,” Mara laughed. “And I didn’t know—I still don’t know—if it was couples counseling or family therapy. I wanted to tell the woman, ‘Look, whatever you think is going on with this guy, you’re in over your head.’”

“To give her credit, being Auden White’s therapist can’t be an easy gig.”

“Where’s my credit?” Mara laughed again. “Shouldn’t I get some credit? I guess not, I don’t have any answers.”

Tom’s eyes darted around the restaurant, as if watching her laugh was too much for him. “My shrink bills like four hundred dollars a session—that guy has no answers. I’d much rather talk to you for an hour every week. Way more than an hour, actually.”

After that, it was easy.

Tom was stark but uncluttered. His starkness was orders of magnitude more sincere than anything Auden’s “vision” had given her. When he asked about her classes, Mara flashed open, speaking quickly, mispronouncing ordinary words—then pausing to say them correctly before flying to her next thought—her hands moving as she spoke to help carry it along.

She felt different. For once in her life, giving off energy instead of absorbing it. She had a tic of always initiating a smile from her right cheek, up and away from the rest of her mouth, and tonight, pressed full with this unsteady current, she felt viscerally aware of it, cramming her words through the asymmetry.

Tom’s smile was slow. It turned open with a cautious dilation. He smiled in this slow way at everything she said.

“I switched to architectural studies and design. There’s more technical software than I realized and some coding. It’s a lot to learn with this side gig I fell back into—painting, mostly living rooms—but I’m keeping up. I should probably give up the painting jobs, but I’m getting away with crazy pricing. People here love hiring a girl to do contractor-type stuff—it’s a thing, like chick cab drivers. Then I did a job for an interior designer, and so now I’m also doing these tile mock-ups for her clients.”

“Bathroom tiles?”

“With social media, people have gotten really intense about tile design for kitchens and bathrooms—it’s like weddings.”

“Almost as permanent.”

“I used to make fun of her clients, but if you think about it, re-tiling is a nightmare.”

“They can’t just choose from a picture?”

“You’d be surprised how many change their minds after seeing what they want in real life. Like app dating for bathrooms.”

Tom laughed, but Mara wasn’t so much joking about that failure as living it. She’d been brushed over, ignored, ghosted, and benched by dozens of men whom she’d met on the app, though most just carried on a string of pointless text conversations, then stopped responding.

“Before, you said ‘people here’ like you don’t live in New York, but you’ll stay after you’re done with school, right?”

It’s kind of hard to feel like you live somewhere when you don’t know anybody.

“I think so.” It was the first time she’d given anyone, including herself, an answer. “I will,” she added, just to be sure. “I have a rental property back in Pennsylvania—technically two rentals because I converted the garage apartment to a ‘freestanding’ unit. And then there’s also this small cleaning business I took over from Auden’s dad. We subcontract with hotels and offices. I actually just got a call about a new contract the other day. I know it’s not sexy, but even after costs and taxes both throw off steady cash.”

“I think that’s extremely sexy,” Tom deadpanned.

When she laughed, he flushed red, like he’d gone too far. “Auden thinks I should focus on something more meaningful, take it from four random jobs to one career.”

“I think if you’re cash positive, he should be taking your advice.” After a thoughtful pause, Tom added, “Though I guess I felt the same way about my mom when I was younger. She started out in accounting, which she was good at but hated, so she opened a plant nursery and Christmas tree farm. After that it was an art gallery and then a coffee shop.” He tilted his head to both sides with a charitable smile. “I remember it felt like a lot going on. When I was seven, she got the day wrong and sent me to school in a stormtrooper costume on October thirtieth.”

“No.”

“I put myself in charge of the house calendar after that—and everything else. But now she’s settled with this book shop general store thing up”—he paused to laugh—“or I should say I own a mixed retail business up in New Hampshire and she runs it.”

“Every visionary needs an investor.”

Tom told her about his mother’s decision to have him alone, and then living with his grandparents while she finished college. He knew very little about his father and made a point of never sending spit to one of those start-ups that might give the guy a reason to get back in touch.

After the waiter took their empty plates, there was a silence. Tom shifted in his seat and she thought he was maybe trying to change the subject.

“I guess I probably got into a serious relationship when I was young trying not to be her,” he said finally. “Amelia and I—I don’t regret it, but it was like marrying my roommate.”

He told her they’d almost had a baby and dealt with the loss differently. He thought they lost a pregnancy, she mourned a child. He had a hard time imagining certain kinds of experiences, and being a father was one of them.

“I’m open to it,” he added quickly. “Everyone I know has kids… It’s just Amelia wanted it to happen again quickly. I don’t blame her for what happened with Nikola.”

Auden had so warped Mara’s understanding of those events, it felt like learning a whole new cast of characters, except she already knew them. She liked Tom’s version of Amelia more than Auden’s. Different versions or different women, it was hard to say. He was honest about leaving an engagement, admitting his failure of imagination meant he didn’t realize he had to call off the actual wedding until he saw the printed invitations, and then he told her that acquiescing to the engagement felt uncomfortably similar to what happened with Liv at Kane Capital.

They ordered dessert.

“And your mom,” he asked, mouth full of berry cobbler. “You said she’s gone?”

“She left when we were in high school.”

“I’m sorry, that’s tough.”

Mara shrugged. “She had a drinking problem, started using really heavily after marrying Auden’s dad, but it wasn’t John’s fault.” Her eyes shifted to the near-empty restaurant. “But of course she loved Auden. She thought he was so creative.”

Tom couldn’t help laughing, and they shared a smile. “Oh, Auden,” he said, digging at the berry cobbler.

For Mara, there weren’t many people who could understand how favoring Auden, more than anything else, was the perfect description of her mother’s grandiose self-absorption.

“Anyway, she skipped out, left me with John—”

“Auden’s dad?”

Mara nodded quickly. Tom wouldn’t stop listening, zeroing in on her with a startling intensity. The restaurant’s acoustics let her brush through the story without interruption, unspooling her thoughts into the quiet, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t careful. She liked Tom and was nervous he might like her too. For the same reason Auden could never get over it, if Tom knew about what had happened with John, he would probably find the whole thing disgusting and disappear.

It wasn’t a lie. It was a fresh coat of paint. New Mara living in New York.

Keep it simple.

“It was a complicated situation, for a lot of different reasons.”

By the third time the waiter stopped by to see if they needed anything else, Tom relented and asked for the check.

Outside the restaurant, Tom’s hands found his pockets. The street was quiet.

“Mara, this was great.” He smiled slowly. “It was really nice to see you again.”

He’s not going to do anything.

Before dinner, when they waited for their table, clusters of people loitered between the bar and coat check, pushing them together, and even then, Tom held his neck out and away from her.

With the street empty, he stood at the polite length of a recent stranger. He didn’t move any closer, and she didn’t know how to shrink the distance.

Did you just want to have dinner? As friends?

Mara started to panic—a sideways inversion of the panic you feel escaping confinement. Her body was trying to escape into a corner. She wanted to place herself nearer to him so that Tom might move to confine her, but every observation signaled he wouldn’t take the bait.

Enjoying him at dinner had a modulating effect on her electricity, but she needed it for the impulsiveness required here.

Mara went forward on her toes.

She took her mouth to his lips, which were closed. Once she gave him that small permission, he came at her like a flood, and they finally held this thing between them, together and at once.







TOM

Tom’s apartment felt emptier than he’d left it.

He kicked his gym bag away from the door, and Mara piled in after him.

He was blindingly sober.

Tomorrow was easily the biggest and most public-facing moment of his career. The new Cleara CEO couldn’t risk an Ativan-alcohol hangover on his debut call with the world’s press, and so like choosing between his right and left arm, at dinner Tom decided to nurse just a single glass of wine so he could take his medication before bed. With the call hours away, it was reckless to be up this late with a distraction, but he also couldn’t fathom declining her offer for a nightcap at his apartment.

At dinner, Mara was light and beautiful, infinitely more alive than his memories of her in Costa Rica. Thoughts spilled out of her. The volume of what he liked doubled and would take days to sort through. But even after tasting her as they held each other in the cab, he sensed a trap. Though not of her making. Not exactly.

The Auden thing.

Mara and Auden hadn’t just dated, they were stepsiblings. And now that they were broken up… they still were? Tom didn’t know if it was bad luck or fate screwing with him, but he wasn’t going to touch it—not obliquely, not head-on, not at all.

Mara walked to the large windows, surveying the view. In the twenty minutes since he’d been allowed to touch her, he already worried it might be temporary, that she was caught in an ecstatic autopilot, pulling through the motions of their unfinished flirtation at the Liv retreat.

Having her there alone sent him careening into overstimulation. His usual lever, whiskey neat, wasn’t available, so he tried to just enjoy his nerves, if there was such a thing.

Pulling himself away into the open kitchen, for the moment he decided to ignore the pretense of a nightcap, filling two glasses with seltzer. It felt like his suit jacket was strangling him, but he didn’t want to look like he was undressing in front of her, so he kept it on. Mara lingered at the edge of the living room, alone and upright. She rubbed her crossed arms.

For the first time since meeting her, Tom considered what exactly she must have seen while living alone with Auden. It felt like plunging a hand in dark water, groping through sediment to look for razor blades.

It was greed. He wanted the information of her privacy without hearing something that would kill him.

Though in a way, none of it mattered. If they had gone back to her apartment and found a dead guy lying on her bed, Tom would have said, Okay, I guess that’s the buy-in at this table.

Standing by the window, Mara seemed to notice him fumbling over her.

“Tom, if you were a woman, you’d be accused of having a resting bitch face.”

“I get ‘arrogant’ or ‘aloof,’ depending on how mad the person is.”

“Sounds frustrating.” She smiled. “For everyone.”

The air circulator clicked off, dropping them in silence. “I’m working on experiencing emotions as they happen, if that makes sense.”

“It does,” Mara said.

She was waiting for him to make good on it, and he was trying.

Finally, he said, “I want you to know that about me.” On the spot, it was the best he could manage.

Tom kept back as she pretended to look around the apartment, trailing behind her as she wandered to his bedroom. He didn’t know if he’d left anything out that she shouldn’t see. The bed was unmade on one side, the duvet folded back like a dog-eared page. Days after swiping right and then continuously staring at her picture on his phone, it was shocking to see her here in his bedroom.

Mara excused herself and stepped into the en suite bathroom. She switched on the light and laughed. “This is as big as my apartment.”

When she shut the door, he yanked off his jacket.

The bed was deluged with work papers and spreadsheets, material for the Cleara call.

Which is tomorrow.

Studying for weeks, he didn’t see the point of dragging the pile back and forth to the living room, so every night before falling asleep, he shoved it to the empty side of the bed, then decompressed with mind-numbing swipes on the dating app, never once indulging hope it would work as advertised.

It’s over. She’s here. The hard part is over.

He saw her profile. They matched. She messaged. Dinner. She kissed him. At poker everyone talked about the hard part as the part, but for Tom, it wasn’t walking on eggshells, it was chewing them. He hated the chase. He hated it.

His sanity teetered for a moment when he saw Peter’s preliminary report on Auden, casually laid out on top of the pile—opened but not read. He snatched it off the bed, terrified that the Liv founder’s presence in the room, even on paper, might jinx what Tom dearly hoped was about to happen.

He grabbed the rest of the papers and threw them in the closet, then scanned the room for anything else in need of hiding. A bottle of Ativan waited for him by the bed, expectantly. His nightly routine was knocked over and forgotten, but now he couldn’t risk a chemical dampening, so he shoved it in the bedside drawer and then double-checked that his alarm was set.

He looked up, finally present.

Mara is here.

Press call tomorrow. No big deal.

Do the wrong thing and she’ll leave.

Mess up the call and you’ll drop Cleara on its teeth—between that flunk and Liv, you won’t ever work again.

She’s in my apartment.
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In front of him again, she smiled widely. His hands went everywhere, but it was the way she gripped him that finally beat back the hesitation chasing itself in circles.

You’re allowed.

He wouldn’t waste it. Flashes in his imagination repulsed politeness, so he focused outwardly. Later, maybe, if she let him.

They kissed on his bed.

His hand disappeared up her shirt, the blood beneath her skin coming up to meet him at the surface. He wanted and got in the same moment, revealing the excessiveness of his new desire for keeping. The greed he had felt in the kitchen returned. He wanted it to be permanent, to always be allowed to touch Mara like this. The scarcity in his life made it feel like grabbing at a dangling rope.

His erection was obvious, but he didn’t dare touch his belt buckle.

He felt it getting closer. What her being there might mean, for both of them, started to fade away, and the simplicity of what Tom wanted clarified. It was so simple. That thing he wanted to have happen between them right now, here in this bed, was vanishingly simple.

After what felt like hours, Mara undid the top button of his shirt and tugged at his belt. It was permission to undress himself, which he did quickly.

In only his boxers, he started to undress her. “I’ll do anything you want,” he whispered. He rushed the words to catch up with his hands, already taking her legs out of her jeans.

Her response was an amused laugh, like he didn’t know what he was saying. It was frightening how much he meant it.

She leaned back to watch him. As if her body and Tom were now involved by themselves. She made a light smile, held together with a soft bemusement, examining him.

He cut back with some urgency. “I don’t want to assume.”

“You’re not.”

“Or maybe—”

“Tom!”

There were so many better ways to say what he was thinking and it wasn’t even a word he used that often, but he said it out loud because it was time to be honest: “Mara, I really want to fuck you.”

She smiled and nodded. “That’s why I’m here.”

“But like… all of it.”

“I want to let it all happen.”

Tom could have followed her blindfolded. His hands pressed the outside of her thighs, her legs around his waist in a quiet delirium.

After some time with him inside her, Mara turned around, pressing her back against his chest, her neck stretching open. When he leaned in to kiss her shoulder, a shock of red caught his eye. It looked like blood splatter across her back, a dripping red birthmark bubbling up in the creaminess of her skin.

He pulled back to see it better, running his hand along the edges. To slow his arousal and enjoy it, he didn’t want to rush the pleasure of looking.

Wondering why he stopped, Mara glanced back at him. “Oh, that,” she sighed.

“I love it,” he whispered, spreading his hands over her rib cage.

This is living.

I need it.

Not just tonight.







TOM

At 6:45 AM, the sky was hazy and dim. Tom got out of bed to make coffee. The press call was in three hours.

His artisanal coffee grinder sounded like a wood chipper, but Mara was still sleeping, so he crept into the living room and found a blanket he didn’t know he owned to smother the motorized blades. A ring of espresso sediment stained the white cashmere, but he was too pleased with himself to care.

Mara didn’t stir when he got back in bed.

He sat up with his coffee and read the news for an hour. Next to him, she was face down, little wisps of spit stringing between her upper and lower lip as she drooled on the pillow.

It was a vault in heaven.

Rather than disrupt Tom’s concentration, her unconsciousness calmed him by proxy. He was nervous about the call, but the jitters wouldn’t hold in his body, his muscles refusing to conduct the anxiety.

They were up all night.

Just before dawn, he emptied the last of his tension into her, dousing him in a hormonal cocktail. It wasn’t normal sleep. The rest was exquisite. His brain alight.

“I didn’t know you wore glasses,” she said, her eyes drifting open.

He put his tablet on the nightstand. “Only when I’m home.”

Saying “home” felt unduly revealing. When she sat up against the headboard, her bare chest lifted out from the duvet. She pulled it up quickly to cover herself.

Tom watched her eyes wander the room in daylight, inspecting her face for even a fleeting hint of regret. He got out of bed to get her some coffee.

“Do you want milk?” he yelled from the kitchen.

Silence.

He went to the bedroom door. She was in bed, untangling her shirt. “Oh, yes,” she coughed. “Thank you.”

Pouring her coffee, he tested their goodbye in his mind, the albatross of a divorce, a broken engagement, and dozens of false starts on the dating app, all circling with a threatening inevitability. Countless hours of therapy culminated in the insight that it was Tom’s responsibility to signal a feeling before he digested it into oblivion.

In the bedroom again, he handed her the mug and lay down perpendicular to her at the end of the bed, her toes touching his chest like the x- and y-axis meeting on a graph. She took a sip of the coffee. Propped up on his side, he reached under the sheets, cupping the arch of her foot in his hands.

“Mara, last night was—”

Her face wrinkled in pain, and he let go quickly.

“Whoa. That’s strong coffee.”

It looked like she needed to force herself to swallow.

“I can make another pot,” he hurried to say. “Or maybe you need more milk?”

“Oh no, it’s fine, thank you.” She took a small sip, feigning palatability.

“This guy Philip I play poker with says the beans I use could run a car. I guess I don’t take him seriously, because he’s from LA, but maybe I should try another roast.”

“I didn’t know men sat around and talked about coffee.”

“Oh, we talk about everything.”

They know all about you.

Standing in the closet, he felt Mara watching him dress. He checked his watch and saw that he was late. A prep meeting for his benefit was supposed to be starting twenty blocks away.

Dressed and ready to go, he sat down again next to her at the edge of the bed.

“Mara, I’d really like to see you again.”

“Yeah, I’d like that.”

Soon. I need it.

Kissing her in daylight was more intimate than anything they’d tried the night before.







DEALBOOK

Tom Williamson, recently appointed CEO of both Cleara Investments and its Political Action Committee, Cleara Super PAC, hosted his first public call on Friday, and we say he’s ready to go platinum.

The forty-year-old CEO had an uncharacteristically relaxed demeanor as he savaged Liv and its backers for facilitating an apocalypse.

The unflinching straight talk prompted analysts to conclude Williamson was the right tool for cutting through Auden White’s rhetorical charisma.

DealBook editorial staff unanimously voted on naming the Cleara CEO “Body Buzzsaw Tom.”

Transcript Excerpts:

Question: What do you say to journalist Zach Meyer, who recently posted to his million-plus followers, quote:

“Tom Williamson is the ultimate hypocrite for criticizing Human Use, then launching a corpse futures market strategy. He spews hateful lies about living with The Dead but has no problem profiting off them.”

Tom Williamson: Oh yeah, Zach and I go way back. Think of it like driving a car while fighting climate change. Cleara Investments COO Christine Mack has tinkered with a modest side strategy experimenting with the volatility of human pricing. We strongly object to the corpse market’s existence but won’t sideline ourselves.

Question: Can you shed light on your personal aversion to living with The Dead?

Tom Williamson: I think it’s weird.

Question: The group known as AntiLiv claims sexual relationships can only exist between living human beings. Do you support every person’s human right to choose what kind of relationship they want?

Tom Williamson: People can love whoever they want, but they should only have sex with the living. That said, I’m not a relationship expert.

Question: How do you feel about your ex-wife being Liv’s COO?

Tom Williamson: I’m sorry, the line cut out. I didn’t catch that one.

Question: Will you comment on reports that Cleara and AntiLiv are working together?

Tom Williamson: [laughs] No, we’re not working with a bunch of undergrads throwing rocks in matching hoodies. We’re raising capital, funding research and putting together the bipartisan political coalition it will take to solve this enormously complex social contagion. The anarchists can keep at it with their podcasts, and we’ll see who gets further.

Question: Trends suggest a majority of people under 25 prefer long-term companionship with corpses over relationships with living humans. What do you say to people who are made to feel unsafe by Cleara’s fight to take away the right to be with The Dead?

Tom Williamson: I’m offended that anyone thinks they can just opt out of dealing with people. If I have to keep trying, so do you.

Question: There are rumors Cleara recently dropped its banking partner—are the reports true?

Tom Williamson: It came to our attention that Goldman Sachs had an unmanaged culture of necrophilia, but I’m glad to learn that with some new policies in place, their internship program can return next year.

Question: Do you have any comment on the dead body who’s on track to win the presidential nomination? There’s no constitutional requirement that the candidate be alive, and he’s polling ahead by double digits in the remaining primaries.

Tom Williamson: [audible sigh] It’s a privilege to live in a democracy.









TOM


Tom

10:45 AM

Last night was spectacular. Phenomenal. How’s your day going? Mine is amazing.

Mara

12:01 PM

haha. I had a fun time too. Having a good day, just catching up on some homework:)

Tom

12:03 PM

I know this is amateur, but I was hoping to see you again soon, maybe this weekend? Tomorrow?

Mara

12:47 PM

I have plans tomorrow, but I can hang out next week? Tuesday?

Tom

1:10 PM

Yeah, of corpse, that’s great. I can do Tuesday, let’s do that.

Tom

3:31 PM

*course sorry, autocorrect. Tuesday. Great. Looking forward to it.

Mara

4:35 PM

cool, see you Tuesday!









TOM

It was a busy Saturday night. Misha’s apartment had four poker tables going with ten players each. The conversations were a symphony of side-by-side monologuing:

“—it was a piñata. An actual, literal, papier-mâché piñata—”

“—and the anesthesiologist winked at me right as I was going under—”

“—what happened to those Canadians—”

“—when I asked, her reaction was like I dropped an ant farm in the bed—”

“—IVF is like paying 30K for a hand job, except I have to give it to myself—”

“—I didn’t know what to do, so I ordered room service, hoping she would make a move, but then we were both waiting to be interrupted by the room service—”

“—so I wonder, if we do this at home, what’s the cleanup situation—”

“—maybe that’s why she let us in off the beach. I guess we looked like a couple. Dev was wearing a turtleneck—”

“—the Canadians one hundred percent are in federal prison—”

“—it was February. And that wasn’t a turtleneck, you moron. It was a scarf—”

“—and she says, and I quote, ‘Two-ply industrial shower curtains and a ziplock bag’—”

“—I walk up to the bed, she’s laying there, looks up, gives me this kitten smile as I’m standing over her, says ‘Can you go rough on me tonight?’ but then my iPad slipped and the corner hit her face—”

“—what’s the ziplock bag for?—”

“—the placenta—”

“—can people from Canada go to federal prison? Don’t we deport them to some Canadian prison spa?—”

“You slept together once,” Philip said to Tom. “It’s crazy and possessive for you to wonder what’s she’s doing tonight.”

“I’m not wondering… I’m obsessed,” Tom admitted.

And it might have been one night, but it was waaaay more than once.

Tom wasn’t even trying to save face. After their night together, it was a letdown Mara couldn’t spend the weekend with him, and now the prevailing opinion at the table was that he should be embarrassed for even asking her to. The monsters he called friends reminded Tom that in New York, the unstated assumption of Mara’s “I have plans” was “with someone else.”

Never mind that Tom had more experience than any of them with “someone else.” It was here at the poker table where he first came to relabel the stillbirth as a miscarriage (“Amelia isn’t pregnant anymore. No, we don’t have a baby”), and then six months later, this table was where he confessed, “She’s leaving me for an asshole she met at a support group I didn’t want to go to.”

How can tonight feel worse? Tom wondered. That should be impossible.

He needed this to work. He had made the emotional equivalent of a massive bet on a rare hand. Among poker players, the degree to which you fooled yourself into thinking you would get that one special card you needed was what separated gamblers like Tom from gambling addicts, or as the guys called them, degens, short for “degenerates,” poor souls that Misha was forced to cut off and lead away from the table, softly handing them to some crying spouse or, more often, a divorce attorney standing nearby, everyone’s faces grim and pitiful as a car waited downstairs to take the sad degen to the nearest Gamblers Anonymous meeting. Flush optimism dosed to lethal toxicity.

You’re a degen for this girl. You’re acting like a weak, out-of-control degen.

In the past, he’d convinced himself the absence of punishing sexual urgency meant a relationship was stable and healthy—because he wasn’t out of control. Or invested. He grew into loving Amelia. He sleepwalked into loving Elizabeth. Mara was like getting sideswiped by a train.

He dwelled on her text message: “I had a fun time too.”

Who said anything about fun?

Is she just having fun?

Tom wasn’t fluent in dating standards for Mara’s cohort, which was slightly younger than his own, but was aware they might be stratospheres apart on casual sex, or as everyone her age called it, “hooking up.” Here, their five-year age difference was extraordinary. Tom was the last class in a generation where “casual” sex was defined by how little you cared about someone and “hooking up” meant installing cable, ancient wiring used in landline telephones. He would have to clear this up with her on Tuesday, because if Mara was just funning around, he would need to kill himself.

“She’s probably dating other people, and you definitely can’t ask her about it,” Philip explained.

“Will you text me that coffee brand you like?” Tom begged. To cope, he bet indiscriminately, chasing irrational, degen odds. Two hours in, he was down by thousands but didn’t notice, because his mind was playing a continuous loop of her body bending, pushing, flexing, panting.

Marc, married with a toddler, took idle glee in his fragility. “It’s like a lab rat running out of cocaine.”

“That’s probably accurate,” Tom agreed.

Like a relapsed drug user, he felt himself slipping back into the old habit of trusting his anxiety.

The familiarity of a rules-based game was profoundly calming. Sitting back, watching cards fly around the table, hands tapping, checking, pushing, stacking, restacking, shuffling, throwing cards in, pulling them back, tipping them up to see what he was given to work with.

Aside from eating, sleeping, and his new primary drive for Mara, gambling was Tom’s most consistent access to dopamine.

The algorithmic trading firm he’d joined out of college was founded by game theory zealots who didn’t give new quants money to trade until they became expert card players, requiring hundreds of hours in the company’s poker room as the firm’s partners walked around like pit bosses, correcting mistakes, inculcating that risk was measured not over a single hand, but over tens of thousands, where variance held. The test was self-control and Tom excelled by endurance, strangling the room with relentless consistency, hiding huge bluffs in a pattern of disciplined pessimism.

The game was a kind of monogamy. Tom came to be with the same people and fifty-two cards, played over and over and over again, hand after hand after hand. He couldn’t get bored of it. Poker relieved anxiety because unlike life, card combinations were a knowable quantum, but like life, and unlike chess, a poker player made all decisions with incomplete information.

Open twenty-four hours with continuous games, the apartment was filled with serious players, fascinating creatures of habit, people who had success in everything from gene editing to constitutional law, architecture, finance, and NSA cybersecurity—and actors who played the above on TV. Regulars came through day after day, week after week, year after year, and the prolonged exposure meant that no matter how much Tom might have disliked someone in another context, here at the card table, he couldn’t help falling into the strongest kind of love—a slow-growing vine twisting itself over differences in personality, background, and politics. For instance, Philip was the most irritating kind of LA transplant—he enthralled the younger players with celebrity stories and casually said things like “I don’t want my instinct for producing to overshadow my primary identity as screenwriter who directs.” But, when Tom walked into the apartment tonight, he couldn’t help but feel a deep and settling relief that the producer-writer-director had finally returned home after eight weeks away “on set.”

“What do you like about her so much?” Philip asked.

Tom shook his head in startling exhilaration. “I don’t know.”

“So it’s an MPDG thing.” Philip nodded.

“When have you ever seen me do drugs?”

“He thinks you mean MDMA,” Dev explained to Philip before turning to Tom. “He’s not talking about Ecstasy.”

The drug, known to Tom only through investment materials affiliated with its pharmaceutical development, would almost certainly explain Mara’s somatic response—orgasming early on in their second round and then again right before they fell asleep, a private fact over which he’d obsessed all day.

“Manic Pixie Dream Girl,” Philip clarified. “We’re not allowed to have those anymore.”

“What?”

“Let me guess,” Philip opened. “She’s directionless, doesn’t make a lot of money, and has single-handedly given you a renewed sense of purpose. If a studio sees a female character like that, it’s considered a problematic male fantasy until we concoct some kind of unassailable agency.”

“What kind of agency?”

“Maybe she starts a war. Or blows something up.”

“So she’s supposed to be an asshole?”

“That works too.” Like everyone in Hollywood, Philip was rich enough to despise Wall Street and thought Tom’s teeth should be taxed from his skull. They constantly bickered about monetary policy, so Philip couldn’t help adding, “Derivative characters are toxic for women, like derivative trading is toxic for the economy.”

Tom wanted to respond that first, derivatives are heroic financial instruments of risk management, vaccines rendered invisible by their own success, unfairly demonized by high-profile cases of improper use. Second, the night he drunkenly locked eyes on Mara across the table at the Liv retreat, she wore the unmanic affect of cold steel. And third, Mara was more disorganized than directionless, and her connection to Auden Stepbrother Ex-Boyfriend White made her far from what Tom would have chosen for his Dream Girl, but because she existed and couldn’t be redesigned, there wasn’t much to be done about it.

He simply said, “She’s not a pixie,” with a flash of indignation.

“Just stay cool,” said Dev. “Mara can ‘agency’ herself all over New York until you’re exclusive. So she’s got something going tonight—you don’t know it’s another dude, and if it is, whatever, that’s app dating, she can’t string you both along forever. Don’t text her until next week. You’ll see her on Tuesday.”

Simon, a weekend regular who was popular at the table for losing $8,000–$10,000 every time he even looked at a card deck, donated some advice: “When I met my wife, I set up an Outlook schedule so I wouldn’t call too many days in a row.”

That’s a really good idea, Tom thought, making a note. “Mara’s Instagram is private, but I don’t have an account. Should I set one up to follow her?”

“Oh my god, no,” Dev said, tossing his low pair into the center.

“Negative.”

“That’s crazy.”

“Absolutely not.”

“This is why Gen Z thinks all men are creeps.”

“Weren’t you a first-round investor in Instagram?” someone asked. “How could you not have an account?”

The guys at the other table started laughing. “Hey, someone turn on Liv’s monster-truck show.”

Misha fumbled with the remote, and three mounted sixty-inch televisions came to life, synced to one channel, blasting ESPN at full volume.

There was some kind of flaming pile on-screen.

A confusing mess of screaming protestors waved different signs: AntiLiv slogans demanding the Matthew 8:22s be forced to sell themselves on the corpse market waved alongside pleas for the respectful treatment of fellow humans, including The Dead. People chanting for the destruction of the corpse market were holding signs supporting cremation mandates.

Mara had so distracted him from the world’s relentless bullshit, Tom had totally forgotten that he had been told—and reminded—to watch this live.

Cleara’s social media team had sent around a string of panicky briefs on the snowballing hype for Liv’s sponsorship of a monster truck jump over a three-story pile of bodies. Tom didn’t get social rapture and had a habit of underestimating it, but he did remember thinking that the whole circus felt very un-Auden. Desperate even, cooked up by branding consultants and possibly put on over the founder’s objections. The financial pressure to monetize the user base must have been finally getting to him.

The television replay centered the six-ton driving machine, plastered with Liv’s logos, as it sailed over a mountain of angry flames. In the next moment, a different playback angle showed an explosion that lacked the gloss of Hollywood pyrotechnics and was large enough to shake the camera filming it.

Finally, Tom understood. The show had been hijacked. The bodies weren’t supposed to be on fire. In another replay, eight other monster trucks skidded up in a line, unspooling canvas down their windshields. The cameras zoomed in on big block letters.


THESE

DEAD

SHALL

NOT

HAVE

DIED

IN

VAIN



Everyone in Misha’s apartment, including the table’s dealers, stopped playing cards and gawked at the screen.

The ESPN announcer broke his trance and said, “Kids, I’ll save you the Google search. We’re reading Abraham Lincoln’s words from the Gettysburg Address.”

The fans in the stadium, all Matthew 8:22s, looked paralyzed in a mouth-breathing silence. Outside, the coverage showed a sea of protestors losing their minds like the bomb was a game-winning touchdown.

One of the waitresses passing with a tray caught Tom’s eye and pointed to his jacket, where his phone buzzed continuously.

Ten missed calls and a half dozen text messages. His hope that Mara had changed her mind, shared his mania, and was mirroring it back five times over was short-lived. They were all from different Cleara Super PAC staff rolling in excitement at the onslaught of free publicity.

As the cameras zoomed in on Auden scrambling to flee the VIP box, not even long-fantasied schadenfreude could lift Tom’s mood.

Just like after the Liv retreat, what felt clear to Tom when he was in front of Mara rotted into doubt as soon as he wasn’t.







MARA

In front of the stadium’s fire response garage, Mara linked arms with Caroline and another protestor. They were handcuffed to a chain stretching on for at least a hundred people, blocking the entry so fire trucks couldn’t get to the burning bodies.

They had carpooled to a parking lot, then loaded a bus organized by AntiLiv, walked the half mile to the stadium entrance, darted to position themselves in a line, locked themselves into a human chain, then handcuffed their wrists to an actual chain. Stadium security was dumbstruck, none wanting to touch the protestors without a manager’s manager clearing it up the corporate ladder.

As the night wore on, the situation became excessively dull. The smell, hideous.

Annoyed by the monotonous chanting of their fellow protestors, Caroline had long since grown bored dissecting the civilizational collapse signaled by her own temporary belief that a sexual preference for corpses was fine and normal, and Mara had already asked Caroline all the gross questions about Liv users she’d been too afraid to ask Auden—“Oh god, never mind, I don’t want to know.”

So from almost the time they got there, all their brainpower had been focused on Tom.

“Amelia and I are nothing alike,” Mara observed.

“They got divorced. You think he’s like, ‘Oh, I’m into Mara because she reminds me of my ex-wife’?”

“And I stalked his ex-fiancée—she’s basically a model who’s been to every beach in the world. I pushed seeing him again until Tuesday so I have time to get a bikini wax. None of this makes sense, I’m not his type.”

Caroline rolled her eyes. “Is that why he got himself fired for trying to kiss you after the Liv retreat?”

“Nobody knows about that,” Mara hurried to say. “He got fired for hitting Auden. Wait, maybe Tom’s hanging out with me to get back at Auden?”

Caroline shook her head, dismissing the paranoia. “By the way, does Auden know you’re here?”

“No, he’ll think it’s about him and want to talk about it.”

Caroline wiped her running nose on her sleeve. Both their sinuses were clogged with charred particulates of human flesh, fluids, and organs. “This is somewhat about Auden.” Caroline coughed. “With Tom, attraction is weird—he doesn’t need a reason to be into you. You said he was good, right?”

“Shockingly,” Mara admitted.

“Courteous?”

“But not too courteous.”

Caroline nodded. “In the service industry they call that invisibility.”

“It was the right amount of inattention,” Mara said, pondering. “Like he was so distracted by having sex with me, I could just relax and enjoy it because no one was watching. You know when someone is so attentive it’s like a spotlight blasting in your face?” Mara asked, thinking of Auden. “I’m more of a please-just-serve-yourself kind of person. I don’t like to be monitored.”

A soreness lingered. On the subway ride home from Tom’s apartment, she’d felt a fullness and burning, her skin abraded from contact friction. Now, on the pavement with Caroline, Tom’s scratches hurt even more, but Mara wanted them, so they bothered her less than the smoke in her eyes.

“It’s always the quiet ones,” Caroline mused.

“I think he was probably trying to make up for that awkward kiss.”

“Oh, definitely,” Caroline said, nodding. “He needed to reset the bar.”

“He hasn’t texted since yesterday.”

“Well, did you tell him why you couldn’t hang out?”

Mara shook her head. “He’ll think it’s weird.”







TOM

Waking up on Tuesday, the anticipation of seeing Mara was like a fizzing tablet that would take all day to dissolve. Tom didn’t have the patience for his usual morning routine.

He drank his coffee and got through a few articles but couldn’t focus. Even on something as enjoyable as Auden’s self-inflicted catastrophe with the Liv shareholder prospectus. Liv had filed the prospectus with the SEC before the now-infamous Monster Truck AntiLiv Protest on Saturday night, and the agency made it public on Monday morning, as scheduled. The timing was beautiful. The Liv founder wanted the staid financial report to be special, and the world agreed it was something else. Preposterously lacking in self-awareness, the document was instant legend. The press, finally rousing from their stupor, went after it like frenzied orcas. Egyptians disclosed more on flattened papyrus than Liv could manage in 160 pages of typed nonsense, and number two pencils had more proprietary technology than this supposedly $80 billion company.

Today, for once, everyone might get what they deserved. Tom and Mara deserved their perfectly choreographed evening, while somewhere else in the city, Auden deserved his crisis. Liv was also hemorrhaging leaks. The exposure spanned from material business liabilities to the absurd and petty, like a DealBook blog post mocking Liv’s ten-person design committee assigned to the prospectus’s fonts and typesetting, as if the SEC could be hypnotized into confusing good-looking numbers for good-looking numbers.

Tom was giddy enough to talk to himself.

“Oh, Auden, the lies you dream up, I miss them,” he laughed. “And these press leaks… Everyone close enough to know you hates you.”

He jumped out of bed, impatient to start living his happiness. “This is going to be a great day,” he told the empty room.

Following the poker table’s advice, he was disciplined, and didn’t text Mara all weekend. Though he’d made their dinner reservation days ago, he used it as an excuse for checking in yesterday, confirming that yes, like everyone in New York, she liked sushi. Tom’s primary criterion for evaluating a restaurant was noise. It took him years to vet a careful list worthy of a situation like this, but his options were whittled down after some places started to allow corpses. Though young people didn’t wheel bodies out in public—it was considered desperate—older users, an emerging class of midlife earlier adopters, were annoyingly oblivious to the faux pas, and it was no longer uncommon to see them in restaurants. He couldn’t risk being seated near one.

It suited his purpose that the world-renowned Tokyo chef at his first choice was offended not by the presence of The Dead, but by chemical preservation. Each table was set behind shoji screens in a private windowless room, which was way too over-the-top for their first dinner, but now that he’d already gotten laid, it was perfect.

In his mind, their spectacular physical synergy detonated the rock two people needed to chisel through, so it felt obvious they should drop their tools and graduate to the next phase of the deal cycle—that amorphous social extension where partners examine each other before negotiation.

Tom was naturally decisive. He didn’t know why Dr. Thornton was always trying to bring attention to it. In business and life, he developed analyses and plans quickly, but when it came to discussion and communication, he felt like a success in business and a failure in life, so as far as Mara was concerned, he saw no choice but to ignore the golden rule of Dr. Thornton’s romantic advice: “Try not to make plans in your head, just let it unfold as it will.”

He brushed his teeth and went over his plans in the wall-to-floor white marble bathroom. He stood at his usual sink, glancing at the other unused vanity, noticing it for the first time.

Tonight, with Mara, he had only one message to tend. Flash the signal: I’m a serious buyer. Over the next few weeks, the message would evolve: Let’s start going over everything you need to get to “yes,” and I’ll work with that.

Why else would it be called intercourse? Love, sex, and negotiation were games of invention, not winning. Two came naturally. Moving around the walk-in closet as he got dressed for work, Tom felt himself gaining leverage on the third. Nine identical white dress shirts floated on hangers. He took a moment to decide which one to wear.

Dominance was a hard negotiation. Ineptitude parading as alpha. This was the “I won’t sleep with you unless” crowd, always reshuffling themselves in constant determination of who was better looking and made more money. They set up positional bargaining, a transactional dance that went from insistence to light threats. Dates outlined lengthy rule books masked in the language of personal standards and goals. Everything was a demand or concession, with the dominant party usually extracting its desire and both trading partners obfuscating for self-preservation. On important deals, Tom and Lorraine would let Kane come in and puff his chest—“You can have the sleeves on my vest”—but that was more for him than anyone else. Real dealmakers knew that between relative equals, dominance and hard negotiations led to arbitrary, brittle agreements that snapped under evolving circumstances.

Tom wouldn’t dream of trying it on Mara.

It also wouldn’t work. He liked her too much, she had all the power, which was fine, because contests of will weren’t just exhausting, they were a race to the bottom.

He threaded a tie into a double Windsor knot in front of the closet mirror.

Back on Mara, he reminded himself that it was also a losing strategy to just roll over and beg. Yielding negotiations were not the ideal pro-social nirvana that most people believed. Letting his enthusiasm spin off into endless concessions was a dangerous avoidance of potentially fruitful confrontation. Yielding negotiations left both partners with a bland agreement, unsatisfactory for everyone, yet it was surprisingly difficult—if not impossible—for either party to articulate their resentments.

Tom knew asymmetrical partnerships carried huge risks. He’d been on both sides of the nightmare where one person finds themselves caught under the dominance of a partner who cares less. The dominant partner slips into hard negotiation as easily as breathing, leaning on it to resolve everything from what movie gets watched to whether or not to get married. Worse, the “adaptable” spouse thinks they’re making the dominant partner happy, when in reality, the dominant negotiator despises the conceder for conceding. Tom was a concessional partner to Amelia and a dominant partner to Elizabeth. He hated repeating mistakes. Rounding forty, there was no time.

In the lobby, he held the door for a Liv deliveryman attempting to steer a giant cart with three stacked corpse boxes.

As he walked to work, it was like the ground had hardened overnight, and he suddenly understood why everyone who wanted something from another person could get that thing only from a corpse.

They’re illiterate negotiators.

Worse, everyone under thirty CHOOSES to be an illiterate negotiator… on principle.

Somewhere along the way, op-eds, self-help “experts,” and psychologists making their way as influencers came together and rebranded dominant, hard negotiation as a tool of “self-respect.” Dominant negotiators simply had to return enough bodies until they found a corpse that fit their “needs.” Yielding negotiators ran for their lives to the safety of a cadaver.

Liv users are illiterate negotiators. All of them.

Alone in his office, Tom sat behind his desk, rocking in his chair. He ran his hand down his chest all day, petting himself, masking the gesture to look as if he were smoothing out his tie. Everywhere inside him, an intuition sounded—an investment intuition he trusted.

There’s an effortless compatibility here. Under all this, there’s a perfect deal.


Tom

10:02 AM

Hey, what’s going on? Looking forward to tonight. I thought we could have a drink at my place then walk over to the restaurant around 7:00?

Mara

10:15 AM

Sounds great. Should I come by at 6:00?

Tom

10:17 AM

Perfect. I’ll pick up a bottle of wine. See you then.



Obviously, Tom had already bought the wine.
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By 5:45 PM, it was almost time to pour the chilled Grüner Veltliner he was decanting back into the uncorked and perspiring bottle, so Mara wouldn’t see his bald desperation or, worse, mistake it for pretension.

Tom wasn’t particularly excited to drink it but noticed it was what she ordered last time. It also dawned on him that laying off the whiskey on their first date paid dividends as the night went on, so even though he was jumping out of his skin, he resisted walking by the liquor cabinet.

He scanned the living room and dimmed the lights, then put two wineglasses in front of the couch with the better view. He weighed greeting Mara with a hug against actually trying to kiss her. He practiced it in his head: Both-arms-around hug, kiss her cheek? Or like the upper neck area under her ear?

The intercom pinged with a call from the front desk.

It was his doorman, and soon enough, after days and days of waiting and planning and fantasizing, Mara was finally on her way up in the elevator.

A landline he forgot existed rang in the kitchen.

Thinking it might be the front desk again, he ran to grab it, pinning the cordless receiver between his shoulder and ear. Out of habit, he answered like he did at work. “Tom Williamson.” He lifted the decanter and tipped the falling stream back into the wine bottle.

“Hi, my name is Dr. Paul Brant. I’m calling from Dr. Thornton’s office.”

Dr. Thornton didn’t have office staff.

Over his shoulder, Tom heard the sound of Mara’s knuckles tapping at the front door.

It’s just an old man in an office.

On the line, he felt a tense pause. He tried rushing the pour, but the decanter’s neck wouldn’t allow it. The trickle was like a liquid hourglass.

Mara knocked again.

“Can you hold on a second?” he told the phone.

Without waiting for an answer, Tom set the decanter down, used his free hand to unpin the phone from his shoulder, still clutching the wine bottle in the other. Striding over to the door, opening it quickly, gesturing for Mara to please come in, he was robbed entirely of the chance to bask at the sight of her, let alone test his bravery and try kissing the patch of skin between her neck and ear. He braced himself for the cool detachment of her text messages, but in three dimensions, she tossed him a breezy smile and looked excited to be there.

Tom wanted to bury his face in her knit cardigan.

You’re so beautiful.

Holding up the phone, he mouthed an apology, but Mara waved him off, patting his upper arm, a gesture that melted his being. Tom hurried back to the kitchen to finish with the embarrassment of un-decanting the wine and getting this guy off the phone. Mara let herself in the rest of the way, closing the door behind her. She walked through the entry, taking in the dimmed lights and pristine arrangement.

“Sorry—you’re from Dr. Thornton’s office?”

“Mr. Williamson, are you someplace you can talk?”

He looked over at Mara. She slipped off the straps of her backpack, letting it drop by the entry. His brain went blank. Recovering, he caught her eye and pointed to the living room, where the two glasses were set out.

He pinned the phone back on his shoulder just in time to hear: “I’m very sorry to deliver this news over the phone, but Dr. Thornton had a stroke yesterday. He passed away.”

But I have an appointment with him…

Tom’s pulse flew up through his neck. His head felt light. His temples went to ice.

“That’s too bad,” he said slowly.

“Dr. Thornton was eighty-five, but I understand that this is a shock, which is why I wanted to let you know that I will be at your appointment tomorrow and we can discuss the continuity of your treatment.”

Tom’s hand started to shake violently.

When he heard the guy’s plan, he lost his grip on the decanter’s thin neck. He watched it fall over without breaking, then roll off the counter, exploding on the floor. Mara’s head whipped to the kitchen. Glass at his feet, he was covered in wine, the phone still at his ear.

“Is everything okay?” the voice on the line asked. “I understand this is very upsetting.”

Tom shook his head, his thoughts falling backward into incoherence. “Yes, thank you. I’m actually glad you called, because I’m no longer able to make that appointment. Scheduling conflict. A conflict of scheduling.”

In a beat, Mara was next to him, reaching for paper towels. She bent down to help clean up.

“This really isn’t a good time for me, I have”—Tom looked down at Mara, crouching at his feet—“a lot going on… at work.”

“I completely understand if you need to take some time with this,” Dr. Brant answered. “Would you like me to call back in a few days to reschedule?”

His blood pressure felt dangerous. “Very busy at work right now. Extremely busy. Maybe I’ll call you. Same number?”

“Yes, going forward I’ll be checking the messages on Dr. Thornton’s line. Unfortunately, his electronic records are sparse, and the handwritten notes on file are illegible. I saw his last prescription for you was two weeks ago, so I assume you have enough medication for now? I’d like to meet before your next refill.”

The medication.

It was Tom’s lifeline. His oxygen, life raft, emergency brake, and pacemaker.

Eight seconds ago, he had no intention of calling this Dr. Brant back, but in an instant, someone Tom had never met, and hadn’t hired, had absolute leverage over his entire life. “I’d like to meet before your next refill” felt like getting put on parole.

Tom looked down as Mara pulled soaked paper towels across the floor to scoop up his mess.

He was going to have a heart attack. This wasn’t panic; it was death.

“Ah!” Mara gasped, yanking her hand from the swamp of glass and wine like it had bitten her.

She picked a giant triangular shard of glass from her palm. When she pulled it out, a dazzlingly bright red glaze juiced from the base of her thumb.

“Is everything okay?” she asked, still on the floor. Her face was concerned, though not for her bleeding hand.

He hung up on Dr. Brant and looked down at her. “Oh, I’m fine—but you need help—let me.”

He tried to reach over her for more paper towels, but when his arm lifted away, it snapped back on instinct. He grabbed his chest, fist digging into his heart.

Dr. Thornton is dead.

Dying.

No, you’re dying. He’s already dead.

Mara stood up, holding the wet clump of paper towels with both hands, the soaked mass dense with broken glass. She swiveled her head, looking for the trash. Tom darted to open the cabinet where it was hidden.

Her hand was still bleeding. He ripped off a paper towel and gave it to her, then his arms flew apart, pulling more than a yard off the roll.

She looked at him with soft, growing concern.

Give her a task.

Tom pointed behind her to a wine refrigerator. “I’m an idiot, please pick something, anything you want, top”—he grabbed his chest, there was no air, he heaved the words like they were fighting a rubber ball to get out of his throat—“top… top shelf is white wine.”

Mara didn’t move.

Leave the room.

Dr. Thornton says when you have a panic attack at work to just leave the room.

DR. THORNTON IS DEAD AND HE WON’T EVER GIVE YOU ADVICE AGAIN SO YOU BETTER START FOLLOWING IT NOW BEFORE YOU FORGET IT AND THEN ALL OF THAT EFFORT WILL HAVE BEEN A WASTE.

He looked at Mara’s hand, his mind fumbling to make sense of the oddly bright liquid smeared all over her palm.

“You need a Band-Aid,” he announced.

Hearing himself sort of yell it, he made a frantic exit to the bedroom, gripping the yard of paper towels, which looked like a white streamer fanning out behind him. In the bedroom, he fought to get it off like an attacking python. He went straight for the Ativan but found himself staring at nothing.

This was where he kept it. The bottle was gone. His hand groped the empty drawer, hoping a complex anxiety-induced hallucination had merely rendered it invisible. Panic’s rubber ball blocked his airway. He tried opening his jaw to literally swallow more air, but the compression was relentless. He ran to his bathroom, slamming the door behind him.

As he dry-heaved over the toilet, his spit dripped into the bowl.

He collapsed on the floor. For some reason it felt safest to turn onto his stomach, so he pressed his cheek against the cold marble. Dr. Thornton was dead, and he’d taken all the things Tom didn’t want to explain to anyone else with him. He felt a second wave advancing. His pulse flew.

Dr. Thornton is dead.

You’re having a panic attack in front of Mara.

She’s going to ask why.

He peeled his cheek off the marble, rolling onto his side to an open fetal position.

He was supposed to be in the living room right now, examining her face as she drank the wine, to see if she liked it. They were supposed to be heading out the door to a totally unique dinner venue where they could have a quiet, intimate conversation over three–Michelin star sushi, and afterward, they were supposed to come back to this bedroom and have sex all night. Tom was supposed to be confidently flashing the signal: I’m a serious buyer.

Are you crying?

On the floor, looking up at the ceiling, it felt obvious he didn’t have what it would take to bring another person up to speed. Not Mara, not this new psychiatrist Dr. Brant, no one. He couldn’t start at the beginning and explain it all over again. It would kill him.

His medication was gone. Even if he found it, from now on, every pill he took was one step closer to talking with this new “I’d like to meet before your next refill” dominant negotiator.

“Tom?”

No, thank you.

Mara was on the other side of the door. The compression on his trachea re-announced itself, as if he might have forgotten it was there.

“I found a Band-Aid in a kitchen drawer—”

“I think I’m having a migraine,” he said quickly.

Mara pushed open the door and looked down at him. Maybe it was for the best. If she had asked to come inside, in his terror at being seen, Tom would probably have snapped at her, and then it would really be over. To hide the tears, he jammed his eyes shut like the overhead lights were bothering him.

He was totally exposed. She reached over to turn off the light. Tom opened his eyes a little. He wanted to wipe them but resisted.

“Do you get migraines often?”

I’m dying. No, I don’t die often. “I’m sorry, I have to go to the ER. Alone.”

Mara nodded. Less in agreement, more as though she would take it under consideration, among several options. She crouched down, leaning on the doorframe.

Fine. She knows you’re lying.

Begging her in silence felt like praying.

I’m actually trying to help you. You don’t want to be here.

“I don’t think you’re having a migraine,” Mara said quietly. Tom could hear in her voice that she was smiling, gently though, not laughing at him.

“I know it looks like I’m lying.”

“Oh, no, I don’t think you’re lying—but you’re grabbing your chest.”

He was clamping his hand down over his heart.

“Do you want me to get the Ativan by the bed?” Mara asked.

Tom, you moron, you left it out where she could see it.

“Oh, no… it was in a drawer,” she added quickly. It was a confession to both reading his thoughts and going through his stuff. “I sort of looked around a little after you went to work the other day. Sorry, it’s something I do without thinking. I saw the meds in your drawer.”

Tom didn’t have the bandwidth to care. He had such bigger problems.

“It’s not there—I must have left it at the office,” he said, coughing.

Gone. It’s gone forever, and this new Dr. Brant probably won’t give you more.

“Auden’s dad—John—he had panic attacks.”

Tom knew he was in bad shape when he didn’t have the energy for hating Auden.

“We called 911 the first time,” Mara laughed. “Then we realized they just passed.”

Tom closed his eyes. “Yeah, I called 911 the first time too.”

“Is there anything I can get you?”

He was grateful she let the migraine pretense fall away. “You know what would be really helpful? In the living room, there are these shiny white doors in the wall—it’s a bar. Can you pour me a finger, maybe two fingers—just pour what looks like a normal-looking glass of whiskey? It’s all whiskey in there, anything in that cabinet will work.”

The anxious mass blocking his windpipe felt a little more fluid. Tom rolled over to face up, pointing up in the direction of the kitchen. “And in that wine refrigerator, please, for you, open the other bottle I picked up, with the light blue label. The guy at the store said it was really, really good… for people who like white wine. I hate white wine.”

Tom tried getting up, but Mara jumped to stop him. “No, definitely stay there. I’ll be right back.”

He heard Mara moving around in the kitchen, cabinets opening and closing.

The freezer opened, followed by the sound of scooping ice.

Don’t put ice in it! The whiskey stones… second shelf.

Shut up, you monster, she’s bringing you a drink on the floor of your bathroom, because you’re a weak and pathetic imposter.

The thought reminded Tom to pretend to be normal.

He used everything he had to sit up, leaning his back on the bathroom’s cold marble wall.

An old skiing injury fought him with stiffness, a tactile reminder that nothing, least of all a body, could ever heal. He bent and extended his knee a few times, pulled it against his chest, which remained horrifically pressurized.

Sitting up felt less humiliating than lying supine, but at this point everything was relative. The ankles of his pants were covered in wine, which looked like urine.

Mara’s feet stomped from the kitchen to the bedroom. Tom hoped it was a confident heel strike, not disdained annoyance.

At the door again, she switched on the bathroom light, lowering the dimmer so it wasn’t blinding. Tom’s first thought was that she looked beautiful, except with the light on, he saw her holding two glasses of water.

“One has ice, the other is room temp,” she said.

He stared at her.

She came farther into the bathroom, holding out the glasses until he took one.

On the hunch she might drink whichever one he didn’t, Tom reached for the room-temperature glass. Ice water was more palatable, and he didn’t have very many ways to make this less miserable for her.

“Alcohol isn’t great for panic,” she said.

Obviously, you’ve never felt panic.

She lowered herself to the floor and leaned back against the platform bathtub.

She’s going to ask you if you’ve ever considered going to therapy.

Mara tossed her thumb over her shoulder, pointing to the tub as if Tom had asked her a question. “Yeah, on Friday, after you left, I also took a bath before leaving.”

“If I’d known that, I would have come back after my call.”

Mara smiled, looking down at the Band-Aid on her hand. “I’m sorry about going through your drawers.”

Tom couldn’t help laughing at how obviously not sorry she was. The involuntary muscle movement in his chest acted like a defibrillation.

Her shamelessness was attractive.

Picking up on his amusement, Mara widened her smile. “It’s a habit. From when I cleaned hotel rooms. I never even found anything that creepy, it was usually just regular luggage—until Liv happened.”

Tom saw her notice that he found this funny, and then watched her keep going, for his sake. Her effort made him try to ignore himself and be a good audience.

“Yeah, having corpses around ruined it,” Mara laughed. “I went into this room I thought was empty—well, it was empty—I picked everything off the floor, made the bed, and I was kind of looking through this old lady’s stuff and went to clean the bathroom. There was this perfume on the sink and I picked it up.”

Her cheeks flushed red. One corner of her mouth lifted more actively than the other, as if the two corners were in disagreement.

“I wanted to try the perfume,” she admitted. She fought to hide a wild and private amusement, but the left side of her smile mutinied and ran away with it. “I sprayed it on my wrists, but then I looked up in the mirror and there was a woman in the bathtub. I dropped the perfume, it smashed everywhere. And obviously… the woman was dead. She was an older lady and the luggage was old lady luggage, so I thought, ‘Oh my god, she died here.’” Mara pointed to Tom, motioning to his collapsed state as an illustration of her point. “And you know, bathrooms are where people go to die.”

“It’s true, I did come in here to die,” Tom said.

“Right? People die in bathrooms all the time, so I ran to the front desk, but they were like, ‘Have you been under a rock? Haven’t you seen all these corpses around? It’s this app called Liv.’ At that point, I had never heard of it.”

“You didn’t know it was Auden?”

She shook her head with a sad smile. “No, he tried showing me once—I just didn’t understand.” Mara rolled her eyes, first at Auden, then at Liv, and last at the daytime manager of whatever hotel she cleaned. “And of course they yelled at me for breaking the perfume bottle.”

She seemed to kick off the reproach.

Like a second defibrillation, it triggered the craving he had been living on for days. Other, better anxiety washed in, and being on the floor started to feel more like intermission than paralysis.

Tom opened his hand to her. “It was probably better to get in trouble for breaking the perfume instead of just using it.”

“You’re right,” Mara said. “I definitely would have been in bigger trouble for using it.”

“Maybe the corpse scared you into dropping it. She didn’t want you to get caught. Smashing it on the floor covered up the smell of trying it on.” Tom couldn’t believe what he was saying, his brain entering the conversation without asking him first.

“Like a dead fairy godmother,” Mara added, eyes wide.

She drank the ice water, and they sat for a moment in comfortable silence. Tom followed her eyes around the slabs of marble.

“Wait!” she laughed. “Oh my god, hold on.” She sprang up off the floor and ran to the bedroom, returning a moment later holding his meds. “I’m so sorry. After I snooped, I put it back in the wrong drawer!”

“Mara,” Tom said at last. “You’re very calming to be around, which is weird, because nothing you say is calming.”







MARA

Forty minutes after their missed dinner reservation, Tom surprised Mara by leaning over and kissing her neck on the bathroom floor.

Now, they were both naked, Tom sitting on the ledge of the massive platform bathtub, a space wide enough to be a bench, Mara on his lap facing him, her legs open and wrapped around him, his hand no longer clutching his heart in terror, but between her legs, trying to both decrypt and memorize every keystroke, his other arm a lever against her back helping to lift her up, gripping her hair at the scalp, his erection thanking them both for not touching the Ativan.

Tom was silent with action, Mara was silent by instinct, and without the uselessness of talking, they handed the purpose of all this effort between them, starting first with Mara, her contractions giving Tom permission to go ahead with his own.

They sat for a while, pulled together in quiet.

This was what she’d signed up for.

The breakup with Auden. Getting her own apartment. The exhilaration of living without discussing the past. It had all been so that she could use her body like this—a thing that wouldn’t break.

I love it.

She loved that Tom didn’t think she was a victim.

It was going to stay that way, or else he might treat her like Auden did, always stopping to “check in.” Auden was obsessively communicative during sex.

“Do you want—”

“Can I—”

“Does that feel good—”

“Are you sure you’re comfortable with—”

“Is it okay if I—”

It wasn’t just having to listen to him narrate the action of his hand moving over her; it was the expectation that she respond. He needed to be sure, never all the way trusting her answers.

Tom used her body like his life depended on it. She was a surface on which he could act on impulse, a place he could go to manage his vulnerabilities.

She loved it.

Watching Tom use her body to satisfy his was like teaching her how to use a tool whose purpose she never understood, something she couldn’t figure out on her own.

Mara’s head was on his shoulder, rising and falling, as he gasped for the second time that night.

He tipped her back, holding her so they were face-to-face.

“I’m not dating other people,” he said, still catching his breath.







TOM

Tom was late for work, waiting for the doorman to reappear. Manny, the building manager, noticed him and came to help. Tom handed him a white envelope.

Pen in hand, Manny waited.

“Keys for Mara Reed—39C’s girlfriend,” Tom said.


KEYS FOR MARA REED 39C



Tom hovered. “Can you spell out that last part?”

Flashing a discreet smile, Manny tried to hand him the pen. “Do you want to write it?”

He pulled away. “No—she knows my handwriting.”

When Mara let herself in with the key from the labeled envelope, Tom thought it meant he had a girlfriend, though no one at the poker table agreed.

“I know she saw the envelope—it was on the table by the door. She’s over all the time, we text every day. I told her I’m not seeing anyone. We don’t need to discuss it.”

“Huge mistake,” Philip sighed. “It’s like consent. Absence of a no isn’t a yes. Plus, you could have totally separate ideas of what ‘girlfriend’ even means. Dudes in France call people girlfriend just for texting back. And with corpses, there’s zero moral obligation to report it to a living partner—no STD risk.”

A few of the players looked up.

Tom threw his cards down. “So none of these words mean anything.”

Dev shook his head. “The opposite. If you don’t say the exact phrase ‘sexually exclusive of dead and living partners,’ and if you don’t both agree to delete all dating apps—including, but not limited to, the app you met on—then it’s fair game for her to keep seeing other people.”

An involuntary image, sourced from a dark crevice of his nightmares, featured Auden and Mara, sitting cross-legged with a dead woman between them, taking turns stroking the corpse’s hair, smiling at each other—not kissing or caressing—simply marveling at their openness. In this imaginary hell, when Mara’s phone buzzed with a text from Tom, she glanced at her screen without replying, then went back to experiencing Auden in a way that was too unique to be labeled. The Dead felt like an act, not an object, a sexual gesture she wanted but was too ashamed to ask for because she knew Tom would hate it. What Mara didn’t know was that for her, he was willing to not hate anything.
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“Hi, Tom, it’s Dr. Brant, hope you’re doing well. Just checking in to see if you’d like to schedule an appointment or if I can arrange to have Dr. Thornton’s files sent to another psychiatrist—”

Tom deleted the voicemail.

Mara was laid out on his bed, scrolling a Liv-related think piece. “‘It’s like a zombie apocalypse gone wrong,’” she read aloud. “‘Instead of being chased and eaten by The Dead, the living drag The Dead around and make them date us.’”

He pretended to find this funny but didn’t look up.

A few minutes later: “You know, if it wasn’t for Liv, I wouldn’t be here. I didn’t want to go to Costa Rica. If Auden hadn’t forced me, then we wouldn’t have met. It’s almost like he set us up.”

“We would have met on the app,” Tom corrected. “I would have messaged you. Absolutely.”

“On that app, I had to message you.” She shook her head, the gesture both dismissive and uncertain. “If you hadn’t tried to kiss me after the retreat, I probably would have thought, ‘That guy won’t be into me.’”

“Why?”

“My profile wasn’t that interesting.” She shrugged. “The pictures weren’t very good, and it’s not like I have a cool job.”

Tom wanted to argue with her but knew what she meant. Nothing about Mara came through in pictures. If given a millisecond to decide, he might have swiped left and never thought about it again.

Narrowly focused on how obviously wrong she was to doubt his attraction on a technicality, Tom didn’t give an emphatic enough reply, mostly because he disliked rehashing the mortification of their early acquaintance.

It wasn’t until later he realized this was a mistake.

In bed, he tossed for a few minutes, then spoke into the darkness as if interrupting her. “You know I was obsessed with you at that dinner?”

“What dinner?”

“The first night in Costa Rica.”

“You totally ignored me.”

“You were there with Auden. It made me uncomfortable.”

She hesitated but then didn’t reply.

“Look,” Tom said slowly, hoping she would interrupt him with some kind of reassurance.

She didn’t.

“I know it’s soon for us to do this, but I’m not young—”

“You’re forty,” said Mara.

“Exactly.”

She was quiet.

“I was thinking. You should just live here. You could save on rent, and scheduling-wise, it would make things easier. On everyone.”

Me, in particular.

She sidled up against him, her cheek on his chest. He couldn’t see her face. “My lease ends in a few months.”

Why does that not feel like an answer or even an opinion?

Weeks passed.

Every day, he read about Liv’s falling prospects, mismanagement, and inflated valuation, though none of it brought any pleasure.

Tom should have been happy: The world was finally turning on Auden. The monster truck debacle had soured the founder’s glow, and though demand for corpses remained strong, it was beginning to feel finite. The success of Cleara’s political opposition was only one of several cracking angles. In markets and society, a sense of decline was capable of destroying something long before a material decrease in popularity.

But the closet space he’d offered Mara was still empty.

He took comfort in the mess she’d made of his apartment. Her clothes were scattered about the room and her backpack was always on the couch, papers falling out its mouth, laptop nearby, perpetually open to an uneasy 110-degree angle. The kitchen showed signs of heavy use, with scattered salt, bits of wax paper pulled off butter sticks, and thumbprints all over the cabinets. Tom did enjoy flipping through the software textbooks she left on the only area of the counter that wasn’t occupied by her tile mock-ups. Most of the clutter felt abandoned, like the forgotten bucket of house paint in the back hallway, leftover from a job she’d finished weeks ago. She brought a hail of disorder, but as Dr. Thornton had predicted, Tom yearned for the nuisance to be permanent.

His suggestion they live together didn’t result in any more discussion, and now he was beginning to doubt if their relationship status was a colossal assumption. He ignored the poker table’s advice to explicitly confirm it, because they didn’t know what Tom could only sense, that Mara was private about what she wanted out of life, and she didn’t freely offer what she wanted from men.

The poker table was too inside their own lives to be helpful.

“If you’re moving when your lease is up, it can take a month to find a new place, so in theory she should start planning two months before, right?”

Dev shrugged, Philip complained about the contractor working on his kitchen renovation, and Marc asked if any of them had heard of croup, a respiratory disease that was making his daughter bark like a seal.

When he got home that night, Mara yelled from the kitchen. “Hope it’s okay, your doorman gave me that envelope, said it was dropped off by messenger.”

A massive cream envelope sat on his junk mail like an opulent summons.

Tom put his keys down and opened it. Three kinds of silver ink were embossed on a fold-open triptych invitation. The famous Barbara Kane was turning seventy-five, and the larger-than-life Robert Kane was throwing her a Gatsby-grade birthday party at the American Museum of Natural History.

Tom should have been happy his mentor had thought to include him, but miserably, his first thought was that Auden would be there. His second thought was of the Pomeranian from all those months ago, racing past him to bury its face in the occupied glue trap.

Mara was trying to cook ramen from scratch. He took a seat at the kitchen counter. “Are you and Auden still in touch?”

Her back was to him at the stove. “Yeah,” she said, with some pause. “Why?”

A cold knot in his stomach slithered awake. “He’s been in the news more than usual. These investigations are ramping up.”

She turned around. “Yeah, I’ve seen those articles,” she sighed.

There was a look of concern—not for The Dead in a permanent state of humiliation, or the generation of youth affected by it, or even the Liv users alleging that corpse addiction had ruined their lives, but for Auden.

“Does he know about us?”

“It feels weird telling him over text,” she said carefully. “We don’t talk about people we’re dating.”

“In that scenario, I’m… a person you’re dating.”

“Auden just wants to see if I’m doing okay.”

He’s not checking in to see if you’re okay. Pretending to focus on the invitation in his hands, Tom berated himself for underestimating Auden’s slipperiness.

Not knowing if he was the Pomeranian, the mouse, or the glue trap, he decided the toxic ex-boyfriend, manipulative stepsibling, and controversial billionaire could no longer be ignored. Between the three of them, Tom was the latecomer, but he could close the gap if they just got this first encounter out of the way. He was unlikely to get another chance with so many advantages. His fund’s returns were soaring, and Cleara Super PAC was fast becoming a powerhouse in national politics.

Tom knew anything he said would come off as jealous, creating the tension Auden was obviously interested in when he “checked in” on her life, so instead, he went over to the stove and peered at the ramen. Translucent noodles floated around the pot like dead invertebrates in a salt brine.

“Where’d you get the recipe?”

“The Internet,” Mara answered, like it was a friend she trusted.

He handed her the invitation.

“Fancy. Who’s Barbara?”

“My old boss, Bob Kane, the founder of Kane Capital. He’s the guy—”

“I know who Robert Kane is,” she said without looking at him. It was excruciating neutrality. On the topic of Auden, she summoned frozen dignity on a dime.

“Barbara is his wife. I always liked her—it could be fun. Just wanted to ask if you thought it was a good idea before RSVP’ing.”

“Because he fired you?”

“What? No! I basically quit, and Bob and I respect each other. Auden is the pariah. I wanted to ask because he’ll be there.”

“Auden hates Kane. He’s not going.”

Her use of present tense did not go unnoticed.

“Liv is burning to the ground.” Tom smiled. “Kane needs to put in at least two billion in cash or they’re bankrupt in weeks, but the investors won’t stomach it with Auden in charge.”

In a usual scenario, investors would replace the founder with a more experienced CEO, but of all of Auden’s accomplishments, his contract was the crown jewel: a self-referential termination clause stipulating that only the CEO of Liv could fire the CEO of Liv. In a way, it served Cleara for Auden to stay on; he was an irreplaceably perfect conduit for their relentless attacks. And that the users adored him made them less appealing, fanatics and idol sinking together.

Mara set the invitation down like the grenade that it was. “It’s not a big deal for me to see him, but I’m fine with not going if you think it would cause problems for us to be there together.”

“Obviously I want you to come—with me.”







MARA

Mara never had the discipline for self-respect.

Of course she cared what Auden thought. She wanted to look perfect at the party, to prove she deserved to be there with Tom, the hope being that Auden’s acknowledgment might let her believe it too.

In her underwear with a bare chest, she stood in front of Tom’s closet mirror, looking over her shoulder.

The birthmark. Glued there her whole life, the port-wine stain was suddenly present in a way like never before.

“What are you doing?” Tom asked from the bedroom.

She pulled at her skin. “I want to get rid of it.”

“Rid of what?”

“This mark.”

“Your birthmark?”

She pulled on a shirt and got in bed. “I wish it wasn’t there.”

“Why?”

She offered an adjacent fact to stand in for the truth: “I bought this dress for the party but didn’t realize how much of my birthmark it shows. Now I have to return it.”

“Why do you have to return it?”

Lying on her side, facing the window, she didn’t answer. Tom came behind her, gently lifting away her shirt. “I think it’s sexy,” he said, spreading his fingers along her rib cage. “If you like the dress, don’t return it—you’ll look great.”

Mara knew he would say that, because he didn’t know anything about it. She readied herself for a knee-jerk encouragement to accept her body as it was.

He exhaled. “If you really hate it, you can go talk to this cosmetic dermatologist I know. The guy owes me a bunch of money.”

Mara looked back at him.

“We play cards together—my friend Zoey collects from him in trade.” Tom waved an open palm in front of his face as if it were some organ he didn’t understand. “With lasers and Botox, all that stuff.” He leaned in to look at her birthmark again. “I think it’s beautiful, but if you want it gone, I’ll call him.”







AUDEN

Auden looked across the museum lobby and saw Mara.

What is she doing here?

Next to him, his date, Lily Dryer, was glued to her phone. Lily was a model, stunning and a foot taller than Mara. Her first movie—a teen slasher—was playing in theaters.

It had to be a mistake. One of Barbara Kane’s assistants, some event planner managing a guest list of hundreds, must have thought he was still dating her.

Where would they have gotten her address?

A flow of party guests moved around Mara to the coat check, blind to her existence, like streaming past an invisible boulder. Only Auden noticed her tiny, boyish frame, alone. A sterile flower on display.

Event planners with headsets and iPads directed everyone through a security queue, checking guest names.

Did she just hear about this and show up?

It was heartbreaking. He didn’t know what to do.

People took furtive glances at Lily, but the model judiciously avoided eye contact.

“Why are we standing here?” she asked without looking at Auden. Lily faced the coat check, as if trying to understand its purpose.

Auden had no intention of walking in Mara’s direction. He looked around for a party planner with enough seniority to know that he and Lily shouldn’t have to get in a line with the other guests anyway.

He didn’t even want to be there. Lorraine had orchestrated a deal to save Liv and thought Kane would accept it. The wannabe cowboy was his last chance. Tonight, of all nights, he didn’t have time to take care of Mara.

Why is she here?

Anticipating the embarrassment she would feel seeing him with Lily, Auden didn’t want to flaunt the disparity of their circumstances. The aesthetics of the run-in felt gruesomely unfair to someone he still very much cared about. Yet as he watched Mara standing alone, his feelings started to make less and less sense.

Why is she dressed like that?

In the entire time he’d known her, over many humid summers with record-breaking heat, not once had Auden ever seen her wear a dress that showed her birthmark, but here she was—in the dead of winter—wearing a light gray slip dress with a low back and tiny cords for straps.

She must have asked someone to do her makeup.

In the next moment, he saw a man in a tuxedo come back from the coat check, take Mara’s hand, and walk toward the party. They were whispering to each other.

TOM WILLIAMSON?







MARA

Mara wasn’t sure what to expect.

Not this.

She figured a seventy-five-year-old’s black-tie birthday would have a gala-like atmosphere, but the room mixed elements of a Manhattan New Year’s Eve, an Oscars after-party, and an art-world blowout.

Kane hired a Tony-winning Broadway set designer to stage Barbara’s giddy vision in the new canyon-inspired insect wing of the American Museum of Natural History. The official theme was “Living in the Year 3000,” but everyone interpreted the dress code as “Drop Acid Formal.” The crowd looked like an open call for the Met Gala.

Tom saw Mara try to make sense of it. “Barbara Kane is like AA royalty in New York. What do you call it, she’s mentored—”

“Sponsored?”

“Yeah, she’s sponsored tons of people over the years, they get sober, then they sponsor people, who go sponsor people, and everyone calls her the grand-sponsor or the great-grand-sponsor. She’s famous.”

They walked past a sign at the entrance:


NO CORPSES, AT THE REQUEST OF THE BIRTHDAY GAL



The energy was frenzied, a keyed-up mania, high on intensity, but apparently not drugs.

“All these people are sober?”

“Half of them. The other half are Bob’s people.”

An elaborate bar was tucked in a butterfly display, the spotlights on rows of distinctive spirit bottles like they were the museum’s artifacts.

“Nice.” Tom grinned. “Bob collects rare whiskeys and scotches, buys them at auction all over the world.”

“Kane collects liquor, but his wife is sober?”

“They have pretty independent personalities. You have to try one. They’re really expensive—as in money can’t buy. He’s got some of the rarest in the world.”

He stepped away to get them drinks. Mara didn’t like whiskey but figured whatever was served at this party must be better than anything she’d tried and hated.

As she looked up at the hive-like atrium, the party felt like a Precambrian rave at the base of a wasp’s nest. Tart orange smoke wafted through a forest of neon resin trees. She marveled at the number of professionals who must have been involved in the immersive design.

Tom returned, handing her a glass of whiskey.

“It’s a light one.”

Mara took a sip, pulled the burning coarseness from her lips.

“Worth a try,” he laughed, taking it from her. “Here, I’ll drink it.”

She picked up a glass of champagne from a passing waiter.

A stage to their left was designed as the navigation deck on Barbara’s imagined spaceship, the USS Pistol. The faithful detail would have passed muster on the set of a sci-fi movie. On it, a group of costumed young women bounced around in a dizzying acrobatic routine.

“This party must have cost like a million dollars.”

“Waaaay more.” Tom took a big sip of her whiskey. “Mega-rich, no kids, they can’t take it to the grave. It’s hysterical. They’re hysterical.”

She watched him take it all in with a private smile, none of his usual aloof reserve. Tonight, for some reason, he gave himself permission to be in awe.

Grinning ear to ear, Tom pointed to the dancers onstage. “Kane emailed me this morning to make sure we were coming. He flew in Auburn’s cheerleading squad on a private jet, put them up at the Plaza for the week. Barbara cheered for them in the sixties.”

Mara looked up at the cheerleaders bouncing around in custom neon-pink and metallic-chrome jumpers, having the time of their lives. Their sneakers were acid green, and most strikingly, face paint made it look like alien joint-legged arachnids had flattened themselves across the girls’ faces.

Tom leaned into Mara. Hooking his arm around her waist, he touched his lips to her ear as he whispered, “Across all species, you’re the most beautiful thing in the building.”

All at once, she was having fun.

She liked Tom’s open adoration of Kane and his wife. The party was Kane’s altar to his bride of fifty years, a celebration of her choice to live with him through five decades of marriage, a partnership held together without the glue of children or, on Barbara’s part, fermented anesthetic.

All of it made the idea of getting old feel exciting. Tom squeezed her hand. When Mara turned herself to hug him, one of the party’s photographers snapped a shot and she felt like a movie star.

Lorraine appeared out of the orange mist. She was dressed in a navy gown, and her neck sprouted with a twisting vine of diamonds. She went straight at Tom, smiling, embracing him with a friendly hug. She threw Mara a dismissive glance. “Hello… to you again.”

Tom either didn’t notice or chose to ignore it. In the next moment, the conversation took off without her, just like that night at the Liv retreat. Tom and Lorraine spun in a private banter, talking across Mara as if she were invisible, except this time it felt worse, because Tom was supposed to be her boyfriend.

To save face, she tried to make a purpose for herself by looking out at the party.

Tom held back laughter as he attempted to get through a story Mara couldn’t follow, speaking with his hands, miming enthusiastically, whiskey glass flying around as he made his point. Lorraine hung on every word with a half-open smile.

Before Mara could figure out why two people who hated each other looked like best friends, someone tapped her shoulder.

It was Auden.

He kept back, like he needed permission to come any closer. The corners of his mouth lifted to an embarrassed smile, a humility she had never seen before.

He looked tired with deep creases in his eyes, a washed flatness that made his skin papery.

Tom glanced sideways at them but kept in conversation with Lorraine.

Before Mara could apologize for not warning him she would be there—or that she was dating his nemesis—Auden cut her off: “I was so excited when I heard you were coming.”

This confused her.

Auden leaned in, raising his voice over the music. “I almost didn’t recognize you.”

She could have been offended but knew what he meant. Between the effort to find the dress and the endless online makeup tutorials, all her work yielded what felt like a discovery. Tonight, Mara was a surprise, even to herself.

Now that Auden was talking to her, Lorraine deigned Mara’s existence worth acknowledgment, facing her with a big smile. Tom went from pretending he didn’t see Auden to feigning indifference. They shook hands like partisan colleagues.

Auden hurried to introduce a woman standing nearby, glued to her phone. When she looked up, Mara recognized her instantly. She didn’t smile in her perfume ads, but in person, her face was much softer.

“And Mara is my stepsister,” Auden added.

Lily seemed surprised by Mara’s existence but then opened herself more warmly, as if the conversation was safe now.

An elegant woman with silver-platinum hair came up behind Tom, squeezing her hands around his shoulders.

Lorraine beamed. Even Auden flashed a high-wattage smile.

This must be the famous Barbara Kane.

She held Tom’s forearms in a graceful claw. Her hair was sculpted vertically and shaved up the sides into a compact mohawk, while the tulle in her gown looked radioactive, covered in orange sequins like an iridescent oil slick. Mara knew Robert Kane had a famed career in finance, but to her, being married to this woman was the most interesting thing about him.

Clutching Tom in a grandmotherly flirtation, Barbara smiled to the rest of the group in what seemed like obligatory politeness, then locked in on her with zealous curiosity.

“Tom!” Barbara laughed when he missed the cue. “Who’s your friend?”

“Sorry, Barbara, this is Mara—my girlfriend.”







TOM

Tom softened under the vibration of two rare whiskeys.

His eyes were on Mara.

There was a severeness to the way she put herself together that Tom didn’t know what to do with until it was all in front of him.

A week ago, he’d panicked when she took out dark purple lipstick, announcing she’d bought it for the party. He thought anything labeled “Black Plum” would make her—or any woman—look like a gothic reptile, but said nothing. On Mara’s lips now, it caused a distinctive effect on the silvery dress, more so because of how little he understood it. Standing in the crowd, she appeared casually naked in the slip dress, hips pressed into the metallic satin like contoured landmasses, the sideways draping moving up her body. Half her hair was pulled in a tight knot on the crown of her head, the rest cut bluntly midway down her neck, trimmed with his electric razor hours ago—hair still piled in the drain of his bathroom sink.

Lorraine approached with a look of war-ravaged exasperation, pulling his attention off Mara. They knew each other too well for handshakes. She leaned over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. It felt like opposing generals on a cigarette break.

“Are we having fun yet?” she said dryly.

Liv was in the throes of cascading failures, waist-deep in civil and criminal liability. Her fingerprints were all over it. If he’d been in her situation, Tom would have been sprawled out in his office, vomiting antianxiety medication in the trash can under his desk. In a crisis, Lorraine was always the one to drop by making jokes about whether or not the door to the roof was locked.

Tom patted her on the upper back. The comfort looked so badly needed he wondered if she might cry. “How are you holding up?”

Auden would at least become a cultural curiosity, but Lorraine’s visible leadership with Liv’s business strategy made her untouchable. In a classic paradigm, Lorraine was now on the hook for Auden’s advocacy to “reframe” youth “interest” in suicide, the story rapidly sliding off him and onto everyone who should have known better. After a decade of holding court at business conferences and accepting women’s empowerment awards, she was an overnight pariah. They were even scrubbing her name from a business program she funded at her Ivy League alma mater. Everyone was parting ways with Auden White’s chief enabler.

“I’m holding.” She exhaled. “Didn’t realize how much I needed your help with the infants until you were gone. You?”

“I haven’t drank this well since Kane fired me.”

Her face broke into a smile, pulling the tension loose.

Lorraine was a rational animal. Tom imagined her combing her executive indemnification, wondering when to hire a criminal attorney.

Kane had put them both in tough spots over the years, but nothing like this.

Auden crept into view.

He stayed close to Lorraine like a disturbed child who both needed and despised its mother. The entrepreneur wore a black velvet jacket with a skinny black tie.

Mr. Unique.

This was the first time they’d met face-to-face since Tom yanked him out of a chair and bloodied his nose. Tom shook his hand to get it over with. Auden gave a closed-lip acknowledgment, absent the usual smugness.

The interaction was supremely anticlimactic.

If it was unsatisfying, Tom only had himself to blame. Between running Cleara and Mara’s enmeshed allegiance, Tom thought more about Auden than he cared to admit, but in front of him now—tired and fading—he saw that he had lost sight of his tormentor’s human size. There was nothing special about Auden White. That was the point.

Being at the party with Mara settled him. There was no unresolved tension, not even for his most prized resentment—a fixation that he now realized bordered on embarrassing obsession.

With a little remove, he observed Auden like a specimen. His demeanor summoned dozens of hedge fund managers, VCs, and entrepreneurs, men whom Tom had met over the years—almost always men—who made reality so slippery it was hard to know where the ordinary lies stopped and the illegal ones started. These men are impervious to good advice or turnaround strategies and the perpetual debate is whether they know they are lying.

Tom watched Mara and Auden converse with an alienated recognition. There was a subsurface energy in her posture, relaxed but straightened to full height. She stood without shifting her weight. This fear Tom had nurtured—that these two fit together more naturally than he and Mara—was at last vanquished.

Auden dipped his head low to find her eyes, groping for an entrance, but her jaw was level and forward. The mismatch was dazzling, Auden a blaze of awkwardness.

Properly drunk, Tom thought a few hours ahead to after the party, when they’d get back to the apartment—if they moved her textbooks and clutter, he could try laying her back on the kitchen counter, lifting her dress with the lights on, in view of the window.

A squeeze from behind.

It was Barbara Kane, dressed, as usual, like a maniac with an unlimited shopping budget.

When Tom introduced Mara as his girlfriend, Auden winced like it was an epithet. The plain normalness of the label must have offended him, but the entrepreneur was so desperate to know how Tom and Mara had met—or rather, arrived there together—that when Barbara asked, Auden went to the trouble of pretending not to care, sipping his drink and looking out at the party, but moving close enough to catch every word.

“We matched on one of those dating apps.” Mara shrugged, not realizing why anyone who knew Tom found that so improbable. Auden hung on every word.

Barbara chuckled. “It’s how all the kids are coming together these days.”

Auden fidgeted with his skinny black tie, probably tempted to correct her that very few people met on dating apps anymore.

“Well, we actually met on the Liv retreat, of all places,” Tom smiled. “Mara was Auden’s guest, then later we reconnected on the dating app.”

“Is that so?” Barbara grinned. “You’re telling me it was worth it for my fool of a husband to raise The Dead?”

Lorraine, a champion people pleaser, laughed as if the joke wasn’t about her own trashed career.

Tom took the chance to lower his voice to Auden. “But really, thank you for introducing us. If this keeps working out, I guess you might even be my brother-in-law? We’ll come up with a new term for ‘ex-boyfriend stepsibling.’”

Auden was speechless as Tom’s overt satisfaction veered offensive. No one else heard. For once in his life, he got away with something. He hurried to face Mara and Barbara. “For all my kicking and screaming, I’m really glad Kane Capital got involved with Liv.”

“Involved!” Barbara put her hand on Tom’s shoulder, cackling like it was the funniest thing she’d ever heard. “Is a parasite involved with their host?” She looked at Auden with bald disgust. “On the subject, my husband is waiting for you over there.”

Without another word, Lorraine went to meet with Kane, Auden reluctantly joining her.







MARA

Mara’s phone buzzed like a thrashing animal. She opened her purse, looking at the screen without taking it out.

Three missed calls and a string of rapid-fire text messages.


Auden

8:50 PM

Can we talk in private? I’m in the hallway

Auden

8:52 PM

back behind the stupid fucking spaceship stage

Auden

8:52 PM

please this is an emergency

Auden

8:52 PM

????

Auden

8:53 PM

Can you please just tell me if you’re not going to respond?



She looked up. Caught.

No one noticed.

She regretted opening the texts, then anticipated the regret of responding to them. Then the problem of not responding to them.

Tell Tom the truth. “Going to go catch up with Auden, be right back.”

“I’m running to the bathroom,” Mara lied.

When Tom nodded without a thought, her self-hatred turned on like a light.

Lily looked her in the eye with a laser focus, pointing to where Auden had texted for her to meet him.

“The ladies’ room is that way—but you can’t smoke in there.”

Tom turned to Auden’s internationally famous date. “So, Lily, what do you do?”







TOM

“Tom?”

He swiveled his head. It was Amelia.

They hadn’t spoken since their fight at the Liv offices. When he leaned in for what he thought would be a friendly hug, Amelia clung to him.

“So good to see you,” she whispered.

As she drew back, Nikola, who was standing behind her, reached his arm around and shook Tom’s hand. Auden’s date stared at Tom as if waiting on him to introduce her, but despite having just said it, for his life, he couldn’t remember her name.

“This is, um…”

Nikola flashed a covert grin of approval. Tom squirmed under the assumption, casting his eyes around for Mara. “This is… Auden’s date,” he said quickly.

Nikola leaned in and smiled, offering his hand to Untitled Plus-One. “Lily, right?”

Tom’s eyes took a second loop over his ex-wife and her new husband, the only man he respected less than Auden. With Amelia’s black gown disappearing into Nikola’s tuxedo, it wasn’t until she cradled her stomach that Tom understood what he was seeing.

Whole sections of his brain went into emergency shutdown.

Amelia saw it happen. She moved to speak, but Tom turned away, his eyes frantically searching for Mara.

Nothing.

Amelia took charge and introduced herself to the woman Auden seemed to have abandoned. “I’m due in a few weeks,” she said to Lily.

Lily didn’t react, which was fine because the information was for Tom.

“This is probably our last outing, and I have to say, it’s worth it—”

“Congratulations. That’s really great news.” He meant it, though his pulse was flying. Whiskey and terror sloshed against the walls of his stomach, but it wasn’t obvious whether the fear was of Amelia’s pregnancy or was the more ordinary social anxiety of having to face it alone.

Mara had vanished.

Triaging his sanity, he ignored Nikola and Lily.

“How are you feeling?” he asked Amelia.

“I feel good,” she breathed slowly. “My blood pressure has been a bit wonky, probably my anxiety—I’m so excited—but they scheduled the C-section, so that takes a lot of the… I don’t want to say I’m dreading, we couldn’t be happier, but—”

“No, I’d be dreading it.” Tom laughed at himself. “I’d be losing my mind anxious.”

They locked eyes and took each other in.

The party was a sensory chaos, but for the first time ever, Amelia and Tom understood what the other was trying to say.

Nikola’s mouth was on the floor as he stared at Lily. “So are you based in LA or New York? Out here on a project or something?”

Amelia traced a circle in the air around Tom’s face. “You look amazing. Whatever you’ve been doing, it’s working. I’ve never seen you this happy.”

“I’m really happy,” Tom said, agreeing with her. “I’ve got some good things going on.”

His head swiveled around the room as he looked for Mara. He wanted to tell Amelia about her, but with her standing there, in the purple lipstick and silk dress. She’d been gone for almost a half hour.

“Where’s Auden?” Nikola asked Lily.

When Lily shrugged, Tom was about to answer that the entrepreneur was off with Kane, being stripped of all corporate authority, but Nikola pointed to the edge of the room. “There he is… Isn’t that his ex-girlfriend?”

Lily reanimated without warning. “I thought she was his stepsister?”

“Yeah, their parents were married,” Nikola answered. “That’s sooo Auden.”

“Oh yeah, the girl he brought to the retreat,” said Amelia. She turned to ask Nikola, “What was her name?”

“Mara,” Tom answered.







MARA

Auden was pacing when she rounded the corner. In three quick steps he was on her, arms out in a begging gesture. “How could you do this to me?”

Hearing his voice—a tight, biting whisper, cracked with panic—Mara knew his aggression wasn’t anger, he was holding back tears.

His fists made a violent gripping gesture. “Are you serious? With him?” His eyes were bloodshot, face pale. “Do you know what I’ve had to do?” he pressed.

Mara stared back at the vast open ends of the question. A security guard walked past. They both straightened.

Out of the crowd’s heat, Mara was suddenly freezing.

“Do you have any response?” he begged.

“I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I should have told you about Tom. I’m sorry.”

“I didn’t realize you hated me so much. What have you told him?”

She shook her head quickly. “I haven’t told him anything. He doesn’t ask—”

Auden rolled his eyes. “I thought Lorraine was paranoid when she lost her mind over Tom hiring some ex–Kane Capital analyst. Turns out, I was naive.”

Mara shook her head again. She had no idea what he was talking about.

“This is what he does, Mara,” Auden pressed. “Tom hired a woman named Christine to steal Lorraine’s strategy.” He opened his arms, begging her not to make him spell it out. “Now he’s hanging around you.”

She didn’t know what to think. If it was wrong, if it was true, if it mattered.

“He’s probably loving that if our valuation gets any lower, the bank will do a margin call—I’ll be on the hook for like a hundred million dollars to secure what I’ve already borrowed against.”

Mara paused, caught on the sampling of financial terms.

Auden made it simple with a slicing gesture across his forearm. She stared at the spot on his velvet jacket as if he’d taken out a hunting knife and cut off his hand. “Cleara is pumping millions into destroying our IPO, now Kane is butchering Liv to sell it for parts, and your boyfriend’s crusade in the press makes me a liability to my own company.” He couldn’t look at her. “I have to sell the brownstone. They’re probably coming after the beach house too. I’m doing everything I can to keep it.”

Mara knew how “beach house” sounded to a bank seizing assets, but the house was the only place that had ever felt like a home, where the two of them could go and be safe in the way that other people had families. In that house, she was his stepsister.

“Mara, I’m sorry,” he whispered. “For everything. I don’t know how to fix it.”

She had never seen him cry. Retreading their whole existence, from the moment her mother drove up Auden’s driveway all those years ago to now, Mara started to cry too.

“No, please,” Auden said quickly. He stepped over and hugged her, briefly kissing the top of her head. Behind them, a woman paused looking for the restroom, hurrying past as if she was interrupting.

Auden guided Mara back behind the wall so they weren’t as exposed. He kept his arm around her.

“I shouldn’t have run away that night in your basement. That night, you hadn’t gotten there yet. I wish I stayed and talked to you about it. I could have helped you understand what you were trying to do—this thing in your mind. If I listened instead of walking out, everything—the world—we all might have ended up in a different place.”

Tom, Robert Kane, Lorraine, not even the PR guru Helena Royce—none of them knew how to handle Auden. All they did was make it worse.

“Mara, none of this is your fault.” Auden looked back at the party. “I’m sorry I brought you over here. I just wanted—I have no one else—you’re the only one I can talk to about this stuff.”

Mara wiped away tears with the back of her hand. “I’m always here for you. I always will be.”







TOM

Tom stared at Mara and Auden from the other side of the party.

His heart stopped. It broke.

Mara was in tears. Tom yanked himself toward her. “Excuse me,” he huffed to Amelia.

He covered half the distance in a few strides, then halted before taking another step.

He watched.

Auden was facing Mara, his arms open in argument. She backed up slightly, not in fear, but in uncertainty, listening intently, every part of her body directed toward understanding him. The pantomime didn’t need subtitles.

On both of them, Tom saw a particular species of confused anger—born of overwhelming intimacy. Maybe Mara was single on the dating app because she and Auden were suffering a temporary depressurization to accommodate their seismic chemistry, a resenting love that overwhelmed its occupants, forcing them apart only to draw them back together.

He felt a cracking. A cold mass slid backward in his stomach. Hairline cracks, formed slowly over years, grumbled to life with enormous potential energy.

He saw Mara wipe away tears. Auden moved to comfort her, first by embracing her, then kissing her forehead and motioning to the side. She opened herself, followed him behind the wall. His arm on her shoulder, she leaned into him as they went out of sight. Tom felt Auden’s velvet jacket smashing up against Mara’s silk dress. Watching them move for more privacy—while hugging—made him sick.

Tom couldn’t move. The party blared like a deranged carnival. At the top of his rib cage, an avalanche started to slide. Where moments before, infinite layers of density had been jammed into place, now there was only wide-open—violently bare—space.

Watching Mara cry with Auden, Amelia ready to give birth to Nikola’s baby, Tom knew precisely why he had failed with both women.

You’re not alive enough.







TOM

Outside the museum, he slammed a cab door shut.

Dr. Thornton’s voice prattled in his head, telling him not to see things that weren’t there. When the driver asked where he was going, Tom wanted to scream, I didn’t see things that WERE there.

His only frame of reference was Amelia. “I’ll be out late on Friday with a friend from support group.” It wasn’t until later he learned that “out” meant having sex in a hotel room, and “friend” referred to Nikola.

In a way, she wasn’t even lying.

By comparison, Mara’s obfuscation with Auden was entirely inbounds. She knew she wasn’t over him, so she wasn’t willing to really get started with Tom, evading the move-in suggestion.

A buzzing in his jacket interrupted his thoughts. Taking his phone out of his breast pocket, he saw it wasn’t Mara calling and instantly fell miles further into depression.

It was Christine.

He checked his watch. 9:30 PM on a Saturday night. This wasn’t good.

Christine’s voice was calm. Calm, as in he could tell she’d calmed herself down before making the call. “Tom, I’m sorry to be reaching out this late—”

“Just give it to me straight,” he said curtly.

In all the distraction, he completely forgot about Christine’s trade on the corpse futures market. An after-hours call was not the way to be reminded. Her trade was supposed to balance the portfolio against volatility and sudden change, and yet here she was, trying to stay calm.

There was a pause on the line.

“Christine, I need the truth, no bullshit.”

The plea screamed across all areas of his life.

“Kane is bailing out Liv.” She inhaled. “This is eight minutes old on Bloomberg.”

A familiar disgust added to his nausea. The deal guaranteed Auden a tidy billion in exchange for stepping down as CEO, rounding out Tom’s worst nightmares.

“Well, it happened twenty minutes ago,” he said, exhaling. “Lorraine must have leaked it.”

Before Tom could comprehend that no matter what else happened going forward, the bailout meant Auden had won—at everything—he first needed to wrap his head around how the bailout news would affect Cleara’s futures position in the corpse market, because Christine was of the age group that only used the call function on a phone in a five-alarm emergency.

She went over the entire position again from the beginning. When he’d heard everything, Tom wanted to pull over and throw up.

This is your fault, he reminded himself. For trusting people.

As the trade looked now, it was nothing like what he’d pitched to Lawrence. Inch by inch, Christine had swerved off her original directive, taking the entire portfolio with her, unbalancing a reasonable market hedge into a deranged bet that the corpse supply would nose-dive. News that Kane was injecting cash into Liv would cause the opposite.

“Email me our worst-case exposure right now. Meet tomorrow at the office at 8:00 AM with all of your research.”

“I’ll be there,” answered Christine.

He hung up and texted Mara.







MARA

Mara wandered through the party’s prehistoric forest. The cheerleaders were still at it onstage, and blaring music somehow made it harder to see. She finally thought to look at her phone, then was hit by a lurch of apprehension.

From fifteen minutes ago:


Tom

9:39 PM

Serious situation at work. Looked like you needed a moment alone with Auden. I have to go. I gave them your name at coatcheck.

Mara

9:54 PM

Is everything okay?



No response.

That bulky cord between her heart and pelvis that ingests food and senses terror fell out from between her legs. There would be no unwinding Tom’s misinterpretation. Walking it back, maybe.

Running to the coat check, the air got colder as she moved farther away from the party.

Day or night, Tom returned her texts quickly. His silence moved around in her stomach like it was trying to eat itself out.

She wished Tom had rushed over, furious, demanding to know what was going on. She wanted him to let his pressurized contempt for Auden out in the open where they could just deal with it. Avoiding it was so much worse.

Outside the museum, she didn’t know where to go. She looked at her phone. Nothing. Maybe he needed space.

Don’t give it to him.







MARA

Riding up the elevator to Tom’s apartment felt like breaking in. She didn’t even know if he was home. When she pushed open the front door, to her relief, all the lights were on. She heard movement in the kitchen, then heavy footsteps.

He appeared at the end of the entry hall to see who had opened the door. Their eyes met, and for the first time ever, Tom didn’t look happy to see her.

They didn’t say anything. Mara held the key up as proof she was allowed to be there. Without a word, he went back to the kitchen.

When she turned the corner, she saw lights on in the second bedroom. Rarely, Tom used it as a home office. He came out clutching a stack of papers. Without looking at her, he went to his laptop, open on the kitchen counter.

“Is everything okay?”

“Sorry I had to leave… and you never came back from the bathroom.” His voice was cold and abrupt. In a glassy provocation, he turned around, daring her to offer an explanation.

“I was catching up with Auden. He’s going through a really hard time—”

“Did he tell you about his billion-dollar bailout?”

Mara paused, shocked. “Maybe that’s the company? I know he owes a lot of money personally. I think the bank—”

“I can’t listen to this.” Tom turned back to the laptop.

After hanging up her coat, she rubbed her bare arms. Abnormal and isolated. This was the real Mara. Too exposed, she needed to get out of the slip dress. In a bid to change the mood, she tried laughing at herself. “Guess it was silly to wear this when people were in real gowns.”

Tom brushed past her to the living room with accelerating contempt. He pulled out a second laptop, then threw his backpack on the couch.

“I thought you looked really sexy. I was staring at you all night—until you disappeared.”

He yanked open the second laptop, set it down next to the first. White spreadsheets were open on one, black-background stock graphs on the other. His posture burned with a vicious focus.

“I’ll go change out of this.”

Tom said nothing.

In the bedroom, she went to a chair in the corner where she kept her overnight bag, then stopped herself.

Why, when Tom had given her drawers in the closet, did she keep her clothes piled in the corner?

He’d done nothing but open his life to her. In exchange, Mara put on a false ambivalence to manage her disbelief. Beyond purposely muting her reactions to these small declarations, she hid the full story of her never-ending codependence with Auden, because the details were—quite simply—embarrassing.

Tom deserved better than to watch Auden hijack her in public. There was no question if the situation were reversed and Mara stumbled on Tom exchanging tearful promises with Amelia, she wouldn’t have just left the party and disappeared.

Next to the bed, Tom’s phone, usually set to silent, buzzed, followed by a piercing sonar at full volume.

She looked at the screen.


Christine



The call flashed a professional headshot, her long braids pulled back from her face. She was beautiful. The woman Tom had supposedly hired to spite Lorraine. Minutes after hearing about Christine from Auden, it was hard to ignore.

Tom came through the bedroom door, brushing past Mara as he walked around to grab his phone off the charger. When he took the call, his voice adjusted, softening. To this Christine, he was willing to sound like himself. “Yeah, I just opened the first email. Can you add the indexes, then resend all in one email?” He laughed. “I know, I know… Exactly. Okay, thanks, see you in the morning.”

As he hung up, the smile vanished. He marched out of the room.

Almost instantly, she heard a crashing metallic skid, then a hideous pulse-like gulping.

“GODDAMMIT!”

In a moment of horror, Mara remembered the paint bucket by the second bedroom. She’d been too distracted transforming herself for the party to remember to get rid of it. She ran out in time to see an expanding lake of Trout Grey—the dusky blue color of the year—run itself across the floor. The paint’s momentum slowed when it hit the rug, but still propelled itself deep inside the edge of the living room.

She froze.

Tom skidded back from the hall closet and threw a pile of white bath towels over the mess like catching an animal.

She couldn’t bring herself to speak, to tell him she swore the tin was closed and she should have moved it weeks ago but she didn’t because she was an irredeemable procrastinator—and also, whatever Tom thought he saw at the party, she was completely in love with him.

Saying nothing, she grabbed another towel and ran to the sink, running hot water and drizzling detergent on it. She approached Tom, who was on his hands and knees, more wiping the paint around than soaking it up.

“Here, you don’t want to do that. We need to pat the towels down.” When she bent down beside him with her soapy towel, he popped upright like he couldn’t stand to be near her.

“Just leave it,” he snapped. “It’s ruined.”

“Tom, there’s a lot with Auden that I haven’t told you about.”

His laugh was caustic. “Oh, that I know. But guess what? I’m done with Auden White. I want him out of my life.”

“I think you would understand if I could just explain—”

“I want to go to bed. I don’t have any more energy for Auden. I never want to see him again. The entire world might revolve around this guy, but I’m done with him.”

“He’s my stepbrother.”

“Well, it’s not good for me to be near him. What’s that word everyone uses? BOUNDARIES!”

Mara was stunned.

Had he just broken up with her?

She ran back to the kitchen believing that cleaning up the paint spill was their answer. “I can fix it before it dries.”

Tom laughed. “I’d rather burn the apartment than deal with that mess right now.”

Ignoring him, she did what she could with paper towels and detergent, but it was useless without paint thinner.

They got undressed like strangers. Normally, they slept in a pile at the center of the king-size bed, but Tom was miles away, facing outward. She didn’t dare touch him. When she got under the covers, he turned the light out without asking if she was ready to go to sleep.

She stared into the dark.

You ruined it.







AUDEN


Auden

1:04 AM

I’d like to get that envelope out of your lockbox.

Helena

1:15 AM

I would advise against it.

Auden

1:16 AM

Noted.

Helena

1:16 AM

In a crisis, I often see clients make self-destructive choices. Digging up whatever is in that envelope will not help your situation.

Auden

1:17 AM

Bring the envelope to the brownstone.









MARA

Glass was breaking. Mara startled awake. Her arm reached out, but Tom wasn’t in bed.

Peering out the bedroom door, she looked down the hall to the kitchen. A dark silhouette stood at the counter with a menacingly empty posture. Primal adrenaline kept her from screaming.

After her eyes adjusted, she recognized his boxers and T-shirt.

“Tom?” she whispered.

He made a vague reaction to the sound of her voice, then his unfocused gaze was back on the counter. Their silence before bed made his strange way of moving in the darkness all the more threatening.

“Tom?” she repeated. After an eternity, it dawned on her that he might be sleepwalking, though she didn’t know if he had a history of it. She idled, waiting for something to happen. He made a motion with his arm in the dark, then she heard liquid splashing.

She stepped to the edge of the kitchen.

Crowded in by her approach, Tom shuffled to the other side of the counter, then back to the bedroom. She followed him slowly, and by the time she got to the door, he was already turning in bed, pulling the covers over himself.

She went back to the kitchen and flipped on the lights. There was a broken bowl on the floor and a cereal box by the sink. He had pushed all her textbooks off the counter, and now orange juice ran like a waterfall to a mess of wet paper on the floor. Amid the crumbled glass, the metal dish on which she’d been meticulously arranging a tile pattern was upturned.

She swept up the glass. Clumps of wet cereal felt like vomit in the paper towel. Though she knew it was different, it was a picture of all the those nights she’d spent cleaning up after her mother, wiping vomit, sometimes blood, off every surface of their house while Patty was passed out on the couch and everyone else was asleep.

She wiped down the counter, cabinets, and floor, then walked the trash bag to the chute in the hallway.

In the morning, Tom was gone before she woke up.







TOM

At 8:00 AM on a Sunday, the Cleara offices were abandoned. Tom and Christine stared at each other across his desk.

“How could you not tell me when the risk profile changed?” Tom snapped. “This trade could take down the entire fund.”

When it dawned on him it was no exaggeration, it felt like the building might collapse. He thought his deli coffee was rancid, but it was the dry, chalky aftertaste of Ativan, the last from Dr. Thornton’s precious reserve.

Christine’s face implied he was overreacting. “If I had said something, you would have told me to stop.”

“Correct.”

“You don’t understand the trade. It’s going to make us an astronomical amount of money.”

Tom disagreed. They were about to oversee unprecedented losses, obliterating the billions he’d been trusted with to fund the national effort to end human use of corpses.

In daylight, sober, as he faced the biggest crisis of his career, his fight with Mara felt impossibly small, beneath them. Giving her the silent treatment was childish. If he’d been honest, he’d have come home from the party and cried on the living room floor, but any acknowledgment that Amelia’s infidelity had made him fragile was an admission that emasculation was not a curable condition.

Tom loved Mara and knew this.

He hadn’t told her yet, because he didn’t want to rush. Auden’s drama threw off the natural timing of what felt like their moment. Now, if he made the life-altering declaration on the eve of irreversible professional catastrophe, Tom would cheapen it with terror and desperation. He had to wait. Besides, the situation in front of him would require days of top-down superhuman focus.

“For your math to work, people would need to stop dying,” he reasoned, finally in control of his thoughts.

Christine shook her head with easy confidence. “You’re anchored to the assumption that the supply of human cadavers is limitless.”

She waited for the next question. Tom wondered if ever in his career he’d held up so nonchalantly when pulled to the carpet by a boss. This generation terrified him. “Would you like to elaborate?”

“Societal stressors are becoming more chaotic.”

“You can’t bet against dead bodies!” His shouting filled the floor, making the silence that followed all the more empty. He dropped his voice to a furious whisper: “Corpses are literally the one thing in life we can count on always having more of.”

Hours ago, Tom had stood around at the party, smug that he was an independent observer of Auden and Lorraine’s self-styled disaster, unaware that Cleara and Liv had each bet their existence on opposite sides of the same trade. This zero-sum game also meant Cleara’s survival depended on Lorraine being bad at her job, which wasn’t a place he wanted to be.

“When the market opens tomorrow, she’s going to slaughter us.”

Christine nodded in agreement. “Yes, the Liv bailout is hurting us, but it’s temporary—”

“People won’t stop dying. That’s a fact.”

When Christine dropped her head in disappointment, Tom became aware of a role reversal. She was carrying herself now as he had countless times, sitting in the Wassily chairs in Kane’s office, trying to convince his boss not to make a huge mistake.

Am I wrong?

He paused for a moment, letting the question’s simplicity unfold.

The skirmish with Mara felt relevant.

He took a breath. “Okay, if I accept I’m wrong and don’t understand the trade, how much are we losing on it right now?”

Christine shifted uncomfortably.

“That bad?”

“We may have a problem with the Matthew 8:22s,” she said.

“The ‘Let the dead bury the dead’ guys?”

Now that they were brought to his attention, he realized that the unhinged fanatics who believed American corpses had the same constitutional rights as living citizens had been making the news more lately for ambushing funerals and pulling bodies from caskets to “protect The Dead from burial.”

“I monitor their forums—they think the implosion of Liv’s IPO is a conspiracy.”

“Liv’s success was a conspiracy!” he yelled. “Its implosion is a mathematically sound market correction.”

Christine’s eyes narrowed like it was Tom’s first day on earth. “Did someone tell you that matters?”

He exhaled and sat back, gesturing for her to continue.

“Kane’s bailout is boosting their morale, like he’s giving the middle finger to the Wall Street bullies trying to bring down Auden.”

“So a quasi-militarized group of domestic terrorists has taken up day trading?”

“They’re idiots,” Christine prefaced, “but they’re trying to organize an inverted meme stock attack.”

“What does that even look like?” Tom asked, dumbfounded.

She perked up. “It’s actually a textbook ‘short attack’ except it’s a flotilla of imbeciles on social media.”

“And the ‘idiots’ are betting that the world will continue to have dead bodies, which I must admit is a pretty convincing thesis.”

They sat for a few moments.

“Think of it like the country being at a cliff’s edge in a blizzard,” Christine offered.

“That’s supposed to calm me down?”

“I’m betting the whole system goes off the edge. Liv and the Matthew 8:22s are betting it won’t—are we really in more danger just because we can’t see?”

“Do you ski?” Tom asked.

She adjusted a ring on her pointer finger. “I don’t understand people who vacation in cold climates.”

“Right now, we’re in an avalanche path.” Tom nodded. “If we don’t move to a safer position, these Matthew 8:22s have the potential to bankrupt Cleara Investments, and then Cleara Super PAC dies overnight.”

“Can’t Lawrence fund the gap? Like Kane?”

“Kane is stupid, Lawrence is smart. He’ll fire us, put a hold on everything to figure out what went wrong. In the meantime, an election happens and an entire generation of kids will continue to believe there’s no real difference between being dead and alive.” He paused so it might sink in. “The risk is enormous—incalculable—and this trade is above us, stomping on an ice sheet weighing a million tons. It’s going to kill us. You want me to do nothing?”

Christine nodded. “You’re right. Avalanche is a better analogy. Except, I’m the avalanche. And these guys don’t believe in gravity.”







MARA

Mara woke up to a sound. Or a smell. It wasn’t a dream.

Tom was in bed next to her, sleeping.

The morning after the fight, when he went to the office to meet Christine, Mara took a chance and didn’t go home.

She ran to the hardware store, and after forty-five minutes, miraculously, the paint came up easier than she could have hoped for. The chemical thinner raised some of the wood’s finish, but the new matte section wasn’t immediately noticeable. Next, she dumped an entire bottle of industrial cleaner on the carpet, followed by boiling water, dulling the stain to a similarly inoffensive discoloration.

After their fight it felt like violating Tom’s space to stay and take a shower, but she didn’t have a choice. She scrubbed off eyeliner remnants and tangled hair product. Her nail beds—yesterday manicured—were now lined in house paint and cracked by irritation from the acetone. Seeing her hair trimmings from the night before scattered in the sink, she quickly cleaned up the bathroom, erasing herself as best she could.

She waited for him to get back. Her overnight bag was packed in the bedroom, ready to go if he told her to leave.

Tom walked in the door around noon. Not noticing her, he went to the recovered paint spill.

“Oh, wow,” he said under his breath. He turned to see Mara in the kitchen. “You didn’t have to do that,” he said, looking away to study the dimmed carpet stain. “About last night—”

“I know how it looked. Auden was upset, but I shouldn’t have let him— I know how it looked and it wasn’t that.”

Tom’s eyes inspected the floor, more dulled than rejuvenated by the paint thinner. “‘The Nikola Thing’ with Amelia,” he said quietly. “I’m probably overly sensitive. Let’s just forget about it.”

It was clear he wanted to exit the conversation.

He sequestered himself in the home office. The door wasn’t shut, but it was closed far enough to keep her out. The reason was obvious: Because he’s done.

As the day wore on, Mara became certain he was breaking up with her.

If she told Tom how exactly her experience with John and Auden had made for a strange transition to adulthood—with perhaps a bigger effect on her than she realized—maybe it wouldn’t change anything, but at least she wouldn’t be left wondering if it could have.

Around 5:00 PM, he came out of the second bedroom, and they ate an early dinner. On Sundays, she usually went home to Brooklyn, but it felt like if she left tonight, she would never see him again.

“Don’t you have a test coming up?”

He wants you to leave.

“My roommates always have people over watching shows on Sunday—it’ll be loud over there.”

His only response was to stare at his laptop on the counter, rereading the same graph of the corpse market. This was him pulling away, hoping she would start a fight and break up with him. After a while, Tom noticed she was waiting on him.

“Yeah.” He nodded. “Makes sense.”

Later that night, as she turned it over in her head, Mara woke to a trigger. This was what people call ghosts—the brain so in tune to impending change that it makes you feel the hovering uneasiness as a presence in the room, capable of waking you.

Creeping out of bed slowly, she didn’t want to wake Tom.

Mara wandered through the dark apartment. It was there. An uninvited element had come in. It wasn’t until she was nearly at the front door that she realized it was smoke.

She ran back to the bedroom and shook Tom awake. Just as he came to, an explosion of noise assaulted them. The building’s fire systems screamed. Startled, he grabbed her shoulders, his hands clamping on her arms in a reflexive struggle.

Mara shouted over the noise. “I smelled smoke—by the door—let’s get out of here.”
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Mara watched Tom lean over the hotel reception desk.

“Thanks, Dev,” he sighed. He handed the receiver back to the receptionist, and she went to make them keys.

Tom didn’t seem troubled that his apartment nearly caught fire or that they might have died, only annoyed about checking into a hotel in the middle of the night without cell phones or wallets. When smoke reached the bedroom, it went from getting dressed quickly to a frantic scramble to get out the door. They both forgot their phones by the bed.

By the time they stomped down thirty-nine flights of stairs, fire trucks swelled over a two-block radius. The building’s alarms were deafening, still ringing in Mara’s ears. Standing across the street with a small party of the evacuated residents, they craned their necks up at a bright orange flush. In darkness, it looked like a clean burn, fire biting sky, but the smoke she couldn’t see assaulted her senses, even five hundred feet below.

When Tom held her hand on the stairs, it was the first time they’d touched since Barbara Kane’s party the day before, which felt like years ago.

Emergency lights washed over the sidewalk, the fire trucks shining an artificial daylight at 3:00 AM. It was difficult to count the darkened floors at night, but the flames looked to be, at most, one or two stories above Tom’s apartment.

“Two feet of concrete between floors—no way it spreads,” he said confidently. More fire trucks approached with sirens. “But this is going to take hours.”

Now at the hotel elevator bank, Mara was still in shock. It was like her dread blew out the glass windows and leapt into something real.

They got undressed and slipped into bed for the second time that night, though for Mara, nothing felt the same.

Tom rubbed his temples and shook his head. “This couldn’t come at a worse time,” he said, though not really to her. “I have this disaster forming at work.” He fumbled at the nightstand, pushing a series of buttons to negotiate the hotel’s overengineered lighting system.

Whatever it was, a big problem at Cleara would explain why he hadn’t broken up with her that morning. He didn’t have time. Better to ride out a busy week in low-conflict apathy than go to the bother.

Tonight was probably the last opportunity she would have to explain herself. She could tell he was already gone, elsewhere in his mind. Evacuated from his apartment, facing a full day at work in the morning, he was clearly out of patience and ready for bed, but she didn’t want him to turn out the light, because that would mean they were over. He would call her in a few days, or more likely have the decency to do it in person, but probably not until the end of the week.

Her nose was stuffy from the smoke. “What’s going on at work?”

Tom shook his head. “I can’t talk about it.”

Mara nodded like that was all fine. Without warning, she broke down in tears.

Tom softened. “I know tonight was scary, but with building codes now, it wasn’t enough smoke to kill us. Not even close. It smelled like the neighbors burned something. Look at us, we’re fine.”

“No, it’s not that,” said Mara, shaking her head. “You know you can trust me if something is on your mind with Cleara stuff? I would never tell Auden anything—about us or your business. You can trust me.”

Tom closed his eyes, exhaling. He’d meant it when he said he was done. “It’s not about trust, this issue I’m dealing with. It’s material to public trades—” He stopped himself. “I really can’t talk about it with anyone.”

Material relevance.

Withheld.

Disclosure.

Tell him the truth.

Tell him the truth or you’re lying.
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It felt strange, like the words were dropping out of her mouth. Mara kept bringing her hand to her lips to catch the leak.

Alert now, Tom was wide awake. He pulled back to look at her. “Did Auden know?”

“This isn’t about Auden.” It came out harsher than she intended.

“Sorry, I’m sorry,” Tom said quickly. He shook his head and pressed his fingers over his eyes, exhaling stiffly. “I need a minute.”

He’s trying. You threw this on him at three in the morning after a fire at his apartment and expect him to just understand?

Mara put her hands under the covers to hide the shaking. Out of weakness, she considered going back to her old story—that none of it had happened—the one she’d tried to get Auden to believe, but that version was busy collapsing in on itself, like a broken mineshaft.

“It was demeaning for Auden to tell me that what I experienced was sexual abuse when my feelings are a lot more complicated.”

He looked confused. “A grown man can’t have sex with a teenager.”

Sparing him the details of whose hands went where and inside whom, she shook her head, then nodded quickly. “I wasn’t raped.”

Mara saw Tom untether, but she didn’t know what to say. It’d been too thrilling to call “abuse,” and for once she wanted to tell someone the truth.

Whatever he was thinking, he didn’t offer it. Sitting up in bed, he rubbed his forehead. He certainly wasn’t going to touch her.

At this point, there was no avoiding a total disclosure. “There were these pictures,” she added slowly. “After so many years with my mom implying I wasn’t pretty, I know it sounds creepy, but he really made me feel beautiful.”

“How old were you?”

“I was like seventeen, almost eighteen.”

I had just turned sixteen.

“I drove to the next town to get the film developed, gave them a fake name for the negatives. I know I sound like a stupid teenage girl getting used—”

“I don’t think you were stupid,” Tom said quickly.

“Making the pictures seemed like nothing, and because he wasn’t forcing me, I didn’t get how much of a big deal it was—until I lost them.” Mara teared up. “I don’t know when, but someone must have looked through my backpack for cash and took the pictures instead. I didn’t realize how badly I’d messed up, until a few weeks later. I came home and John was panicked, asking me to get rid of them. I had to tell him that they were gone. At first, I was like, ‘Who cares, my face wasn’t in any of them,’ but he reminded me that my birthmark was the same as showing my face.” Mara wiped away tears. “He acted really strange for a few days, and then he hung himself.”

The hotel air clicked on. She waited for Tom to speak, but the only sound was of early morning traffic and delivery trucks muffled through the hotel’s thick, acoustic-dampening windows.

“When everyone made a big deal of how random his suicide was, I just went along with it. It’s not like I could tell anyone. Auden convinced them to let him be my guardian, but if anyone had known what happened with John, they might have made me go to foster care or something. Auden figured it out. It didn’t matter to him what I said—he was positive John hurt me. My feelings were more subtle and it felt private, so even years later I denied the whole thing because I knew how it would look. For Auden, that just confirmed I was ‘groomed’ or whatever. And I know everyone agrees with him, but I don’t feel that way.”

The small bones in the balls of her feet felt hollow and cracked, smashed in and misshapen from rushing down thirty-nine flights of concrete stairs.

Tom spoke quietly in a voice she didn’t recognize—unsure of himself. “I’m really sorry, Mara.”

It sounded like I’m sorry I have to run, I’m sorry I won’t make it tonight, I’m sorry I can’t help you with this now, I’m sorry but this isn’t my problem, I’m sorry but I’m the CEO of a high-profile company and I can’t be within a thousand yards of whatever mess this is.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated again. “For everything.”

Mara nodded. It was fair, she supposed. “Sorry” was a painfully concrete, if simple, communication. She saved what was left of her dignity and kept quiet.

Finally, Tom reached out and put a single hand on her shoulder. His tentative lean stopped far out from her body. The gesture was catastrophically pious.

Sometime before morning, they gave up and went to sleep.

Mara gave up entirely.







TOM

Tom opened his eyes a little before 7:00 AM.

He watched Mara sleep. Looking around the hotel room filling with light, he half expected it to be splattered with the nightmare of her story.

Divorce taught him that a single conversation can change a relationship and he knew the conversation last night didn’t go well.

He had wanted to hug her, but wasn’t sure she was open to touch.

Not knowing the appropriate response, he froze. It wasn’t an excuse, but he had spent Sunday with the belief he was about to preside over the loss of billions of dollars, then he had been startled awake and forced to run down hundreds of steps with blaring out-of-sync fire alarms. Then he learned Mara kept deep and significant experiences inside her—probably because Tom was too judgmental to make her feel safe.

Mara opened her eyes.

She looked surprised, as if Tom were yelling his thoughts. He smiled and watched her cautiously.

She returned a weak smile, got up to use the bathroom. He stared at the closed door, his eyes following her as she emerged again. Instead of getting back in bed, she picked up her clothes and sat on a chair in the corner. “We should probably go check on your apartment.”

He waited for her to say more, but she finished with a closed smile.

Getting dressed, Tom kept glancing at her. She pretended their conversation before bed hadn’t happened.

Okay.

He had seen this before.

Mara wasn’t bothering to speak, because she thought she knew what Tom would say. She didn’t want to talk. She was past that, she was getting ready to leave, first the hotel room, then their relationship. Everything about her body language and gestures shared circuitry with Amelia’s demeanor in the last months of his marriage, except this time, the storm blew in over the course of hours, not years.

Give her a little space today, then set this straight.

Immediately.

Before things get out of control.




[image: ]







The fire department wasn’t letting anyone past the lobby.

The high-rise’s staff tried to manage residents while firefighters in full protective suits sat around on the marble floor, resting from a night up and down the high-rise, passing water bottles between them.

“No residents upstairs till we get okayed by engineering, but they don’t go in while we’re still evacuating, so I’d say two hours, minimum.”

Tom looked over the man’s shoulder in shock. One firefighter cleared the way for another pushing a gurney with a corpse, draped in a white sheet.

“Christ,” Tom whispered.

The firefighter looked up from his clipboard as they rolled past. “Oh, nobody died—God bless,” he said, chewing gum. “Those are just residents’ corpses.”

“When you say you’re still evacuating… you mean dead people?”

“Sir, I know this is a stressful situation,” the firefighter said, warning against a second outburst. “What? We should treat ’em like the furniture?”

Mara took it all in from a few feet away, her backpack and textbooks marooned in his apartment.

They went back to the hotel. The plan was for her to wait at the hotel until the fire department let people back in. She could get her backpack and their phones, then bring Tom’s to his office on her way downtown.

He wrote his office line on hotel stationery. “Maybe it’s not worth it for you to come by—focus on your test.”

“It’s fine,” she said, turning away as she folded the paper.

“But your final is tomorrow, right?”

“I’ll get my backpack, study tonight.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Mara sighed. “I’m fine, please don’t feel like you have to worry about me.”

While she showered, he ordered breakfast to the room. Mara didn’t touch the food. Tom ate both plates. He heaped eggs on toast, chewing quietly as he watched her switch between channels on the TV.

The pictures.

His mind was spinning a gruesome reel of various articles he’d read over the years with a new understanding—naked pictures of teenage girls was a silent public health crisis, like guns in every home.

Dressed in the hotel robe, Mara wrapped her hair in a towel, the white terry cloth framing her face. Her skin was dewy. She looked rested, like this was a vacation. He wanted to tell her she was beautiful, but imagined how many times Auden’s father must have misused the word, hovering with well-timed, subtle compliments. He didn’t want to hear “John” out of his own mouth, so he didn’t say anything.

He probably told himself she came on to him.

What did she mean that Auden knew?

Vaguely, Tom recalled a line from the Zach Meyer puff piece describing Auden’s open hatred for his father.

Did Auden kill him?

The revelation snuck up on Tom.

Mara stared at the TV, mindlessly flipping through channels.

Believing Auden was capable of self-serving crimes was not a new feeling, but possibly respecting him for it—for managing to kill his father and get away with a staged suicide—was an entirely new class of revision.

Yet, despite everything, Auden didn’t feel like a murderer.

Tom sensed there were still missing parts in all this but didn’t know what questions were off-limits to even wonder about, let alone ask.

He bolted upright.

Mara whipped around. “What is it?”

“I need to make a call.”

Mara glanced at the hotel’s phone next to the bed. He stalled in a horrible pause, too preoccupied to come up with a better lie. “I have to go to work. Now.”
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At Cleara, Tom rushed past everyone trying to get his attention, and brusquely shut the door to his office.

His heart pounded.

Peter McNeil’s investigation into John’s suicide. The report could never see the light of day, least of all someplace like Cleara Super PAC, where it was commissioned with intent to weaponize.

“How was the big bash?” Peter teased when he answered the phone.

“Solid reminder of why I hate parties.”

“The pictures online are wild—and you’re in one of the official shots they gave the press. Who’s that with you? They didn’t tag her name.”

Tom’s stomach leapt through his throat in terror, then hung in suspense before realizing it was a good thing that Peter didn’t recognize that Mara was Auden’s stepsister.

“That was just… you know… some girl I met on an app.”

Not wanting to arouse suspicion, he listened to Peter’s update as if that was why he called.

“Took it to three coroners, they all said the same thing—inconclusive without more context—but none suspected foul play based on the files alone.”

“That’s good to hear,” Tom hurried to say.

“Not exactly,” Peter said slowly. “Suicides often drug themselves first, and apparently drugged hangings are very difficult—if not the most difficult—to determine from the body alone. The woman in Philly said the original ME’s notes aren’t very good.”

Tom attempted a casual laugh. “I don’t think it’s a conspiracy—it was a small town.”

Peter drifted to another item that didn’t seem to fit: “The third one said he would have expected the hangman’s knot to be closer to the neck, but if the knot was loose, that could explain it.”

“So it might have been loose,” Tom suggested.

Peter exhaled as if in an unsatisfying stretch. “Maybe it shifted with the impact weight when his body fell. I’m inclined to think three independent experts aren’t all wrong, but the whole episode feels sticky.”

Tom held his breath on the other end of the line.

“It’s not the evidence, it’s the explanation,” Peter went on. “There’s a story here that’s just a little off.”

In a flash of instinct, Tom stopped fumbling back and started bluffing forward. “Peter, this isn’t a car recall or forged accounting records. We’re talking about accusing Auden White of murder—when he was teenager.” There was a chastised silence. “I’m not his biggest fan, but if a fact changes based on how much you hate a person, it’s not a fact.”

“So you want to just leave it?”

“A little bit of bad information is worse than no data at all.”

“Very true,” Peter sighed.

Tom casually added, “Go ahead and make the invoice out to me, send everything to my personal email.”

Peter paused. “Cleara Super PAC is technically the client. I should let them know—”

“I want to just back away from this one. I’ll pay you. Let’s forget about it.”

“Copy that.” Ever the professional, the consultant wiped all insinuation from his tone and dutifully emailed Tom the five-figure invoice.

Minutes later, Tom wired him the money, fooling himself into believing he had one less thing to think about.







PART III








“I thought I would mind the wound, but I didn’t. I put some cotton in the bullet hole and then wax, finding the contour of the skin. Filling the cavity was the easy part. It was sealing it that was hard. And obviously, getting the color to match.”








MARA

Building residents lined up at the one working elevator. When the firefighter checking their names off a list heard which apartment Mara was going to, his brow furrowed.

“I’ve got to warn you, there’s a lot of damage. Prepare yourself.”

You don’t have to remind me.

She had twenty-four hours to finish studying, and everything she needed was upstairs. If she failed her final, she wouldn’t graduate. After Tom dumped her, she would end her New York transformation exactly where she’d started.

Sorry, Mara—you’ve done this to yourself.

At the hotel this morning, Tom couldn’t get out of her presence fast enough. It would be another living-ghost breakup, and maybe she deserved it. Her attempt to balance Tom’s and Auden’s feelings was its own kind of failure in an age that chastised women for people-pleasing.

In the hallway outside Tom’s door, two firefighters with flashlights were on ladders in the ceiling from the waist up, water dripping everywhere.

When she opened the door to his apartment, she heard herself scream before clapping her hand over her mouth.

A state-of-the-art sprinkler system had flooded the apartment, ruining everything Tom owned. And the water wasn’t water—it was black sludge, as if someone had meticulously painted all 1,200 square feet with sewage. The smell was overwhelming. A toxic mix of salt and burned plastic, as if a brined rubber mat was rolled up and used as a fire log.

She’d never seen anything like it. It was obvious she needed to call him immediately, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

The flames so manageable from thirty-nine stories below had been burning just above Tom’s bedroom, so the damage got worse farther into the apartment.

The building groaned. Somewhere above, an electric saw was muffled behind concrete.

She tasted the chemical scent in her mouth, rubbing away a clear mucus draining from her sinuses. Her hand was ice cold, the friction burning her skin in wet irritation.

With all the climate controls and electricity switched off, the apartment panted with an unnatural humidity. Condensation dripped from the windows like a hellish jungle, the wetness baking her.

She felt disgusting.

At the bedroom door, Mara jumped back when she put her foot down. The thick white carpet, now charcoaled, felt like stepping on heavy moss.

This is what happens when you tell the truth.

She looked up and saw herself in the bedroom mirror—a nervous and sniveling animal, wandering in to soil what had been clean and perfect.

She was the cause.

This is what you’ve brought to Tom’s perfect life.

She should have known she was never going to get away with a paint spill.

Their phones, plugged in on either side of the bed, wouldn’t turn on. She jumped at a loud banging at the front door. As she walked over to answer it, the door pushed open on its own. She froze.

It was the building manager. “Sorry to startle you.” She must have looked terrified, because he held up his hands. “The city is doing an inspection—they need access to the apartment.”

It was a relief. She didn’t want to be alone. A fire official followed in behind him, walking along the wall to the bedroom, making notes every few feet.

“Do they know what happened?” Mara asked.

The two men looked at each other. “The investigation is ongoing—but you’re safe—nothing to do with the building.”

I don’t feel very safe.

The engineer followed an invisible trail into the bedroom. Holding blueprints in one hand, he went straight to the walk-through closet between Tom’s bedroom and bathroom, looking up at the ceiling, then crouching down to the floor.

Mara peered past and saw rows of suits covered in the black ferment, saturated and heavy.

“The sprinklers ran almost all night,” the engineer explained. “It’s soot runoff. And sprinkler pipes in a building this big can be grimy.”

He needed to inspect the wall, so they emptied Tom’s closet onto the waterlogged bed. Mara tried to make the piles of destruction look nicer, but the suits wouldn’t stack neatly and the wet wool threw off a hideous stench. Lengthwise, with the shoulders at the headboard, it looked like a sleeping pile of men had evaporated, hangers protruding from the fabric like bones pushing up through sagging flesh.

Her silver slip dress from Barbara Kane’s birthday was still draped over the back of the bedroom chair. She took it out to the living room, which was relatively more dry. Touching the dripping silk with her hands, helping to arrange the ruin, only served to reinforce in Mara’s mind that what had felt perfect was now destroyed forever.

In the bedroom, the building manager stood up from the closet floor with an armful of waterlogged papers. Hesitating on where to place them, Mara took the heavy pile—wet and disintegrating—to the dining room table.

The men took notes and pictures, then left. Mara stood there alone in shock. She had to break the news to Tom.

I’m here in your home. It’s all ruined. Those two things feel related.

She looked at the dress again, laid out in humiliation. The sodden fabric rippled under the foul substance brought up from the building’s pipes. This costume had fooled everyone at that party into thinking she was elegant and sophisticated, that she belonged with them.

But you’re the white trash abandoned daughter of a drug addict, a molested and damaged imposter.

When they got ready for the party that night, Tom had showered, put on a tuxedo, and sat in the living room to watch television. He was brilliant, he ran a company, people trusted him with vast sums of money and responsibility—so Tom was just getting dressed.

When Mara put herself together, it was a construct. The makeup, her hair, the lipstick, the dress—it was the veneer of a larger design, one that required dragging herself through books and classes to get a degree in her thirties so she could hide among these people. Before they left for the party, she had walked into the living room, presenting the finished product. In a half-joking gesture, he grabbed his heart, smiling. “It’s painful.” Under the magnification of hindsight, she fixated on the surprise in his voice.

The only surprise is that you’ve tricked him this long.

Now that the dress was filthy and ruined, Mara believed what she couldn’t before—it was hers. This limp and rotting silk was her real body, and if there was one thing she knew for sure, it was that Tom Williamson hated stains. It was the first thing she’d ever learned about him, watching him throw away his tie in the Liv lobby.

Her eyes fell back to the dining room table, onto the pile of papers relocated from the back of Tom’s closet. A picture of a too-familiar house stared up at her from the half-dried heap. Like peeling a rind, she pulled out a laminated memo—it was the police and coroner’s report from John’s suicide, followed by an autopsy, including photographs.

Why did Tom have this in his closet?
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The report magnetized in her hands, washed out by a flood thirty-nine floors in the air, as if telling Tom the full and open truth was an incantation that coaxed it out of hiding.

When she saw the first picture, she dropped it on the table and started to cry, not because she couldn’t believe it, but because of how long she had chosen never to see it.







TOM

Tom hunched over the toilet, vomiting.

In the private bathroom attached to his office, he flushed away reddish clumps of his half-digested breakfast and sat back against the wall.

The images wouldn’t relent.

An enzyme chewed through his memories of Mara, a confused guilt threatening to reinterpret and degrade every sexual urge he’d ever directed at her.

All of the ways you used her to get off.

He borrowed her every night for himself. He wanted to live together so she would be around all the time.

To have her.

His palm, over her head, over his pelvis. Steady and gentle, but pushing, blinking at the right moment, so for just one breath, Mara stopped being a person to whom he was vulnerable and instead choked in a physical vulnerability to him.

Tom thought they did that together. That she liked it.

Because YOU liked it.

He rubbed his eyes at the onslaught of new thoughts. What Auden’s father had done was different from what Tom did to Mara, but also not.

Acid burned his throat.

His office bathroom was tucked back discreetly behind two doors in the executive suite. He was alone. He wanted to hide here all day. With her revelation still fresh, he was trying to gauge what the fallout would be.

She’s been living with this for years.

The world is a disease, not a place.

Sitting back at his desk, he returned to a generalized hatred for all people and things. It centered him. Tom hated people. He hated them. He was glad John was dead. Above all, Tom hated Auden. For his bravery. The surprise heroism. The debt Mara must have felt to him.

Of course she loves him. She’ll always love him.

He hated that even as a teenager, Auden had the presence of mind to respond to a threat in real time. He resented that his image of the entrepreneur as weak and manipulative no longer fit.

In past relationships, Tom sputtered in indecision, but he was only dating Mara because he wanted to marry her. Anxious dread crept into their future together. He would have to make room for Auden White.

The three of us.

The last twelve hours was a lifetime.







TOM

Mara called. Apparently, there was some water damage.

Both their phones were fried, so she’d borrowed another resident’s cell. She needed to study for her final and they agreed it was best she return to her apartment to concentrate.

“I guess it’s lucky I didn’t give up the lease,” she said weakly.

It killed him.

Tom rushed back to see for himself. He went inside, turned on his heels, and came back to the lobby, where he was now blindly signing paperwork from the city explaining the destruction of everything he owned was a matter of public safety. He thought throwing up his breakfast meant his gag reflex was neutralized for the day, but reality adjusted.

Manny, the building manager, stood a few feet away, a lollipop hanging out of his mouth like a cigarette. A city engineer fiddled at an open wire panel nearby.

“When you say the fire was set, does that mean arson?” Tom pressed.

“I can’t comment on that,” the engineer answered.

“Unofficially?”

Manny and the engineer exchanged looks. “He’s 39C.”

Directly below the fire, his apartment had absorbed the brunt of water damage from the hoses. The engineer made a wincing face, then looked over his shoulder to make sure they were alone. “It was a teenager,” he whispered. “He was asking his parents to get rid of the corpses they kept in the house, then he saw that AntiLiv monster-truck protest and took matters into his own hands.”

Tom summoned an image of a middle schooler hanging around the building, always playing video games on his phone. Manny read his mind and nodded confirmation.

Elbow deep in the wiring panel, the fire engineer was twisting something. “He waited until his parents were asleep, disconnected the smoke alarms, duct-taped over the sprinklers. Then he drags the bodies in the kitchen, thinking the tile was fireproof, doused them in lighter fluid he kept for his vaping pen, and then stood by with his mother’s eight-inch kitchen fire extinguisher, thinking he could control the situation if it got out of hand.”

Manny rolled his eyes. “Teenagers.”

“All the tile did was make the lighter fluid splash everywhere he sprayed it, but the stuff is clear liquid, so the kid didn’t know that until he lit it up. He finally woke his parents, but by the time they got down forty floors and the fire department responded, it had overtaken the apartment. We’re really lucky no one got killed.” The engineer shrugged. “I didn’t know Manhattan kids even watched monster trucks.”
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Tom hovered at his bedroom door. The ceiling dripped like a horror movie. He would be at the hotel for the foreseeable future. He pulled down his roller suitcase, which was damp but usable, then found a few T-shirts and a single pair of boxers hiding at the center of his wardrobe drawers.

Everything is ruined.

Tom wanted to call Lawrence, tell him that Christine’s corpse futures bet was about to wipe out Cleara, get himself fired, wait for Mara to finish school, then book them two tickets—away from here. He needed a vacation. Let everyone else deal with the bodies.

As he walked back across the apartment, his eyes fell to the never-used dining room table. A pile of warped papers—everything that had been on his bed before the Cleara call, the first time Mara came over—was laid out neatly at the head of the table. He remembered shoving it in his closet before she came out of the bathroom.

What a great night.

Next to his reflection in the nighttime window, Tom suddenly felt anxious. It had been just a few hours since they’d spoken, but on a day like today, that felt strange.

She doesn’t have her phone, he reminded himself. She didn’t have an IT department to appear with a new one set up and ready to go.

They didn’t have privacy when she called earlier, so he let her get off the line quickly, but now he wished they could have spoken for even a few minutes longer.

Instinctively, Tom wanted to sleep in the same bed with her that night. He almost asked if he could come be with her in Brooklyn, but he didn’t want to crowd her before her final. With her exam hours away, it was selfish to bother her just to make him feel better.

His eyes returned to the papers with a half-formed question: Why are they set apart like that?

Mara must have been looking through them. Amid sensory pandemonium, there was too much wrong with the whole scene for him to notice what was missing.








“When I sent her back—I still remember the moment I came home and saw the package had been picked up. I don’t know why, but it wasn’t until then that I realized Liv wouldn’t match me with her again. She was actually gone. I was so used to people being gone, but reachable. I’ve regretted it ever since.”








TOM


To: Mara Reed

From: Tom Williamson

Subject: Good Luck

7:20 AM



Good luck with your final today, you’ll do great. Thinking of you.

Tom



Hours went by.

At first, Tom’s eyes wandered to his inbox whenever there was a lull in a meeting, but by lunch, Cleara staff were forced to repeat themselves when their boss abruptly stopped listening to check his email. Unread messages poured down the screen, but nothing from Mara. He knew she didn’t have her phone, but kept opening his texts anyway. After a while, he didn’t need to check to know his email remained unanswered.

Under normal circumstances, he could have distracted himself, but between the fire and what she had told him in the hotel room, he needed reassurance that everything was okay. He felt an oncoming acceleration. A vague anxiety out of line with his usual triggers. Disturbingly, he sensed the flooded apartment was the least of his worries.

It wasn’t just Mara’s silence. The dread was indistinct—global—the type of feeling that made people sit on the porch with a rifle before a hurricane.

His assistant knocked on the door. “Hi, Tom, there’s a woman on the line who says she knows you—Mara Reed.”

A wave of relief washed in.

He picked up the phone, stroking his palm over his chest. “Hey,” he said, smiling into the receiver. “I was just thinking about you.”

“Um… hi, Tom?”

It wasn’t Mara.

He sat up, cheeks flushed red.

“Hi, it’s Olivia. Mara’s roommate. Sorry, I don’t think that lady heard me—I’m calling about Mara Reed.”

“Hi, yes,” Tom said haltingly. “How can I help you?”

“Sorry to bother you at work—we found your number on a piece of paper on Mara’s desk.” She giggled. “We tried texting it, actually, then we were like, ‘Oh my god, what if it’s a landline?’ Anyway, she told us about the fire, but we’re really worried about her. She’s not answering her phone.”

“Yeah, her phone. Everything’s fine. It was just smoke… and water damage. Her phone got ruined. She’s phoneless.”

She’s phoneless. He wanted to crawl under the table. “We stayed at a hotel two nights ago… and she was with you last night?”

“Yes, she came back yesterday and told us about the fire.”

Tom exhaled, comforted to know he wasn’t the only one hearing silence. “Yeah, she doesn’t have her phone.” His voice relaxed a little, letting it sink in. He checked his watch. “She’s in her final now—I think we’ll hear from her soon.”

“What’s weird is her friend from class said Mara missed it? That’s really unlike her… right?”
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“Your girlfriend hasn’t texted back, so you call the police?” the officer laughed. “Sorry to break it to you, but ghosting isn’t a real crime.”

Tom summoned exceptional self-control, speaking in a low voice. “She needed to sit for this final to graduate—there’s no way she would miss it.”

“Maybe she blew it off. You know, we get calls for missing person reports when someone suddenly stops posting on social media.”

“She doesn’t use social media.”

“Well, there you go.”

Tom held the phone between his hands to inhale, incredulous that basic social order depended on men like the one to whom he was speaking.

“These days, people don’t pick up their phones, everyone starts freaking out way before the twenty-four-hour mark,” the detective went on. “So I don’t care when you last heard from her—when was the last time anyone heard from her?”

“When her roommates went to bed last night, she was in the living room, preoccupied on her computer—”

“Maybe she was working on something.”

“That’s my point,” Tom snapped, unable to help himself. “If she was studying, why would she miss the final?”

The detective cut him off: “I know this will come as a shock, but you need to allow for the possibility that your girlfriend has something going on that you don’t know about.”

Silence.

“Are you aware that people sometimes keep things private?”

Tom pulled at his collar, his body a throbbing sponge of heartburn.

The detective didn’t let up. “Was anything on her mind?”

Tom had a lot on his mind. Auden’s father took advantage of a teenage girl, who grew up into an adult woman frustrated that no one would take her words at face value, resenting that Auden—along with everyone else—labeled her opinion as internalized denial, an impossible accusation to disprove.

On Mara’s mind?

She was counting on you to not be as dumb as everyone else. And you froze up and pulled away like an asshole.

“You guys fight or something?”

“We didn’t fight,” Tom said curtly.

“Did she have a reason to be upset?”

Silence.

“If her roommates still haven’t heard from her in ten hours, call me back—we’ll file the report.”

Tom hung up.







AUDEN

Auden sat in a chair in the corner, watching as strangers crawled over the brownstone.

Liv’s security team did a sweep of all four floors, including the downstairs embalming lab. Shortly, they would call the FBI, but not before they took out their garbage.

Having already been there for hours, Helena and Lorraine were glued to their devices, both in crisis mode. Amelia sat across from him on the couch in the living room, staring into space.

The global head of security came in from the kitchen and addressed Auden. “Can you provide a list of people with access to the house?”

After the AntiLiv protestors began camping out in front of headquarters, Auden and most other Liv employees stopped going in to the office. Treating the brownstone like a safe house, he granted key card access to almost everyone so they could hold strategy meetings or do work in the embalming lab. It was a mistake to trust them.

“Everyone,” he said bitterly. “They all had access.”

“I’ll get you a list by this afternoon,” answered Amelia.

Another member of the security team displayed a document with images on a tablet. “Our counterintelligence group did a run on AntiLiv leadership in the region and turned up an ex-staffer who wasn’t blocked from accessing the server after she was fired.”

“Caroline,” Amelia whispered. “She had access to everything for at least three months after she left.”

Lorraine rolled her eyes at Amelia. “What is it that you do over there?”

“We were in the firestorm about the girl’s suicide,” Amelia pushed back. “At the time, Caroline wasn’t adversarial. We made her into an activist by throwing her under the bus.”

The security staffer cut in: “Our surveillance suggests she meets regularly with a Christine Mack, former Kane Capital associate, now the COO of Cleara Investments.”

Lorraine let out a bitter cackle. “Well, here we go. I’ll neutralize Christine, you work on Caroline.”

Amelia shook her head. “That’s not how I handle things. This place is blanketed with cameras—can’t we just look at the security footage?”

“Someone wiped the last twenty-four hours,” Auden whispered.

Amelia looked around, wondering why this hadn’t been announced earlier. “So it was someone inside Liv?”

Helena directed a pointed gaze to Lorraine, then back to Auden. “What’s Mara been up to?”

“Besides shacking up with Tom Williamson,” scoffed Lorraine.

Without answering, Auden jumped to his feet and stormed out of the living room. They were probably expecting him to slam the bedroom door. He felt their apprehension when he left it ajar. He checked the bedside drawer, again. Nothing. This time he yanked the entire drawer out and threw it across the room, then dropped to his knees and fought back tears.







TOM

Tom was in a daze.

Outside the Cleara building in Midtown, a growing chaos clipped at him from all angles as hundreds of AntiLiv protesters streamed past. The human river swelled out of bounds from whatever piece of the grid they’d been assigned, shutting down traffic on Park Avenue. News helicopters circled above.

A woman held up a sign: “SCREAM AT THE LIVING, BURY THE DEAD.”

Fire trucks raced in opposite directions. Five-alarm fires like the one in his building were a rare event in Manhattan, but by the afternoon, Tom read headlines about people setting fire to corpses all over the city.

All over the country. Sirens of a bearish reversal. A riot atmosphere threatened to introduce a new kind of looting. Inverted grave-robbing. People wanted The Dead back underground—now. The cardboard signs with protest messages. The shouting. The anger had finally arrived.

Tom should have been glad, but a political crisis can’t unseat a personal one.

Back at the hotel, his destroyed apartment was a distant memory. Mara’s radio silence sent him into a desperate line-by-line audit of their last interaction. He would have given anything to have another run at it, cringing as he thought back over his reactions.

“Did Auden know?” What a stupid question.

Mara couldn’t unlive it, so Tom didn’t want to unknow it, but he wished none of it were true. The idea he might have been inadvertently hurting her. His mind swept through a mental index of every single sexual encounter between them—grabbing, pushing, holding, clasping—had it all been to accommodate him?

Back at the hotel, he sat on the end of the bed and wrote her an email.

The apology looked monstrously inadequate, but he couldn’t summon better phrasing. He wanted to tell her that if no one heard from her by morning, the plan was to file a missing person report, but it looked like a threat in writing, so he let it go.


To: Mara Reed

From: Tom Williamson

Subject: No Subject

6:17 PM




Hey, I’m so worried about you. I’m at the hotel. Same room, 1850.

I’m sorry if my reaction the other night was insensitive, not my intention. I’m bad at this. Please call or email. I’ll come to you. Want to talk.

I love you.

Tom
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The reply came in a little past ten.

He was in bed watching the news. All the networks were blanketed with the same coverage of the AntiLiv protests taking place in every major city. He zoned out, staring at the TV, hoping that the talking heads might have an answer to where all these moving parts were going to fall.

A notification flashed on his screen.

Sitting up, he gripped his phone, eyes straining as they pored over every pixel.


To: Tom Williamson

From: Mara Reed

Subject: No Subject

10:04 PM



Hi Tom. I just replied to Olivia’s email too, sorry to have you both worried.    Need space to figure things out. This isn’t about you, it’s about me.

Thanks, Mara



It was an ice bath.

He hated himself. The first time he said “I love you” was in an email, a declaration she politely ignored.

The period after his name. An ending? Or a typo?

“I just replied to Olivia’s email too.”

Going out of her way to tell him that he was second priority? Did Olivia get the real story?

The double space before “Need space to figure things out.” A deleted sentence?

The email didn’t even feel like it was addressed to him. More like a general alert to all her friends, not a shred of intimate meaning, appropriate for public consumption.

“Thanks, Mara.” A sign-off he might expect from a work colleague, not someone open to becoming his wife.

Most chilling of all: “This isn’t about you, it’s about me.” The exact phrase he used to end his engagement to Elizabeth.

Is she breaking up with me?

OVER EMAIL?

Tom tested the question against the words as written and couldn’t find evidence to contradict it.

Please don’t. No. Please.








“These guys don’t feel good about what they did, and they’ve apologized. I’m old-fashioned, so I don’t really get the whole necrophilia thing, but I understand there was a special tarp set up to catch all the liquids.”

—MAJOR LEAGUE BASEBALL COMMISSIONER








TOM

The next day, Tom was incapable of movement or thought. To control his discomfort, he took meetings in a state of nonresponse, causing everyone he interacted with to withdraw as if they’d transgressed.

As the day neared its end, he dreaded an empty hotel room. Not even the poker table was safe. They would ask how Mara was, needle him about when the noose was coming.

With her email last night, she wasn’t technically missing, but something wasn’t right. He spent the day drafting a response but couldn’t settle on the words, which set off a fresh anxiety that she would read into his silence.

A heavy knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. It was Christine and the firm’s general counsel.

Christine handed papers across the desk. “It’s a temporary restraining order.” When she pointed to the court’s seal on the order, he saw her finger shaking, her eyes on the verge of tears. For the first time all day, he exited his own misery to comprehend another person. “And a notice that I have to appear in two days.”

She pulled out a third document, to which Tom needed no introduction. He recognized the letterhead of Kane Capital’s outside counsel, the country’s most aggressive litigation firm. “This says I violated my confidentiality and non-disparagement agreement with Kane Capital, that I leaked their trade secrets to you and others, and they’re suing me.”

Tom read the letter in silence.

Having leveraged them for years, he was more than familiar with the law firm’s bare-knuckle tactics.


Our clients, “Kane Capital,” are in possession of incontrovertible evidence that Christine Mack stole proprietary, trade-protected secrets, and acted with malicious intent to leak said information to the terrorist group known as “AntiLiv.”

Mack’s clear motivation was blatant market manipulation, to serve her trade on the corpse futures market in advance of Liv’s forthcoming IPO, to which Mack’s criminal conspiracy with “AntiLiv” has now caused irreparable material harm.



Cleara’s general counsel spoke firmly. “Because Kane Capital—or, let’s call it, Lorraine—is bringing the matter against Christine personally, our hands are tied. Cleara can’t get involved.”

Tom stared at the letter like it had arrived from outer space.

“A lawyer came to my apartment and said they were going to bankrupt me. I ignored him but then got this in the mail.”

Tom turned to the general counsel. “Showing up at her apartment, isn’t that harassment?”

“I really can’t offer any sort of interpretation of the situation or the letter. It could be misconstrued as giving Christine legal advice.”

Christine ignored her and stared forward. “I showed a lawyer friend, and he told me defending myself will cost hundreds of thousands of dollars.”

“More,” said Tom, under his breath. “Way more. The point is to bury you in legal fees quickly.” He pressed his hand against his mouth.

It was starting to get dark out. After looking it all over again, he sat back in his chair to think.

Tom turned to the general counsel. “Thanks, Erika, I’ll take it from here.”

Christine must have interpreted his gesture as the beginnings of passive disengagement because she straightened herself as if bracing for a loss of dignity.

After a few minutes of silence, he shook his head. “I wish we could have our lawyers draft a response for you, but I don’t want to bring Cleara in.” Eyes on the letter, he ignored Christine as he delivered the blunt news. After a long pause, he laughed with a perverse serenity. “Christine, thank you.”

He jumped up and grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair. Clutching the letter like a precious and rare object, he looked at her expectantly. “Can I keep this?”

She stared at him.

“I’ve got a lot going on right now.” Tom hurried, turning over papers on his desk to look for his phone. “I was beginning to think there wasn’t anything I could do—I really needed something to do.”







TOM

Barbara Kane greeted Tom as the elevators opened directly into the penthouse. She kissed his cheek and gave him a hug. “He’s in the living room.”

“Barbara, I’m sorry, I’ve hit my limit. I can’t take it anymore.”

“Makes two of us.” Her unsmiling tone was out of character.

In the living room, Kane had his back to him, tinkering at his whiskey cabinet.

“Tommy, my boy, can I get you a drink? Goddamn, do I need one. And I can’t believe I missed you at the party!”

Kane got out two glasses, but Tom held up his palm in refusal.

“To what do I owe this pleasure?”

Without returning the hello, he shoved the letter threatening Christine into Kane’s hand and waited for him to read it.

The old man’s attention span didn’t make it past the first paragraph. He opened his arms in a bewildered gesture of powerlessness. “I don’t get involved in this personnel stuff.”

“BOB!” Tom exploded.

The staccato shout sent Kane’s four dogs barreling into the living room.

Kane pretended not to hear. “Well, you know, Auden and Lorraine came to me—”

“WAKE THE HELL UP, BOB!” Tom shouted. “Get off the bench! Keep up or retire. If Lorraine had any evidence, she wouldn’t be filing a lawsuit against a twenty-eight-year-old—she’d be suing Cleara.”

“Now, as I understand it, this Christine girl, whoever she is, and I don’t know, I’ve never met her in my life, but apparently there was some real bad stuff going on there, real bad.”

Kane’s eyes darted over Tom’s shoulder.

Barbara was at the edge of the living room. He appeared disturbed by the presence of his wife.

“Lorraine is backed into a corner,” Tom explained. “She’s being petty and vindictive, suing an old associate—who just so happens to be the only Black woman you ever deigned to hire in an investment capacity—and now she’s made you look like a racist coward.” Tom turned around to make sure Barbara was listening. “Lorraine and Auden count on your disabling ignorance.”

Kane smashed his lips together, exhaling as if Tom were a teenager screaming a string of unrelated grievances.

Undeterred by Kane’s refusal to engage, Tom was happy to carry the conversation by himself. “I hired Christine to run our finance group… so I guess I really should be thanking you. She’s built a futures trade against you in the corpse market. That’s why Lorraine cooked up these threats to intimidate her.”

Barbara stood straight without moving as the dogs made circles, then settled at her feet.

“Short attack on the corpse market,” Kane wondered. “Ain’t that like betting on people not dying? That’s like negative oil—don’t make sense.”

Tom stared him down with a loaded composure. “I’ve never been more confident of a trade in my life.”

I have no idea how this trade is supposed to work, but the more I think about it, simply betting against you will probably get me somewhere.

Kane relented, unwilling to go up against Tom in front of Barbara. “I’ll sort it out. You tell her not to worry.”

Barbara turned to her husband and smiled. “Bobby, you are just a country boy, never been one to take anything on a gentleman’s handshake.”

As Kane huffed to his office, Barbara looked up at the ceiling and let out a strained exhale, obviously holding back in front of Tom. She gathered herself to face him while they waited.

“How’s that darling girl you brought to the party? It looked serious.”

Dire.

He answered her with a mixture of agreement and coughing, then diverted his eyes to a painting on the wall, emulating fascination with the primary colors and geometric shapes. When Kane reappeared with a pen and a sheet of company letterhead, Tom kept up the pretense of deep involvement with the canvas while the old man scribbled out the indemnification letter, shielding Christine from legal action. After handing it to Tom, he returned to the living room couch and pouted, smelling his drink as if nothing in the world was capable of upsetting him.

Tom read it over, satisfied. He folded it, put it in his breast pocket, and was about to leave when Barbara came up behind him, blocking his exit.

With one hand on his shoulder, she gestured to the painting Tom was pretending to like. “We picked it up on Madison Avenue, forever ago.” She looked to her husband, taking leave from hating him. “Bobby, what was the dealer’s name?”

“I have no idea.” Kane exhaled.

“You do know—it was the same one who sold us the Bauhaus chairs—your Wassily club chairs.” Facing Tom again, Barbara opened her palm. “The orange ones sitting in Bobby’s office.”

“Auden returned them?”

The room became silent. In the way that a bomb dropped from an airplane needs time to hit the ground before it combusts breathable air into fire, there was a long pause.

“Love those chairs.” Tom nodded quickly. “Great chairs. The orange Wassily club chairs, the Bauhaus ones—”

“Auden White has my chairs?” Barbara asked.

With the damage complete, Tom believed the moment to be his natural—if awkward—exit, but seeing Kane’s face drain of all color, he became acutely aware the man was in his seventies, vulnerable to a heart attack.

“I’m mistaken, they’re only on loan,” Tom hurried to say, aiming to save Kane’s life. “And shielded from cross-collateralization, Bob definitely took the time to get that in writing.”

While he driveled, Barbara went to the living room liquor cabinet and opened the doors. “Whatcha drinking, Bobby? You love to dip into the good stuff when someone young comes to visit.”

Watching her lift a bottle as if to pour herself a drink—after decades of sobriety—Tom glanced at Kane, whose expression flashed horror and confusion.

Barbara gripped the elongated neck like the handle of a baseball bat and swung, exploding the 1940 scotch on the penthouse’s three-inch soundproof window.

The smell was immediate, a cough syrup of vintage draft.

Tom froze. The only course was to leave, but his legs wouldn’t move, captive to entrenched politeness.

She breathed in deeply. “Smell that, Bobby? Can you smell that? Seeing your face right now is the best goddamn high I’ve ever had.”

Before Kane could respond, her body flew into the repetitious efficiency of a worker on an assembly line—or a malfunctioning robot—transforming the whiskey collection into a pile of wet glass. Dark liquids of various age and provenance streamed into one another, irretrievably combined.

“Boys, why the long faces?” she laughed. Her delivery was a malevolent flirtation. She pointed to the trashed pile of ruin. “You can’t break whiskey.”

“I should get going—”

“Tommy, please come have a drink,” she said, no trace of humor. “Go ahead, Bobby, get on your hands and knees and lick. God knows it’s not the worst thing you’ve swallowed. This here is a liquid poem. I can’t think of a better way to describe how you’ve spent your life.”

“That’s how the world works!” Kane shouted, opening his arms to both of them as if this was information Tom also needed to learn. He clutched his reading glasses in one hand and the lawyer’s letter in the other, ready to negotiate. “If Kane Capital doesn’t fortify Liv before the IPO, that will be almost twenty billion in losses— It will take down the goddamn firm.”

When Kane pointed at him to confirm the math, Tom debased himself with a gesture of halfway agreement, frantically pushing the penthouse’s elevator button.

“See, it’s not even up to me!” Kane exclaimed. “We have investors, Barbara. I have a fiduciary responsibility. You want me to scuttle this deal and lose their money just because you hate Auden White? I hear you. He’s a son of a bitch, and one of these days he’s going to get what’s coming, but everyone’s got a boss—even me.”

Barbara’s first response was to laugh at him. “Are you hearing this, Tom?”

He was. And he wanted to leave.

“Maybe I’m not here tomorrow,” she yelled. “What do you need me for? Go ahead, spend your twilight years listening to some pleasant little thing tell you how brilliant you are. Or better yet, bring in one of the dead ones. She won’t nag about ovulation strips and preschool.”

With the threats now deeply inappropriate for Tom’s ears, he was trapped at the elevator. The pool of whiskey crawled across the marble floor like a wheezing animal—spooky enough to send the dogs into hysterics. Hearing a bell announce the elevator’s arrival, he attempted to inch sideways with a noncommittal wave goodbye.

“What’s the problem, Tom?” Barbara screamed. “Am I making you uncomfortable?”

Petrified, he let the doors close without getting inside.

Too scared to face his wife, Kane addressed Tom, shouting over the cacophony. “Now, you may have a point, Lorraine’ll kick sand in your face when her chips are down”—BARK, BARK, BARK, BARK—“but I don’t pay the woman to enjoy losing.” He threw up his arms in surrender. “But we can all forget about it! I’m moving on.”

Barbara’s head snapped backward in a maniacal laugh. “Oh… that’s what I need to do! I should just forget it! Why didn’t I think of that?!”

The dogs chased her as she made her exit, storming off to some other wing of the massive apartment, punctuated with a thunderous door slam.

Kane looked stricken and frail.

In a charged silence, the two men looked over the mess. Crumbled glass had skidded as far as the living room’s back wall and an oily brown splatter covered the elegant silk-upholstered furniture.

Tom considered telling Kane how his own week began with a paint spill that ruined his floor, a problem that resolved itself when the apartment was destroyed—but it wasn’t a competition.

The old man’s pallid complexion worried him. He followed him to the kitchen. With a confused helplessness, Kane opened random drawers and cabinets, ignorant to where cleaning supplies were kept in an apartment he’d occupied for at least thirty years.

“There’s nothing here,” Kane moaned.

“It’ll be in a closet,” Tom offered. “Sometimes they keep it by the service elevator.” It was as brief an explanation of “real life” as the situation would allow. Tom found a closet by the service elevator with a broom and a dustpan.

Kane trailed behind him back into the living room with paper towels, shuffling his feet. Standing over the mess, the once-godlike Wall Street titan grabbed the side of the couch, trying to lower a knee to the ground, but Tom stopped him. “Bob, please let me—I’ve got it—just stand there and hand me the towels.”

On his hands and knees, Tom swept up the dripping glass into a dustpan, wiping up what could have been a million dollars’ worth of rare liquor soaked in dog hair.

“Thanks for coming by,” said Kane, his voice hoarse and yet sincere. “Good to see you.”








“It’s notable that compared to other online communities, OnlyFans users have shown a distinctive resiliency for discovering their favored creator was just pretending to be dead. I find that heartening.”








TOM

The next morning, a newspaper sat like a doormat outside Tom’s hotel room.


BREAKING: ANTILIV HACKS LIV, IPO TORPEDOED, KANE CAPITAL TO LOSE BILLIONS




The massive leak of internal documents, which itself is a federal offense, appears to reveal numerous frauds and C-suite dysfunction at the corpse-matching unicorn.

Current and former employees confirmed that Auden White’s embalming formula, a tightly guarded secret that Lorraine Harris frequently asserted to investors would transform Liv’s profitability, was nothing more than a regular embalming protocol. A funerary director confirmed, “This is what gets done for average, regular-type funerals. Grandma’s open casket.”

Liv’s founder was also given an uncapped slush fund of investor money for “research and development” covering dubious expenses paid to a shell company owned by White to run a “secure embalming research facility” that was in actuality a single lab located on the ground floor of White’s West Village brownstone.

This same shell company also paid tuition to New York University for an unidentified associate of White’s. While it is not uncommon or unethical for corporations to subsidize MBA or graduate-level coursework for C-suite executives, we were able to confirm that the tuition was paid toward an undergraduate degree for an unidentified female.



Tom ran to work.

The Liv headlines overtook his Bloomberg machine. He clicked through all the major newspapers, each detailing explosive allegations, journalists piling into the leak like maggots in open flesh.

With the world media descending on Auden, Mara was vulnerable. Every reporter would run backward, to the past. The arc of any deconstruction narrative begins with that early defining experience—the exact moment in the past when a vaulted figure became the liar we’ve now uncovered him to be.







AUDEN

There is nothing so revolting as the stench of decline. It was all over him. He knew they could smell it too.

Auden and Lorraine sat across the desk from Helena, whose upbeat greeting was a painful reflection of his circumstances. Elliot took notes in the corner.

“I’ll start with the fabulous news,” Helena opened. “Zach Meyer has articulated a singular journalistic insight for a story he’s working on in response to the leak. He’s got a kernel from the Liv retreat—let’s cook it with heat.” Pulling up an email from Zach, she read from her computer screen:

Quote: “My father wasn’t just toxic. He sexually abused a teenage girl I was close with, manipulating her into thinking she came on to him.”

Helena looked at Auden. “Zach thinks there’s a PTSD diagnosis to be uncovered here. His story will run in the next few days, then we’ll contextualize some of the behavior reported in the leak within the trauma-response framework. Immediately, we’ll follow up with a prime-time interview alongside a family therapist. I have a few doctor clients building their national brands at the moment—”

“No,” said Auden. “Absolutely not. This is totally off-limits.”

Helena smiled, expecting it. “I get it—everyone wants to bail on their quotes—it feels different to see your words in writing.”

“I’ll deny it.”

She smiled again. “Zach might have made you feel like it was a friendly conversation, but he was recording the whole time.”

“I pay you to stop him—”

“You pay me to save you.” She looked at Lorraine. “Help, please.”

“Auden, we need to soften your image if there’s any chance of a Liv acquisition.”

“No one on earth is dumb enough to buy Liv,” Auden snapped.

“There’s always a buyer. Let me do my job.”







TOM

Isaac knocked on his door. “When you were on the Liv board, were you ever in a meeting where the agenda was to ‘reframe necrophilia’?”

Tom pressed his fingers over his eyes.

A few minutes later, he gaped at the document on his screen.

Though it was tempting to believe the “transcript” was a calculated hit job, garden-variety incompetence was an endlessly poetical force that not even Helena Royce could mimic. Whoever typed Liv’s board minutes simply didn’t know how to transcribe conversation, let alone one with overlapping interruptions taking place on the phone. The call and its participants morphed into an unintentionally embellished fiction reflecting everybody’s and no one’s opinion. A respected media outlet ran the story under the egregious pretense “Edited for length and clarity.”


Board Member 1: I think we need to reframe necrophilia.

Board Member 4: There’s nothing we can do about the old “he says, she’s dead” situation.

Board Member 2: I don’t find that funny.

Board Member 4: Can we engineer an anti-rape penetration detector for people with vaginas? Maybe a metal tampon that sets off an alarm if you touch it.

Board Member 2: Why are you so obsessed with monitoring corpses with female genitalia? That’s called paternalism.



“Don’t go in the comments section,” Isaac advised.

Tom bent over to manage the nausea.

Accustomed to hand-to-hand combat in swing state primaries, Isaac closed the door, lowering his voice with a deliberate tone. “‘I don’t recall’ is a great answer in these situations.”

“I wish I could forget.”
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Hannah’s face was stone as she and Christine joined Isaac in Tom’s office. Lawrence dialed in from his yacht in the Galápagos. “What’s our exposure to the Liv leak? Tom, were you on this board call?”

“Yes, but—”

“Let me guess—Board Member 4?” He could almost hear Lawrence rolling his eyes through the line. “What stupid motherfucker thinks a device can prevent rape?”

“The transcript doesn’t accurately reflect—”

“Breaking news… spoken conversation doesn’t look good in writing.” Lawrence gave an exasperated sigh. “If that’s the extent of your involvement with this circus, I guess we’re lucky.”

Tom contemplated in which order to confess that he was in love with Auden’s stepsister, that he had reason to believe Auden killed his father, and that at present, Christine’s trade on the corpse futures market carried enough risk to wipe out both the fund and the Super PAC.

He pressed his hand over his mouth.

Hannah presented. “Apparently, Liv is losing more money than anyone thought. These accounting gimmicks are fraud, and there’s no secret formula—they’re just combining commercially available embalming chemicals.”

“None of that is news,” said Tom, briefly lifting his fingers away from his lips before putting them back.

“The corpse influencers are freaking out on social media about their exposure to toxic chemicals.”

“Not that they’ve been living with dead bodies?”

Isaac opened his laptop. “Let me check the Matthew 8:22s forums.”

Tom and Christine glanced at each other and braced themselves.

It was an excruciating wait as Isaac pulled up the forums and navigated around. His eyes became alert, then panicked. “Oh my god. They’re attacking our futures position,” he announced, in shock.

“How?” Hannah demanded. “Like a meme stock attack?”

Tom shook his head as if the comparison was ridiculous. “No, a meme stock attack is an attack on a short, this is a short attack, which is an attack that uses a short to attack a long… in this case, by shorting corpse futures.”

They all stared at him.

“They’re also pushing this conspiracy that Cleara is secretly funding AntiLiv and that we’re behind the leak,” Isaac added.

“Tom, why aren’t we on TV, letting people know we had nothing to do with the leak, get these guys off our back?” Lawrence asked pointedly. “You should go on Squawk Box this afternoon.”

Tom closed his eyes, his only defense against speakerphone.

I’m feeling a little fragile for television.

“I think that’s a great opportunity for Hannah,” he answered, delegating his rescue.

“There’s a ton in here about Auden and personal expenses,” she said, eyes scouring her tablet. “I wonder who that tuition was for? Maybe it’s—”

He cut her off: “Let’s keep the focus on Liv. We don’t want to make it look personal—”

“Tom!” gasped Hannah.

A warm spill descended over his lips. His nose was bleeding.

Everyone in the room tried to help as blood went all over his shirt and tie. “It’s fine, I’m fine,” he said as they fussed over him. “I’ve been sleeping at a hotel. It’s the dryness. Hotel heating.”

“Breakup?” Lawrence asked.

I’m hoping not.

“Fire. It’s really the water damage. I didn’t realize the way they put out fires is by flooding the building.”

“Well, start stacking sandbags—I need your head in this game.”

Tom deepened his voice an octave. “We have the situation under control.”

I have no idea what’s going on. I’ve never been more distracted in my life.

“What about these Matthew 8:22s? Can they cause real damage to our position?”

Tom and Christine locked eyes, wordlessly agreeing that the attack was a catastrophe born of their worst nightmares. He stuffed a wad of tissues up his nostril. “We’re watching prices. They’re holding.”

“I’m not Robert Kane—don’t blow smoke up my ass,” Lawrence snapped.

Tom held his nose, tipping his head back. “Buckle up—expect a forty-five percent drop by lunch.”

“But long-term, are we on the right side of it?” Lawrence demanded.

Silence.

“Not sure there’s a right side on this one.” He tried laughing but was too nervous. When Lawrence waited for a real answer, Tom remembered that to act panicky in an emergency was both pathetic and unlike him. “Okay, look, I didn’t see this coming,” he admitted. “There’s a lot going on here, but I think we’ve hit the bottom.”
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When Lawrence got off the call, Hannah and Isaac exchanged glances.

“Tom, we need to speak with you,” said Isaac.

“In private,” Hannah added.

With Christine the only other person in the room, the obvious goal was fratricide. Tom didn’t have the energy. He waved his hand. “Let’s have an airing of grievances.” Keeping his head tipped back, Tom closed his eyes and imagined blood pooling at the base of his skull. He tore off the blood-splattered tie and threw it in the garbage under his desk, then felt chest pains when the dripping mess reminded him of the mustard stain from the first time he laid eyes on Mara.

Hannah, literally raising her nose at her colleague, said, “Christine’s futures bet risks Cleara’s entire cause. We have to dump it now.”

“And that’s why political consultants aren’t traders,” Christine countered, her voice just in bounds.

As he sat upright to mediate, the stuffed tissue dislodged from Tom’s nose, his hands fumbling to catch it, fingers haphazardly stringing the bloody wad out of his nostril. “Let’s all take a breather,” he said, coughing. “Cleara Investments and Cleara Super PAC are all on the same team—”

“We refuse to work for an organization that’s attempting to make money on the corpse market—which people are involuntarily traded into after death,” Hannah announced. “Our staff is doing a walkout at 3:00 PM to protest Christine’s futures trade.”

“Do you think we’re printing money in the other room?” Christine shot back. “Where do you think the Super PAC donations that pay your salary come from?”

“You’re losing money! And you haven’t just risked our endowment, with this attack, you’re putting it in the hands of the Matthew 8:22s. You’ve resourced the enemy—”

“It’s temporary. They’re going to get smoked when it goes the other way—”

“It’s a case study for why capitalism doesn’t solve social problems. You’ve basically bet that humanity will run out of dead bodies—”

Tom finally got between them, his tone harsh enough to silence the room. “That’s an oversimplification.”

Christine and Hannah glared at each other, waiting for the verdict.

“Communication is a particular skill set,” Tom said. “Christine might not be helping you understand her trade, but that doesn’t mean she’s wrong.”

Hannah faced Tom. “The trade is morally unacceptable. The choice is yours.”

“Cleara Investments staff make investment decisions, and Cleara Super PAC staff, as in political action committee, make political decisions. Christine’s short on the corpse market is an investment decision.”

“The offices will empty at 3:00 PM,” Hannah replied. “We’ve notified the media.”
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Tom sent Christine home to shield her from the half of the organization that wanted her fired. As the offices emptied for the protest, he did his best to give the exiting staffers respectful attention, but none seemed interested in eye contact. Their focus was on one another.

After the last of them were out and Tom was alone, Amelia’s face flashed across his phone for the first time in years.

“I didn’t think you’d pick up,” she said, with hesitance. “Is this a bad time?”

“Terrible,” Tom laughed.

Having now spent more than a day with it, Mara’s breakup email was a scissor jack in his mind. He hit speakerphone. “The office is empty because Cleara Super PAC staff is staging a walkout to protest Cleara Investments, or at least my management of it.”

Amelia couldn’t help laughing.

“I don’t know if I blame them,” he exhaled. “If this was a card game, I should have folded two moves ago.”

“If the Matthew 8:22s take you guys down, won’t Lawrence just refill the money?”

Tom shook his head with resignation, leaning back in his chair. “Lawrence got rich by not tripling down on bad bets. He’ll pack up operations, fire me and the staff, take a year to regroup.”

There was a long silence. “I’m sorry about the transcript,” said Amelia. “I’m also resigning from Liv. I know it’s too late, but I want you to know I never intended for it to get so out of control. This Zach Meyer story is the last straw. Helena Royce is pushing some new narrative that Auden’s father is the person responsible for the way he acts.”

Tom froze. “What?”

“Apparently Zach thinks Auden needs help—not punishment—because he witnessed some kind of sexual abuse as a teenager. It triggered his bottomless moral relativity.”

Overpowering all exhaustion, Tom’s mind lit up—a percussive explosion of hypotheticals, all the ways a Helena Royce storyline would ensnare Mara. The thought of Zach Meyer doing his own analysis of her life brought on a mixture of rage, terror, and absolute resolution.

He snatched the phone off his desk, brought it to his ear, double-checking that the office was empty. “Amelia,” he begged, saying her name like he did when they were still together, on the same team, two good friends who accidentally married each other. “Please, will you do something for me?”

“Anything.”







KANE

Lorraine and the deal team working to fortify Liv were summoned to a crisis management meeting. Liv, the firm’s single largest investment, was in total collapse, limping to the IPO, on track to bleed out before getting there. They were the laughingstock of Wall Street, and the Liv exposé was front-page news all over the world.

“The wife and I had a very direct strategy session last night,” Kane announced to silence. “Got me thinking.”

For Lorraine, this was never a good thing.

“Now, I have it on very good authority that a woman named Christine Mack”—Kane pointed vaguely in Lorraine’s direction but didn’t look her in the eye—“who we seemed to think was so useless that we fired her, is now leading Cleara’s investment group and she’s gone and put together one hell of a futures trade on the corpse market.”

Kane ignored Lorraine as she tried to jump in. He didn’t need her to inform him Kane Capital had already sent a lawyer’s letter threatening to wipe Christine off the face of the earth.

He was well aware.

“Now, I also took the time to learn that the fool on the other side of Mack’s trade… is me.”

Kane let his fury sink in, everyone’s eyes glued to the table.

“So in addition to the pants-down exposure we have to Auden White and Liv, you all, who are supposed to be smarter than me, seem to think that taking the other side of Cleara’s trade on corpse futures is a good way to hedge our risk to… dead bodies.”

Lorraine couldn’t stay quiet any longer. “The Cleara trade makes no sense,” she laughed. “Christine is very young and full of herself, she has no idea what she’s doing. Cleara Super PAC staff is so upset about her trade—and all the money they’re losing in the short attack against it—they staged a walkout. And who can blame them? Tom has basically let Christine bet the farm that people won’t die—”

“And that got me asking,” Kane continued, as if Lorraine were both invisible and silent. “How is it that we find ourselves in such an unholy mess? God help me, no shame admitting I was the first person to vote yes on this Auden clown. That was me alone. And every time that punk came around asking for more money, his act was gettin’ more popular, I kept doubling down. A few months ago when this IPO started moving against us”—Kane tapped a finger to his head—“I said to myself, ‘Self, that must mean I’m wrong… but I’m never wrong, so the market must be wrong. Maybe I should buy some more. Yes, sir.’”

Kane started clapping his hands together, sliding further into the third person. “Come to Jesus, Bobby, come to Jesus! The devil of all devils—ego—whispers sheer poison in your ear. Accept some Jesus into your life! When these early losses on Liv turned putrid, I threw good money after bad, tryin’ to bring it back to life.”

Kane mimed the crazed flailing of a Pentecostal minister attempting resurrection onstage. “I’ve been screaming to raise this investment from the dead, but God must not be taking my calls.”

The least religious businessman in Manhattan smiled at his silent subordinates. “Now, I might talk slow, but I ain’t quite as dumb as you all seem to think. I’d like to stand up in front of this room and tell you I’ve been bareback fucking this dead pig of an investment… closing my eyes, tellin’ myself it ain’t that bad.” Seeing the table attempt to outrun the depraved image, Kane offered a dramatic pause so it would overtake them. “To make amends for my necrotizing bestiality, I have three directives, effective immediately. One: I want us to get the hell out of the corpse futures market.”

He pointed to Lorraine. “Two: Call the lawyers off this Christine Mack. She outplayed you in front of my goddamn wife.”

Lorraine looked deeply uncomfortable, but Kane wasn’t finished. “Three: I sure as hell don’t plan on buying Auden White out of his Liv stock.”

To this, the entire room inhaled.

The demand was a nonstarter. The deal was already signed, countersigned, stamped by lawyers on both sides, and announced to the press.

“I want it undone,” Kane said calmly. “We haven’t wired the money. We ain’t gonna. I might not be in the habit of backing out of a signed deal, but this here is what I call extraordinary circumstances—”

“Sir, the lawyers won’t be able to pull that off,” Lorraine said gravely. “It’s an even bigger mistake to get out of our position on the corpse market. It’s a windfall of cash—we need the liquidity.”

When Kane didn’t snap at her, Lorraine ventured further afield. “Our legal team is confident we can neutralize Christine—”

Kane slammed his fist on the table with a ferocious bang. No one dared speak.

After a long pause, he hissed over the silence, “You know, other than me—there’s one person ’round here who’s gotten her way at every turn, AND IT AIN’T FUCKING CHRISTINE MACK.”

Anger pulsing, Kane clawed out the letter threatening legal action against Christine. The paper was limp, having endured repeated abuses as it flung its way across the universe, boomeranging home for the death blow.

Kane brandished it inches from Lorraine’s face, screaming at the top of his lungs like a deranged emperor. “If the lawyers can spin evidence out of thin air to throw at her, but they don’t think they can pull out of a contract with Auden White after the world’s press catches him red-handed holding Satan’s handbasket of materially relevant misconduct, when every major newspaper has circled around and greased him up in a hog-tie like the pig that he is, then hell… you drag those two-thousand-an-hour litigators out back, and someone bring me my shotgun. I feel triggered.”








“I thought about it, then looked around and realized that everyone I know could be dead. It was up to me, if that makes sense?”








TOM

BREAKING NEWS

Exclusive: Incriminating Video Footage Captures Tom Williamson Assaulting Unknown Woman.

As CEO of Cleara Investments, Williamson is integral to billionaire Lawrence Ross’s Super PAC, an organization that seeks to dismantle the right to have a relationship with a corpse, a decision some make to avoid nonconsensually asserting themselves over others.

In the security footage, Williamson and the unnamed woman appear to be known to each other, as there is no evidence of forced entry to the home the victim shared with her partner, who was out of the country at the time of the assault.

Without warning or consent, Williamson seizes a canvas bag from the woman’s arms—causing her to freeze—then lifts his hand to her face area, attempting to put his lips over her mouth. When the victim frees herself and stumbles out of the frame, Williamson flees.

The verified video evidence is a part of a broader investigation into Williamson’s inappropriate behavior and comments, including the circumstances of his firing from Liv, a direct result of a violent outburst resulting in physical injury to Auden White.

Now identified as Liv’s “Board Member 4” in the infamous leaked transcript discussing how to “reframe necrophilia,” Williamson is recorded mocking the challenges survivors face in the legal system in a “he said, she said” situation by saying, “There’s nothing we can do about the old ‘he says, she’s dead’ situation.”

A third reported incident, confirmed by building records made public following a recent fire, occurred late last year when Williamson wandered the halls of his apartment building in his underwear, passing out in a trash room. A building manager claims Williamson was experiencing some kind of medical episode, but this couldn’t be verified.

Cleara’s only comment was that the incidents were unknown to them until this reporting and are now under investigation.
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He had no social media, so the death threats were absorbed by Cleara’s public accounts, alongside vivid rape threats.

The social media manager shrugged. “That’s normal for men accused of sexual misconduct—and women, just generally.” Tom looked on as the guy clicked through various posts and accounts. “We delete and block the death and rape threats, but it’s unwise to close comments or else people won’t feel heard.”

“I’m really sorry,” said Tom, feeling guilty that a Cleara employee would be tasked with pruning the vengeance. After clearing the death and rape threats, all that remained was ordinary hatred. Corpse influencers took the lead educating the public that now was not the time for some “intellectual debate”:


To every guy out there trying to find a gray area: there is NO difference between unwanted advances and harassment.

How does this dude think it’s okay to RANDOMLY KISS A WOMAN?

All the people who say we make too big a deal about how it’s THE LIVING who require consent…… shut up.

This is so disturbing. She’s terrified.

Um. Why am I not reading about him being fired? It’s been like 8 hours. Cleara can’t claim to care about women with this guy as CEO.

If this video doesn’t prove that abusers take what they want, I don’t know what does.

How does he still have a job?

If this guy got caught on video once, that means he’s done this THOUSANDS OF TIMES.

I bet this is the *real* reason he left Liv, every time he gets caught they sweep it under the rug, then he pops up at some new company.



Lawrence’s global security team determined the most troubling threats were not the “flay his male organs” kind but the more principled “someone must protect women from him” variety. They worried a brave and righteous soul—egged on by celebrities and the corpse influencers declaring that Tom represented abusers everywhere—might take action and “protect the innocent” from Tom Williamson.

He picked up his charcoal-gray Porsche from the garage where it lived the 355 days a year he wasn’t driving it and set out for the Hamptons.

Lawrence offered his house as refuge.







PETER

“Peter, I’m sorry I couldn’t get back to you sooner—I’ve been very busy.”

“It’s because you’re the best.”

Dr. Hall hunched over the open file. She looked up sternly. “And I don’t like it when you bring me files like this.”

The medical report was a copy with all identifying information blacked out.

“Everything is aboveboard, but the client is high profile. I just need to know if you’re seeing anything that might indicate a homicide investigation should have been opened. If my client wants to take it further, we’ll come back with the unredacted file. That can be the ‘first’ time you see it.”

“I work for the body,” she said firmly. She pressed her lips together and went back to the file. “But with this body, I would need more than a body.”

He tilted his head.

“They don’t have enough pictures of the rope,” she sighed. “They only photographed one angle. And the original ME’s notes aren’t very detailed. Did they have a motive for suicide?”

“The guy’s second wife had a drug problem and left her kid with him. His first wife died in a car crash. His businesses were strained. Family reported alcohol abuse, and his son said he used with the second wife when she was still at home. OxyContin.”

Dr. Hall nodded. “Yeah, I saw the oxy in the toxicology. His blood alcohol was high, but I’ve seen worse. Was anyone home at the time?”

“Does that matter?”

“With a hanging, it’s not so easy,” she said, shaking her head. She turned back to the file and drifted to another item that didn’t seem to fit. “The knot, this bit here with the coil, it should be farther back.” She gripped an invisible rope, as if it were pulling on the back of her neck. “But suicides rarely make perfect nooses—that could explain it.”

“Maybe the guy just liked weird knots,” Peter offered, having now read three coroner’s assessments musing over this unusual tie.

She folded the file shut. “I thought you did more of the big-ticket corporate stuff these days?”

Peter smiled, his face giving nothing away.

She opened her hands to him as if drawing a compromise. “I assume the family hired you because they suspect something? Their suspicion could be relevant.”

“That would be an incorrect assumption.”

She nodded. “I’ll say this. If you or the client have reason to believe this is suspicious, bring it back to me officially, let me see the unredacted version. If you want it to stay a suicide”—she pointed to the file—“this body, on its own, won’t argue with you.”







AUDEN

Auden sat on the floor by the window. Nikola slept on the bed.

It was after midnight, and they were in one of the guest bedrooms at the beach house. The curtains were open, and low moonlight made gray shapes on the walls. Auden didn’t know who was playing the music downstairs.

Nikola was staying with him because Amelia wanted to think things over. She was done with the bodies. His friend labored under the delusion that this wasn’t a real incompatibility and, like a spiraling addict, spent the last week immersing himself with the corpse influencers they met on the beach.

He had been watching Nikola sleep for an hour, his chest rising and falling with a consummate power, healthy and perfect. Some people can just lie down and sleep.

“I showed up with this thing,” Auden whispered. “The world was begging me for it.”

He opened his hands—they were empty. Outside in the backyard, the nameless houseguests were laughing, jumping in his pool.

“It was right there, waiting. Just under the surface,” he said, again barely audible. “I was the only one willing to reach in and touch it.”

Touch what?

He didn’t know if he was really talking to himself or just pretending, watching himself rehearse. At this point, it didn’t matter. He faced the empty corner as if it were interviewing him. “When Liv started, I thought maybe I wouldn’t be bored for the rest of my life.” He waited with this thought for a while.

“And I love Mara,” he added defiantly, as if a sleeping Nikola had suggested otherwise.

As the room sat with him and his secrets, what Auden didn’t understand was why he hated the people defending him. He’d stopped looking at his phone days ago. He couldn’t stand to read the posts and articles putting up a voracious defense of Liv when the real craft of Liv’s explanation was his own. Liv users were trying to force down an idea, but Liv’s founder wanted to force open a choice.

Maybe twenty minutes went by. The people he didn’t know had come inside again and were talking in the kitchen.

“When you’re starving, it’s not hunger. It’s dying of hunger. Nobody invented cannibalism—someone just made the first move.”

Nikola turned over and stretched, eyes open. “What?”

Auden shook his head and turned to the window. “Nothing,” he said quickly. “I was just in here… I didn’t want to talk to anyone.”

Nikola sat up a little. As he oriented himself, yawning, excited chatter was moving from the kitchen to the patio. He nodded. “I’ll tell people to leave.”

“No. Don’t bother.” Auden picked himself up off the floor. “They can stay.”

He felt Nikola watching him as he went to his bedroom and shut the door. Now that he knew everything that was about to happen, it was time to finally cry.








“You know when you’re listening to music, and it’s building, building, building? Like, imagine someone hit mute right before it got to the top. That’s what it felt like when Liv stopped. I had to make that last note myself.”








TOM

RING, RING, RING.

Tom groped for his cell phone in the darkness.

He was in a randomly chosen guest room of Lawrence’s sprawling Southampton mansion.

Between the blackout shades and his insomnia, it was impossible to sense time. Twenty minutes or seventeen hours, he had no idea how long he had been sleeping.

His hand wanted to run into Mara at the edge of the bed. Overwhelmed by the desire to contact her, he lifted himself out of drowsy semiconsciousness, clawing for his phone, hoping telepathy worked.

“Tom Williamson,” he answered, more to remind himself.

It was Lawrence’s chief of staff. “I’m sorry to wake you, but it’s an emergency. Overnight, there were coordinated terrorist attacks on every major corpse facility in the country.”

Tom sat up and turned on the light. It was 3:46 AM.

“Liv’s central warehouse was hit hardest. They have a five-hundred-thousand-square-foot facility—”

“I’m familiar with it.”

“It’s still burning. They don’t have enough fire trucks to put it out. And the embalming chemicals are a hazard. Same with the clearing agency that imports corpses from other countries to trade on the exchanges. Not enough fire trucks.”

“How can there not be enough fire trucks?”

“Protestors have been dragging piles of dead bodies into neighborhood intersections and setting them on fire. There’s a national shortage of corpses—the president declared a state of emergency.”

“Has anyone been killed?”

“Not enough to alleviate the shortage.”

Tom got out of bed.

He went downstairs and made coffee, then sat at a breakfast table under a single overhead light, nervously refreshing his phone. The major news outlets were picking up the story, first with headlines, then rolling feeds updated every few minutes.

He ached to know if Mara was safe.

Need space to figure things out.


Tom

5:08 AM

Want to give you space, but thinking about you nonstop. hope you’re safe, things are coming apart out there. Can we talk?



The text didn’t go through.

Lawrence called at 6:00 AM. “I’m reinstating you to direct crisis management.”

“I’ve been thinking… I need some time off, maybe someone else can—”

“Does this sound like an offer?”

The Zach Meyer article was still a career-ending proposition, but like a banking crisis, the AntiLiv attacks meant Tom couldn’t be excused. Knowing he would be in front of a desktop camera all day, he carefully considered what to borrow from his boss’s closet, ultimately deciding that a sport coat and slacks looked more solutions-oriented and trustworthy than a suit and tie. He couldn’t help clawing at his shirt collar like something was wrapping itself around his throat.

By 7:00 AM he was dressed and pacing around the first floor of the house, his back to the expansive beachfront views. He plugged his work computer into some monitors and set up a command center in Lawrence’s home office. There was an element of patience to watching the world fall apart. He had to wait on morning alarm clocks, for people to check their phones, turn on the television. The news announced school closures. It was guaranteed that the markets would collapse at 9:00 AM. He wondered what Brooklyn would look like and hoped Mara wasn’t by herself.

With nowhere to direct his frightened vigilance, once again, Tom sat aimlessly flipping through pictures of her in a confused anticipation. His favorite was a screenshot saved from her dating profile, the photo Auden had taken on the patio at the Liv retreat. As Tom lingered over the image, consuming it, Mara’s face was suddenly replaced by his mother’s. Gagging at the repulsive inversion of sexual and maternal object, he took the call.

“Hi, Mom.” Tom exhaled.

She had already decided to close the store for the day and was home with a neighbor, monitoring the news. Tom would have given anything not to be alone. She wanted him to drive to New Hampshire, but Mara’s open-ended non-breakup kept him in a suspended delusion that at any moment, she might call and ask to see him. He recounted to his mother a sanitized order of events: Mara was with him the night of the fire; they had a “tense” conversation about something unrelated and private; she left to take her exam but missed it; she sent a vague email that would be hard for him to paraphrase, because he had no idea what it meant.

“And I don’t know if I’m ever going to see her again.”

“You can’t mess things up with the right person,” his mother replied, untroubled. “What will be will be.”

Mara was gone. He felt it.

Philip was right. Theirs was the era when boyfriends had no role in the ending. Mara needed to spin out on her own, for herself. This was the part where he had to back away, accepting the outcome without question.

When he hung up with his mother, Hannah appeared on the morning show he had playing in the background. He raised the volume as they made her video conference full screen. She oozed with self-satisfaction and triumph. “We never condone violence, but corpse depots and warehouses were a threat to society, and the government’s inaction forced AntiLiv to take steps for basic human dignity. People can no longer get dead bodies, and that’s a good thing.”

Tom didn’t share her confidence. With the sun up, it was starting to sink in that this was the first shortage of human corpses in history. There was going to be a run on cadavers.







TOM

It was a waking oblivion. Tom had lived long enough to see the world run out of dead bodies.

Americans needed corpses and there weren’t enough to go around.

By the time the West Coast got out of bed, Liv users on the East Coast decided that no one was going to take away their right to live with The Dead. By the time Liv users on the West Coast decided the same, Liv users on the East Coast were killing people.

Tom’s redirected office line had been ringing off the hook. His assistant stopped interrupting him with each call, instead texting him every fifteen minutes with a list of people looking to speak to him.

A mass-onset psychosis woke up in bedrooms, kitchens, workplaces, and high schools.

The markets didn’t fall out of bed, they jumped off a cliff. But the corpse supply crash meant Christine had single-handedly turned Cleara Investments into one of the most profitable funds ever, but it wasn’t like that helped anyone. The profit funded Cleara Super PAC, a political organization, a realm of no relevance when people are killing one another to cope with a world that doesn’t have enough dead bodies.

There was a run on whatever corpses were left in circulation, the leftovers smoldering at warehouses and import depots. When the normal ecosystem of sale and purchase halted, distributors hoarded and raised prices. Somehow, in the United States of all places, the human body was not legally defined as an essential consumer good and was therefore unprotected by price-gouging regulation.

The Matthew 8:22s interpreted the AntiLiv attack as an opening battle in a war they weren’t about to sit out, yet it wasn’t obvious AntiLiv was entirely responsible. Half of the police and National Guard response was caught up de-escalating armed militias clashing with unaffiliated individuals “helping” to burn bodies.

And that was just the fighting over The Dead.

Tom stood in the center of Lawrence’s office, eyes glued to the television, muted to protect himself from the cable news narration.

On-screen, a reporter was outside a retirement home in Florida, interviewing residents who had lined up their wheelchairs in a wall of protection, blocking the building’s entrance. Members of this geriatric human shield awkwardly balanced semiautomatic rifles on the collapsing slopes of their low-bone-density shoulders.

Even without the sound, Tom understood the threat.

Liv users were hungry and they were young. They needed new bodies. Mathematically, a seventy-five-year-old might have a quarter of their life ahead, but that’s not how youth interprets time.

Young Liv users transitioned quickly from insisting on access to dead bodies, to believing it was a constitutional right, to interpreting that right through the lens of preemptive self-defense. In order to satisfy their need to be with a corpse, they had the right to make a dead body out of a living one.

The debate over the hypothetical dangers of validating frustration with the living part of human beings was over, but it came too late for the hundreds of murders, many of which were confessed to on social media.


I’m proud of myself for finally enforcing my limits. My Liv account stopped working and I said ‘No, that’s not gonna work for ME.’

People have the right to burn bodies, cause global warming and clog democracy, but they should be ready to accept the consequences that I have the right to kill them.



One Liv user posed with the bodies of her freshly exsanguinated tormentors:


I’m going through a lot right now and I need to respect the space I’m in. I’m tuning out this toxic pressure to just listen and turn the other cheek. Who may I ask is served by letting these people live? Not me.



Another gazed past her camera phone’s lens, brushing her hair to manage the comedown of “expressive violence,” hands stained by an unknown ruddy substance. She offered a clear upturned angle of her jaw, a thirty-five-inch ring light reflected in the window behind her.


That moment you realize there’s A SOLUTION that nobody wants to talk about. STOP ASKING PERMISSION



Violent assaults spiked. Confused by their own arrests, Liv users were confident that their right to happiness met the standard for justifiable homicide.

Luckily, the vast majority were ineffectual. These were, after all, people who spent all day with lifeless corpses. Most were frustrated and overwhelmed when the living body didn’t agree to the process, like getting a dog to wear a sweater.

That is, unless they had firearms.

Police and fire response were overwhelmed. The mayors of New York and Boston got ahold of Tom’s cell number and called him directly, begging to know if Cleara experts would brief city officials on how to combat the instantaneous descent into what could only be described as micro-terrorism.

“Fight it? There’s no fighting. It’s withdrawal. We have to just survive it.”

The CDC released a statement saying it expected the frenzied violence to dissipate in forty-eight hours, though it would take longer for Liv users unable to manage their withdrawal. Tom had no idea where they got their numbers. Cleara scientists were the only ones remotely qualified to make assertions, and they knew nothing. A video conference from that morning had devolved into a screaming match of equal and opposite views of the science, data, and prognosis. Competing predictive models charted wildly different estimates for how long corpse withdrawal would last and what symptoms would linger indefinitely. The meeting’s main takeaway was that computer modeling to predict likely scenarios was just another coping mechanism.

His assistant called. “Tom, the president’s chief of staff is on the line—can I put her through?”

“President of what?”

“The United States.”

The line clicked. “Hey, Tom, thanks for taking my call,” she opened, as if they were friends.

I’m hoping this isn’t a radio show prank.

“The president is concerned by the intel coming in.”

“It is concerning.”

“Homeland Security is workshopping a national response, but we want to hear from private sector leaders—like you—on proposed solutions. Does Cleara have any ideas?”

“A private sector solution… for anarchy?”

Like many, Tom clung to the hope that the US government kept secret working groups to prepare for all eventualities, including this one, and that billions of dollars in tactical capabilities sat poised to be unholstered at any moment, but twenty-four hours into the national emergency, it was now clear that the American “deep state,” as fantasized by conspiracy theorists, was in fact a drooling synonym for “brain-dead.”

“I’m going to have to call you back.”

Shelter-in-place orders were issued across the country. Despite Liv’s large cultural footprint, only a segment of the population actually lived with cadavers—mostly single adults between eighteen and thirty-five. The vast majority of those users partnered with one corpse.

Only the small subset of “heavy” users, those who relied on Liv’s exchange policy, constantly trading corpses in and out, were now liable to go to extremes for their fix.

Suicide attempts spiked as adolescents, desiring to help their tortured peers, tried to offer their bodies as comfort. Others, not yet tall enough to ride roller coasters, saved their families and neighbors from those intent on accessing corpses.

A rolling news feed:


A six-year-old girl in Bethesda threw herself in between a cup of coffee and her grandpa, warning him not to drink the concoction prepared by her teenage sister.

The dead dilute youth social groups with silence. Without cadavers, Liv users are traumatized by the noise of conversational response. Speaking directly to them is considered aggressive.

Listening to other human beings is too cacophonous for addicted Liv users to bear. Experts describe the discomfort somewhere along the spectrum of hysterical boredom and sleep torture.

Dozens of countries announce the closure of borders, preventing US passport holders from entry.

International observers point to contradictory forces: “The bowdlerization of American intellectual discourse, alongside the rising popularity of necrophilia, are highly unstable accelerants which need to be understood before they are touched.”

In a city gripped by AntiLiv rioting, a pile of corpses on the fifth floor of the Museum of Modern Art has inexplicably been left untouched. Though museum staff took extra security precautions in light of the ongoing violence, visitors have been respectful of the installation. “It’s art,” one museumgoer observed.

Farther uptown, the entire Auburn University cheerleading squad was found dead in a Plaza Hotel suite, killing themselves for a picture set to be taken with a timer.



Markets were still open and corpse futures went to the moon.

The explosions at major warehouses and storage facilities, alongside smaller residential fires, decimated the American corpse supply in eighteen hours. Yesterday, bodies were trading in factors comparable to trash and recyclables. Today, they were Fabergé eggs.

Christine’s trade was front-page news. With a sense of undue pride, Tom watched her give interviews to the financial press from the safety of her office. He recognized Kane’s handwritten note tacked on the wall behind her.

Kane got caught in a different mess. Pulling his entire position out of the market hours before the crash brought a tidal wave of innuendo as SEC enforcement flooded his Midtown office in windbreakers.

Financial press:


Regulators not buying Robert Kane’s claim he dumped billions of dollars in exposure to corpse futures on the eve of the crash because “his wife was mad at him.”



Social media:


These AntiLiv morons want to “protect dead bodies,” when Liv members pose NO threat to The Dead. They’re dead. They can’t be hurt. We’re alive. We can.

Do people know what a TINY percentage of Liv members are in withdrawal? This moral panic is a manufactured crisis. A few isolated incidents of turning living bodies into dead ones shouldn’t reflect on ordinary necrophiles.

AntiLiv TERRORISTS burned warehouses and mobs are breaking into people’s houses and pulling corpses into the street but Cleara says Liv users are the ones that need a cure?



Cleara corporate account:


Cleara is dedicated to helping Liv users.

Reply:

Bigots always say that. Cleara’s entire purpose is to erase our existence.



An article ran on young Liv staffers, but Elliot didn’t comprehend that a quote can only be anonymous if the person reading it doesn’t recognize the voice in the words.


Being an early Liv employee was supposed to be my launch pad, I’ve wasted all this time when I was supposed to be innovating or founding my own company and now look at me. I’m twenty-five and my stock options are worthless!

Reply:

Let’s end the corpse shortage one MBA student at a time.



Tom had seen enough.

AntiLiv didn’t like the corpse market, so they blew it up.

He turned away from his computer and looked out at the empty beach. The need to know if Mara was safe was an overwhelming compulsion, visiting him every few minutes.

Is she somewhere waiting for you to call?

He couldn’t picture it. Not even when they were together. He called. He texted. She responded. With this, he exited a denial and for the first time understood that Mara had meant to do what she had done. People don’t accidentally break up, and if the wording of her email felt ambiguous, it wasn’t because she was torn—it was because rejections are hard to write.

The sky was hazy and dim from the warehouse fires. There was so much smoke, you weren’t supposed to go outside. Even Liv users didn’t want to inhale charred human remains. He turned his back to the windows, refusing to confront the atmospheric glaze.

No one was waiting for him. Just as Tom finally accepted that he was alone, his eyes fell to the closed captions on the muted television:


Liv Founder Auden White silent throughout the crisis…









TOM

Double-checking the address, he thought he had the wrong house. Expecting a future-fetish glass-and-concrete mansion, he found a shingled Cape Cod cottage hidden behind tall hedges. His wheels cracked over the gravel driveway.

If it had been for sale, Tom would have bought it on the spot. It was annoying to discover Auden had taste.

He rang the doorbell. This would be humiliating.

I was worried about you.

A chime echoed inside the house.

Nothing.

Minutes passed.

Tom resolved to go with I was in the neighborhood.

When he rang the bell again, a dark figure walked past out of sight, and then at last, the door swung open.

A tall, spindly girl stared back from beneath an oversized hoodie. She opened the door without saying anything, then turned to a nearby table, rummaging in a purse, not registering his presence.

Party detritus was scattered on every surface like the contents of a dumped trash can—beer bottles, napkins, joints, cocaine dust, cut straws, and champagne glasses with reservoirs of stale liquid, all of it emptied and used.

“Is Auden here?” Tom asked, looking up the stairs.

The girl shrugged. Her lack of recognition confused his snap conclusion that she must have slept there. She left him in the foyer and drifted up the stairs, moving like a ghost drawn to the sound of a television on the second floor. Whatever plan Tom had come there with dropped away. He stood around awkwardly and waited.

He texted Auden:


Tom

11:45 AM

Hey, I’m at your house.

Tom

11:49 AM

It’s Tom

Tom

11:50 PM

Tom Williamson

Tom

11:51 PM

Someone let me in, I’m downstairs.



The sliding glass doors facing the beach were wide open. He went outside to the edge of the pool. The sky was a light charcoal and the water looked cold. With everyone turning on Auden, Tom wondered who had come to the party. Floating trash clustered by the drain, and beer bottles with attractive paper labels huddled around the legs of patio furniture.

Months earlier, he could have pictured Liv employees and executives loitering poolside, ashing into the sand, warm with the certainty that they would be humble with their post-IPO wealth. By now, they were all plaintiffs, convinced they were Liv’s real victims, suing Auden to get justice.

He saw movement low in his peripheral vision. Sensing an animal, he turned, only to see a corpse floating prone drifting toward the pool’s filter. It moved like a barge, the wake breaking his reflection on the glassy surface.
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“Auden, it’s Tom,” he yelled out from the bottom of the staircase. “Tom Williamson.”

The TV upstairs blared commercials. He listened closely, as if he could hear whether the girl was sitting in front of it.

He took slow steps up to the second floor. A commercial selling retractable awnings echoed in every inch of the house.

At the top of the stairs, the first door was wide open. A dead woman lay face down on the floor like she was sinking into the carpet. She wore only underwear and a thin tank top. The hair on the back of her head looked like straw after five hundred miles in a flatbed truck. Her feet, on the other hand, unburdened by walking, were pristine ivory.

Tom inched forward.

The living girl sat cross-legged on the unmade bed, scrolling on her phone.

The corpse was older, in her forties, which made the living girl’s face shine all the more youthful, college-aged perhaps.

It looked like the dead woman had sipped an ink cocktail the color of a deep bruise, then taken off her clothes and fallen over dead. Her skin was different than the other bodies’. Fresher. More hydrated. Pulled from a bathing sleep. Tom had read about the darkened-lips phenomenon in Liv memos to the board. It was among the most frequent customer complaints. It also reminded him of how much he liked Mara’s purple lipstick.

Not long ago, he would have dialed 911, but Liv took a domestic diorama of death and abuse and purposely confused all the identifying features. Tom put hands on both sides of the doorframe, as if he was approaching the entrance of a fifty-foot drop. His eyes threaded the room, avoiding contact with both the naked dead woman and the half-dressed living one. He couldn’t tell if she was the confused child of a hedge fund manager or a share house resident Auden picked up at a club in Montauk.

“Do you need a ride somewhere?” Tom asked. It felt like picking up a hitchhiker to save her life.

“No thanks,” she answered. “I’m staying next door.”

She didn’t seem to care enough to ask who he was or why he was there.

The door to the main suite was ajar, revealing a white wood-plank wall, but he couldn’t see into the room. As he moved down the hallway, the sound of the television faded. It felt like walking through a flooded basement. Raising his knuckles to knock on the open door, he stopped at the last moment and felt the mortification of possibly finding Auden in bed. Only then did it occur to him that Mara might be there too. Nothing would have been worse than finding her tucked in the covers, safe and peaceful.

Tom lingered in the hallway, waiting for change, but couldn’t shake the feeling something was wrong. Finally, he pushed through the half-open door. The bedroom was empty. It was a relief and a disappointment.

The bed was still made, though wrinkled and disturbed, as if Auden slept above the covers. Ocean spilled in through the windows. Tom was about to turn and leave when he saw that lights were on in the bathroom.

He stalled mid-stride.

Auden was face down on the bathroom floor, jackknifed over his knees.

His spiny vertebrae pushed up against his faded black T-shirt. Tom knew this elbow on the floor in front of him—pale, thin, and angling up to the ceiling—he had seen it move through the air, animated in conversation.

Auden was long dead. Dead as Tom ever wished him.

Even so, his limbs held their expression. The bathroom smelled like vomit and urine.

In shock, he inched up to the body. There was a syringe and a prescription vial of clear liquid on the white tile. He stepped in a wide radius to avoid the paraphernalia.

On the other side of the body, Tom got down on his knees and braced himself for touching Auden’s corpse. Overwhelmed, he looked up and away to the ceiling as he put two fingers on the founder’s neck.

A vibration under the skin.

As if a glass wall had cracked and fallen away, Tom burst into sudden motion. He pushed Auden onto his back, got out his phone, and dialed 911. Cupping the cell between his shoulder and his ear, he straightened his arms, beating his palm into Auden’s heart like an oil rig.

The call to 911 dropped.

Tom yelled for the girl watching TV.

Redialing 911, he kept the phone pinned between his shoulder and his ear, forcing all of his weight onto Auden’s heart. He tried calling 911 for a third time, but it didn’t go through, so he shoved the phone in his back pocket and groped at Auden’s neck. The pulse slipped into nothing, like salt dissolving in water.

Don’t die.

Don’t die.

He grabbed the prescription vial, got to his feet, hooking his elbows under Auden’s armpits. Screaming for help, he dragged him across the floor. The girl finally appeared at the bedroom door but made no reaction as he hauled Auden down the hallway.

“The guy said not to touch the bodies,” she said blankly.

“THIS IS THE GUY!” Tom screamed. “HELP ME GET HIM TO THE CAR!”

She stared and did nothing as Tom pulled the rag-doll limbs down the stairs. “Sorry… no, that makes me uncomfortable.”

Tom didn’t care enough to ask her what that meant.

Somehow, he got Auden into the front seat of his car. As he sped down the driveway, he saw her emerge from the house and casually walk through a path in the hedges to the house next door.

At the hospital, the ER staff pulled Auden onto a gurney, whisking him out of sight. With his car still running, Tom ran in to give the glass vial to the intake nurse. It was morphine.

“Family?” she asked.

“Brother-in-law,” Tom lied.

On autopilot, he dialed Mara, jolting when it rang through to voicemail.

“Mara, it’s Tom,” he stuttered. “Auden and I, we’re here at the hospital in the Hamptons. He overdosed. They need a family member. I hope you’re okay. Auden is here. I’ll stay with him.”








“Execution, if done right, can be a transformative experience—for both of you. That frightens reactionaries, but we should be supportive because when people criticize something they don’t understand, they’re just scared.”








TOM

Auden stirred in the hospital bed. Next to him, Tom was wide awake, unable to get any sleep on the reclining chair, barely covered by the hospital-issued cotton blanket.

Dressed in a blue gown, the Liv founder sat up and noticed him with visible confusion. “What are you doing here?”

“I dragged you here,” Tom explained, refusing to look up from his phone.

Auden looked out the glass doors to the hallway. “Where’s your girlfriend?”

“Mara has been notified.”

Auden studied the curt reply. “Is she still your girlfriend?”

“We can ask her when she gets here.”

“Why were you at the house?”

Though he cared enough to check on Auden, telling him this was a bridge too far. “Mara isn’t picking up her phone. I’m worried about her, and if you haven’t noticed, the world is off its axis.”

Auden seemed unconcerned by the gaping holes in Tom’s explanation, which made him wonder what else was on the Liv founder’s mind. “Was this an accident, or did you try to kill yourself? Depressed the millions you’ll end up with isn’t the billions you think you deserve?”

Auden touched his throat and swallowed, as if testing it. “Kane backed out of our deal to fortify Liv. I’m not getting anything.”

Not for one moment did Tom believe that money had put Auden on that bathroom floor. “Do you realize what it would have done to Mara to find you there? She tries to focus on her own life, and then you go and kill yourself?”

“For what it’s worth”—Auden sniffled—“we say ‘die by suicide’ now.”

“Thank you, language police!” Tom snapped. “Maybe now would be a good time to get out there and tell your corpse-validating groupies to stop killing people.” Tom shook his head, furious. “When Mara shows up, she’s going to think it’s her job to help you.”

For once, Auden listened with the same intensity he typically reserved for speaking. “Everyone would be better off if I was dead.”

Watching him pick at the injection site on his arm, Tom felt involuntarily protective. “Don’t touch that—they’re worried about infection.”

“Tom,” said Auden, on the edge of tears. “I messed up.”

In the hundreds of hours they’d spent arguing, dozens of statements and counterstatements nipping at each other in the press, Tom couldn’t remember ever hearing Auden address him by his first name. The casual familiarity was both strange and appropriate.

He would have preferred to support Mara as she supported Auden, but the situation couldn’t be helped.

“I know you feel alone, but I’ll stick around.” Surprising even himself, he meant it. “No matter what’s happened with Liv… you’re Mara’s stepbrother. She loves you, so in my book—”

“You don’t understand. When Mara finds out what I’ve done, she’ll never talk to me again. I’ve been keeping something I shouldn’t even have.”

“Are we talking about the dead woman in your guest bedroom?”

Auden’s eyes started to water. “It’s not funny.”

Tom laughed and looked out to the command pit in the ER. “I wonder what they gave you.”

“It’s too late,” said Auden, shaking his head. He started to cry. Slow at first, then loosening like a cough. “I’m being blackmailed.”

Tom was only surprised it took this long. Amateur blackmail was a defining feature of failed IPOs. With the company’s descent into worthlessness, the grease enabling Auden’s subterfuge was bone-dry. Threats and ultimatums would only get uglier as everyone involved with Liv turned on one another.

“If it’s really extortion, you should call the FBI,” he suggested, eyes back on his phone. When he thought about it for a moment, Tom couldn’t help laughing. “Doesn’t this front-page exposé shield you from blackmail? What’s left to blackmail you with? I read the thing and it’s pretty much all in there.”

Auden wiped his eyes, looking down at the hospital bed.

“Call their bluff,” Tom offered. “You’re going to be mired in litigation for a decade either way.”

“I would get arrested.”

“People like you never get arrested,” Tom said with a detaching boredom. A light headache threatened to form if he didn’t get some kind of espresso. “Maybe you can negotiate a deal with the FBI, with extortion—”

“The blackmail, it’s about Mara.”

Tom’s head snapped up.

Auden nodded tearfully. “And it’s not the type of thing the FBI would give me a deal on. It’s a crime to even look at it.”

All at once, it clapped into focus.

“The pictures of Mara,” Tom spit. “The ones stolen from her backpack. It wasn’t some random person—it was you.”

Auden stared back at him with a childlike awe, as if Tom could freely open his mind and see his thoughts.

“And then you kept them.”

Auden’s lips dribbled in motion, but nothing came out. Finally, he said, “I had no choice.”

“Nobody forced you to keep naked pictures of a teenage girl,” Tom snapped. “It’s child pornography.”

Auden got flustered and started to cry. “It’s not like that. I knew Mara back then—it’s not like I was looking at a child.”

“She was your stepsister.”

“We didn’t meet until we were teenagers,” Auden protested. “It wasn’t a family—it was a situation. She made them for my dad.” He inhaled between sobs, rubbing his nose, too beat down to lie. “I was jealous.”

“When you found out what your father was doing, your reaction was jealousy?” Tom asked, incredulous. “That it wasn’t you?”

“I’m worthless,” Auden agreed. “Someone should just kill me.”

“You’re exhausting,” Tom scoffed. He closed his eyes with a devastating exhale. “I can’t believe you kept them.”

Auden collapsed, quivering, in tears. “If a guy sees a girl naked—hypothetically, let’s say she’s his girlfriend or wife and he loves her—and he sees pictures from back when she was a teenager, isn’t he allowed to be aroused?”

“Allowed to be aroused?”

“People get aroused whether or not it’s allowed,” Auden mused, already laying the groundwork for absolving himself.

“Who’s blackmailing you?” Tom demanded. He jumped out of his chair, lurching toward the hospital bed.

A doctor appeared. “How are you feeling, Auden? I’m really glad you’re awake.”

The inquiry about the Liv founder’s well-being almost sent Tom over the edge. He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked up at the ceiling.

“I need help,” Auden whimpered. “I’m not sure why I do things.”

“We’re way past that,” Tom snapped. “We’re so far past that.”

The doctor shot him a look of reproach. “That’s not productive.” He gazed at Auden with a sensitive empathy. “Suicides often don’t fit into neat categories of intentional or accidental.”

Auden looked up eagerly, as if this precisely articulated his state of mind. He put his head in his hands. “I’m a terrible person.”

“It’s important to forgive yourself,” the doctor cooed. “Shame isn’t helpful.”

It took everything Tom had not to shove him out of the way and strangle Auden in the hospital bed.

The small Hamptons hospital was overwhelmed by a flood of more serious injuries. With Auden’s condition stable, the doctor said they needed the room. “The assaults coming in are unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”

Tom looked out to the crowded waiting area, bubbling over, the staff overwhelmed. A man wandered by with an open hospital gown, whispering to his urine sample.

“People can’t get new corpses, so they’re trying to turn living people into dead bodies,” the doctor explained, failing to connect the situation to the patient in front of him. “A bunch of kids broke into the basement, looking for our morgue facility. It’s dangerous out there. You guys be careful. I don’t normally use this word, but people are going crazy.”

Auden moved to the edge of the bed, rifling through a clear plastic bag for his clothes. The doctor looked Tom over, unfazed by the kaleidoscope of hostility in his face. He must have assumed Tom was Auden’s lover, because that level of pure hatred can really only be summoned between two individuals deep in the throes of frightening intimacy.

He handed Tom the discharge forms. “It’s natural to feel angry after a suicide attempt, but Auden needs your support, not judgment.”

Tom’s jaw clicked as he folded the papers, his voice trembling with rage. “Thank you. I’ll try to keep that in mind.”
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Slamming the car doors shut, Tom and Auden accepted their mutual dependency.

“Focus,” Tom commanded. He glanced around the parking lot. “Take me through how the pictures got out.”

Auden sobbed uncontrollably in the passenger seat. “I kept them locked away. I didn’t touch them for years.”

“You don’t get credit for that.”

“When she came to live with me, I didn’t want them in the house—”

“You should have burned them.”

“I put them in an unmarked envelope, my signature on the seal, and gave it to my PR consultant—Helena Royce.” Seeing Tom’s reaction, Auden hurried to add, “She’s got a safety-deposit box where nothing can get traced back to her clients, but I asked her to bring me the envelope.” He broke down crying again.

“WHY?”

Auden hunched in the passenger seat, clutching his stomach. The Liv founder had gone years never answering to anyone. Tom’s direct questions must have felt like a beating.

“I did it after Barbara Kane’s party,” he whispered.

“Why?”

“When I saw you and Mara. She didn’t look the same.”

Tom couldn’t meet his eyes.

“It was like a different person, but seeing her birthmark in that dress, I wanted to see the old version of her, like googling something just to visit it. When the Liv leak happened, security experts, Liv staff, everyone was crawling all over the brownstone, trying to figure out how it happened. I checked and they were gone.”

They sat in a long silence.

Despite his depressed affect, Auden was not beyond awarding himself points. “Helena and Lorraine tried to pressure me to go in on a story about how my dad’s abuse affected me, and even though Zach had a recording of my quote, I refused to go along with a follow-up interview—which was smart on my part because, you know, Zach didn’t end up publishing any of it.”

Unwilling to explain why the Liv founder deserved no credit for the monumental achievement of getting Zach to drop that story, Tom simply rolled his eyes.

“YOU DON’T GET TO JUDGE ME!” Auden screamed, his voice exploding off the car’s glass windows. “Whatever you think you know about what happened to Mara and me, you’ll never understand what it was like to live in that house. I didn’t just save her from my father, a raging narcissist who got in her head and twisted it—I fixed her. Not you. Mara was so broken, she didn’t even see the problem. I put her back together. I supported her. That word has a singular meaning in your narrow mind, but I’m not just talking about money. I listened, I helped her get into school, I went with her to a therapist, I was patient, and that whole time while I was trying to put Mara back together, all you did was hound me every single day. I worked all day defending myself against you, then went home at night and put her back together. It pisses you off that even with you breathing down my neck, I fixed Mara and built a company—and it did change the world.”

Like an animal scared back into its hole, Tom vanished beneath a detached coolness.

The sight of him shedding fragility for aloofness sent Auden over the edge. His screams were frightening: “You’re a late-stage vulture—you claw and you peck and you criticize what other people have built, because you could never take the risk yourself. I built Liv. Robert Kane built Kane Capital. Lawrence Ross built Cleara. Men who build things hire you.” Auden gestured around the Porsche’s interior, like it was insulting for Tom to own merely the car, not the company that made it. “You’re an expensive mechanic. It’s easy for you to look at a mess and judge it—you weren’t there when someone had to come up with a fast solution to a terrifying problem. All you know how to do is find imperfection. And Mara’s just another thing you didn’t build and you didn’t earn and you don’t deserve.”

The Liv founder saw Tom’s face ripple on the word “deserve.”

“Of course you like her now,” Auden pressed. “The hard part—the emotional part you would have been incapable of doing—is over. I guarantee if you had met her back then, she would have been invisible to you.”

Auden breathed heavily, waiting.

Tom’s only response was to face forward, punching a button to start the car. It came to life with a bone-rattling vibration. Looking over his shoulder, he put it in gear, backing out of the space. “Honestly, Auden, for once in your miserable life, you’re right. I don’t deserve her—but if there’s one thing Mara doesn’t need right now, it’s our bullshit.”
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They endured the drive to Auden’s house in silence.

Tom pulled up the driveway and turned off the car. Neither of them moved to get out. The engine clicked, heat and metal contracting against ocean air. The previous morning, Tom had barely registered the sound of the ocean’s rolling waves.

“How did the blackmailer make the demand?”

Auden reached in his back pocket for a small crumpled note. “It was on the kitchen counter.”

You shouldn’t leave these lying around. People have strong opinions about naked teenage girls

Meet here tomorrow

Do what I say and this will go smoothly

Tom took out his phone and dialed.

“What are you doing?” Auden asked, panicked.

It went to voicemail.

Unlike at the hospital, Tom stripped his voice of any yearning or desperation that might have burdened her: “Mara, it’s me. There’s a matter that involves you—it’s an emergency, needs to get dealt with today. You don’t have to talk to me again, but you have to know what’s going on. Call me or come to Auden’s beach house.”

He threw his phone in the cup holder and rubbed his eyes.

A urine smell lingered. Dried vomit flaked off Auden’s black T-shirt. His fingernails were packed with dirt, skin cracked dry.

The entrepreneur spoke into the silence: “I couldn’t get rid of the pictures, okay?”

Tom didn’t respond.

“What if I ever needed proof of what he did to her? If the cops got suspicious about my dad’s suicide? We were both home at the time.”

“Mara was there?”

Tom braced himself for her involvement to be the missing piece, but Auden dismissed it without a thought. “No, me and my dad.”

With that, the obvious became known: As a teenager, Auden had witnessed his father’s slow-motion assault and defended Mara in a way that would have been hard for outsiders to understand.

Auden watched him from the passenger seat, shaking his head. “No, it’s not what you think—”

“It’s okay,” Tom said softly. He covered his mouth, and his eyes made a lap of the driveway as he took himself through the story, finally accepting Auden’s logic. “I get why you kept the pictures. Even back then, with forensics, it must have been hard to pull off. You’re right—if they caught you, you’d need the pictures to prove… I don’t know, mitigating circumstances.”

“HE KILLED HIMSELF!” Auden exploded with urgency, as if on this point, more than anywhere else, he wanted to be believed. “I didn’t kill him, and I didn’t mean for him to die.”

Tom could only believe the part about not intending it. Despite the Liv founder’s natural meticulousness, this murder—and Tom didn’t really think of it as murder—probably wasn’t planned. Yet somehow, Auden hanged a monster twice his weight from the living room railing, hid his tracks, and shielded Mara from the police and social workers who would have made everything worse.

He shook his head. “It wasn’t your fault.”

Auden turned away as if Tom were being sarcastic.

“No, I actually don’t think it was your fault,” Tom repeated. He couldn’t help laughing. “And I know more than anyone, you have a very original brand of poor judgment.”

No longer crying, Auden looked down at his lap and gave a sad laugh.

“And you’re right, about me.” Tom exhaled. He put his hand on the steering wheel. “I get brought in to manage problems after they’ve happened. It’s easy for me to criticize—”

“I might have messed up the negotiation,” Auden said, trying to slip it in.

Tom paused.

“When I found the pictures, I should not have taken them.”

“Or maybe avoided all this by not looking through her stuff in the first place,” Tom added, so long as they were speaking freely.

Auden was absorbed in the memory, as if finally engaging with it for the first time. “I wanted to confront Mara, but she would have trashed the pictures to protect him.”

Tom bowed his head, more in support than agreement.

“So I kept them,” Auden went on. “It was our ticket to getting rid of him.”

“I doubt he took it well that you had that kind of leverage.”

Auden’s face lit up in agreement, excited to finally have someone to talk with about the most consequential episode of his life. “I offered him a sweetheart deal! Don’t go to jail, just leave us and get lost.” He opened his arms up in exasperation. When he noticed Tom waiting on him to finish the story, the entrepreneur added, “I didn’t think his counteroffer would be hanging himself.”







TOM

In the hours since Tom had dragged Auden’s lifeless body to the hospital, a scheduled cleaning crew had swept through the beach house, erasing the party’s abuse. Trash, stains, bottles, and spills evaporated, while an antiseptic cleaning solution falsified the scent of a wet flower.

“I need a cup of coffee,” Tom announced, knowing he would be serving himself.

Before he could take two steps into the open kitchen, a gunshot popped upstairs.

By reflex, Tom and Auden ducked their torsos.

A mess of recognition fell over Auden’s face. “Nikola,” he cursed. “He’s staying here for the weekend.”

“Where did he get a gun?” Tom snapped, his voice low.

“These AntiLiv terrorists want to kill me,” said Auden. “I keep a gun upstairs—for security.”

They paused and listened. Nothing.

No interest in investigating, Tom dialed 911.

Unlike yesterday morning, when his calls kept dropping, now he got through—to a recording. “Due to an unusually high volume of emergency calls, response times are longer than normal. If you are witnessing unusual behavior, please be advised that certain individuals no longer understand the difference between the living and The Dead—”

Nikola appeared at the top of the stairs. Tom stared with the phone at his ear.

He was dragging a dead woman, pulling her along by the arm, her lips purple, eyes vacant. Her chest was exposed, stiff and flat, nipples on a plane of translucence. It was only momentary relief when Tom realized it was the already dead woman from the guest bedroom floor. A tiny bloodless .45 caliber hole had been added to the vicinity of her heart.

Why Amelia’s moron husband had shot a corpse was anyone’s guess, but Nikola opened his arms to the scene as if her body were explanation enough. “Have you guys heard?” he yelled. He threw her down the stairs like a duffel bag. “They just announced all remaining bodies are being seized. Auden, you were right—the government is taking them!”

Tom realized he had forgotten to call the White House back.

“They’ve declared martial law,” Nikola continued. “It’s now illegal to possess a dead body! Can you believe that? You used to have rights in this country.”

When Auden recognized the dead woman, his panic dropped away to annoyance, the gunshot an accidental discharge by a clueless houseguest.

Tom wasn’t so sure.

A confused intent connected Nikola’s announcement about the corpse shortage, the perceived injustice of government seizure, and the gun in his hand.

Auden squinted into the room’s sunlight. “Nikola, this isn’t a great time.”

Nikola stopped to catch his breath at the bottom of the stairs. He rested the gun on the white banister, his finger petting the metal rim around the trigger in a self-soothing gesture.

“Oh, hey, Tom.” Nikola smiled. His voice was friendly, unsurprised as to why Auden and Tom—personal and professional nemeses—were here together. “Where have you been?” he asked Auden.

“I partied too hard. Went in for IV fluid.”

It took a moment for Tom to comprehend Auden’s seamless reframing of attempted suicide to a wellness errand.

“Best way to get electrolytes,” Nikola said.

The bright stench of the fired cylinder wafted across the room. Grabbing his shoulder socket, Nikola stretched his arm holding the gun, a black semiautomatic pistol. The bullet must have gone through the dead woman into the house’s white shiplap planks. Burning sawdust mixed with notes of nitroglycerin and graphite. At the bottom of the stairs, the corpse lay with her neck in an unnatural torsion, clearly broken, her face peeking out from her upper back.

Nikola grimaced. He rolled his shoulders, each rotation a torture. “I’m telling you guys, I used to be such a good athlete. Tennis, basketball, soccer, you name it.” He shook his head. “Tried to join this pickup basketball game the other day. Don’t know what I was thinking, bunch of twenty-five-year-olds, probably up all night, drinking, partying… They destroyed me.”

Nikola’s grip on the gun was too intense for his only concern to be fading youth.

Auden didn’t seem to notice or care, hypnotized by passive scrolling on his phone. “Why are people blaming me for everybody killing each other? Don’t they get that AntiLiv blew up the warehouses?”

Tom wanted to drag him to the beach and drown him, but Nikola’s altered mental state appeared more urgent than Auden’s permanently wired narcissism.

Tom’s eyes followed the gun on its arm’s-length orbit of the stiff rotator cuff. Nikola stretched out with a yawn, displaying his massive wingspan. “Doctor said sooner or later I’ll need surgery, but you know, I’ve been putting it off.”

Fearing attention on the weapon might cause Nikola to use it again, he pretended everything was normal.

Just three guys talking.

“I hear you, man. When I tore my ACL—”

“Ouch! Really?” Nikola interjected with sympathy.

A chill dropped as Nikola glided in his direction, stride fluid and open. Tom felt himself become the object of special eagerness.

Auden pulled away into the kitchen, visibly bored since the conversation wasn’t about him. He opened the refrigerator and started picking at food. Before Tom could escape, Nikola stepped in his path, leaning forward, in what could only be described as a kind of flirtation.

“I hear rehab for that is terrible.”

“Yeah… the ACL recovery… brutal,” he stammered.

“Do you remember the injury? Or was it wear and tear? They say I might have a rotator cuff tear, but I don’t remember doing it.”

Tom couldn’t help laughing at the idea that his gruesome skiing accident might have gone unnoticed. “An ACL tear is pretty hard to forget.”

Unaccustomed to holding extended eye contact with another man, his gaze darted away, only to return and see Nikola was still all over him.

He’s going to shoot you and hug your corpse.

He’s going to execute you, execute Auden, maybe kill himself—but first he’s going to hug your body and do stuff to it.

Tom wanted to suggest to Nikola, who seemed to be in a good mood, to put the gun down, but worried in his deranged state, doing so might simply remind him it was there in his hand.

Falling back on the pretense of conversation, Tom slipped into a life-or-death charade. “Unforgettable! I was skiing out in Jackson Hole.”

Nikola grinned. “Oh, it’s so beautiful there.”

“We had this awesome dump of snow, blanketed everything—it looked like the moon,” Tom giggled. For once in his life, emotional affect ready and waiting at the surface. “I’m just cruising through fresh powder when I hear POP!” His eyes bulged as he mimed the pressurized burst.

Nikola was a rapt audience. “Well, you look great now,” he offered, pointing the gun to the knee in question.

With the pistol inches from his kneecap, Tom collapsed back, like it tickled. “Yeah, surgery went well. The next season I was back, went on this super-physical backcountry trip to Revelstoke.”

“Where’s that?”

“British Columbia,” he coughed. “Some guys I play poker with, we took a snowcat in, ski toured up.”

“You hike up the mountain—in skis?” Nikola asked, incredulous. “As vacation?”

“No chairlifts. Love a good uphill climb.” Tom nodded. “You put these rubber skins on the ski to grip the snow, average day is like five thousand feet in vertical ascent.”

Nikola’s eyes widened.

Tom forced his attention off the gun and resumed uncomfortably direct eye contact. “And going up or down, it’s big avalanche territory, so you have to pay attention, trust the people you’re with. Their mistakes will kill you.”

“That’s so intense!” Nikola smiled.

Tom felt himself starting to participate in the conversation as if it was real. “I actually liked the alpine recovery courses we took. Last line of defense is everyone in the group has beacons and shovels.”

“Ha!” Nikola grinned. In a sudden and terrifying gesture, he pointed the gun at Tom’s face with a coy smile. “But I know you—and you don’t leave it up to other people.”

“Well… yeah, I always have an avalanche bag,” Tom confessed.

“What’s that?”

“Triggers an exploding raft, pulls you to the top so you don’t get buried in the slide.”

“But the problem with not getting buried alive is then you have to dig everyone else out.”

“I hadn’t thought of it like that.” Tom nodded slowly.

Hearing his ex-wife’s lover-turned-second-husband effortlessly paraphrase his core state of being, Tom began to understand what Amelia liked about him. Directly following the catharsis with Auden, he felt something detach, and his lungs opened with miles of pristine air.

Is this how it ends?

I die here, with these guys?

Nikola looked out at the smoky horizon and sighed. “Look at this avalanche. Inhaling burned bodies… in the United States?”

Auden examined the coast with suspicion, flexing his cognitive dissonance. “Maybe it’s a marine layer.”

Nikola shook his head. “All so some crazy Americans can prove a point. It’s like a human oil spill in the sky.”

Maybe go pour yourself a drink.

Ask if he wants one too, then ask to see the gun—like you’re interested in it.

“Anyway—no avalanches—that was a great ski trip,” said Tom, steering Nikola away from the existential. “Knee held up under pressure.”

“How long ago was it?” Nikola asked.

Tom threw his head back. “Gosh, that was almost three years ago now?”

His blood ran to ice when he realized the mistake. Dev had arranged the trip to Revelstoke to lift his self-pity. It was a year after losing the pregnancy and two weeks after he and Amelia finalized their uncontested divorce.

Nikola’s face swelled with tears. He inhaled sharply. “I’m really sorry we hurt you, Tom.”

Tom shook his head calmly. Every muscle in his body seized with a message for Nikola: Please, this isn’t about you.

It was too late.

“The lying killed us,” Nikola sobbed. He brought his hands, and the gun, to cup his head. “We were so happy. You don’t want to hurt someone, but you were married to the woman I wanted to spend my life with—we have just one life on earth, you know?”

He was deteriorating faster than Tom knew how to stop.

“Amelia was so sad when she saw you alone at the Liv retreat,” Nikola whimpered. “She cried from the guilt. It was hard for me to watch, the pain she felt—knowing our love might be the reason you would be alone forever.”

At this, Auden finally glanced over, surprised to see the gun. He yelled from the kitchen, as if Nikola’s gesticulating might spill red wine on the carpet. “Lose the gun while you guys are talking!”

Tom had been to enough bachelor parties at shooting ranges to know some triggers were stiffer than others—single or double action. He had no idea what was involved or how to tell the difference, but it felt like an exhale would set it off.

Nikola looked up, sniffling as he caught his breath. His hand, like his focus, drifted, but the gun kept a stable line through Tom’s upper half.

Auden pulled away from the refrigerator, swaying nervously.

“I can’t watch you suffer anymore. And now the Zach Meyer article, all those people piling on to judge you? They think you came on to some woman? I told Amelia the video is doctored. You’d never just go for it like that with a girl.”

Hearing him reference Mara caused a sudden atmospheric change. Oxygen clapped out of his lungs like a depressurized fuselage. He was suffocating.

You’re crying, Tom informed himself.

Nikola inhaled sharply, also brought to tears, but by the devastating injustice of Tom’s cancellation. “It’s wrong for people to jump to conclusions. And the sleepwalking, it’s a medical condition. After everything you’ve been through, now you won’t be able to work. They’ve taken your job and for you—that’s like taking your life.”

Knowing the opposite to be true, that he had only lately discovered life in Mara and now had to live with the failure of their relationship, caused Tom to lose control.

Hit by a sudden cramp, he doubled over in convulsive tears, unable to breathe.

When he looked up, Nikola pointed the gun at Tom’s eye as if it were a scope to examine the pupils. “You don’t have to be in this pain,” Nikola whispered. He started shaking his head. “But Amelia might not let me keep your corpse in the house. Not with all the baby stuff we have to make room for.”

Unlike breathing during a panic attack, the tonic immobility wasn’t something Tom had to practice or remind himself to do. The frozen paralysis was all-knowing.

Auden looked on clumsily, like a child walking in on emotions he couldn’t understand, as Nikola and Tom each sobbed for their own reasons. Panting, Nikola wiped away tears with the back of his hand. Tom dipped and weaved away from the barrel.

Out of nowhere and with complete disregard for the fact that a brushed trigger would send a bullet through Tom’s face, Auden’s arm flew at Nikola’s hand, seizing the gun in a lucky snatch.

Tom stumbled backward and hit a piece of furniture.
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Kane’s Wassily chairs.

Tom hadn’t noticed them. The tangerine canvas was the only color in the house’s palette of overlapping creams and whites.

More than a decade after sitting in them to interview for his job at Kane Capital, almost eighteen months after Auden lifted them off Kane in the Liv negotiation—it felt like running into long-lost friends held hostage at a party where he didn’t want to be. Desperate to land somewhere familiar, Tom collapsed in one.

Auden, probably having seen it done in a movie, fiddled with a button on the gun’s handle and emptied the clip into the recycling bin. He put it back on the counter.

Movement outside caught Tom’s attention.

In dim light, a visual phenomenon can make it difficult to perceive if objects at a distance are moving toward you or away.

In this instance, Tom was convinced it was a hallucination hovering in place. It wasn’t until she got to the glass that he understood Mara was letting herself in off the beach.

They held a speechless gaze. After near-hourly contact for months, it had been a week since they had spoken, and the absence, for him at least, was devastating. Auden looked on, enthralled and speechless, as Mara refused to acknowledge his existence and stared at Tom.

“I got your voicemails,” she said.

“I got your email.”

Mara shook her head. “Tom, I had to write that.”

“I know,” he whispered.

People trapped in relationships develop a silent desperation to leave. In his enthusiasm for the future, he hadn’t noticed she wanted something different. Only now did he realize breaking up in person wasn’t any better than over email. It was probably worse.

“Tom, I wrote that email because I couldn’t—”

He shook his head, begging her to stop.

“I was going to mess up your career at Cleara,” Mara said quickly.

This many years into his own life, Tom finally learned closure was overrated, but he struggled to understand how she thought his job was involved in their breakup.

“I wanted to give you plausible deniability.”

“Wait, what?”

“I didn’t want to make you an accessory,” she said, starting to cry. “The Liv leak, it was me.”

“That’s why you wrote the email?” Tom said, letting himself hope.

She looked around, freshly confused. “Wait… What were you even doing here?”

“I came to check on Auden.”

Mara’s face exploded in hatred. “Why?”

“I was worried about him.”

“Tom, he did it! He did all of it. He planted the story with Zach, about the security footage, that you were Board Member 4—”

“I am Board Member 4. Well, I didn’t say most of that stuff, or I did say some of it, but not in that order. Sarcasm doesn’t look great in print.”

“You don’t understand,” Mara pleaded. “Auden killed John. He’s a psychopath.”

Tom shook his head as if she was just shy of being entirely right.

“He belongs in jail,” she added.

“For securities fraud, absolutely.” After a moment, Tom drifted to an equivocating shrug. “Though, let’s be clear, Liv’s investors aren’t exactly innocent—most are like Kane—there’s a lot of willful self-deception in these situations.”

“HE KILLED HIS FATHER AND LIED ABOUT IT.”

“Auden’s father died by suicide,” said Tom, as if giving both a suggestion and a reminder.

She glared at Auden. “All these years when you talked about how much you hated him… I’m so naive. It was all there. You murdered him. And covered it up.”

Tom didn’t trust Auden in his present state to mount a coherent defense, so he jumped in before the Liv founder could answer. “I hear it’s normal to be angry with people who attempt suicide. I think Auden not only deserves the presumption of innocence… I would even argue he bore the brunt of a pretty cowardly gesture on John’s part.”

Mara stood for a moment as her planned tirade fell apart. “Tom—when you said you wanted Auden out of your life—you were right.”

He nodded. “I was working with less information then. Why don’t I set you up on a call with this guy Peter McNeil, excellent due diligence consultant—”

“Set up a call?” Mara screamed. She brandished the report, ink on the pages running like fiendish mascara. “You mean with this guy?! That you hired?!”

“Exactly! Cleara Super PAC hates Auden—of course we’re going to think he’s a murderer. That’s why we commissioned the report… Believe me, it’s not like anyone wanted to know the truth, which is why I paid Peter myself. Cleara doesn’t own the work product anymore—”

“Work product! You mean the proof that Auden is a murderer?” Mara looked stunned and frightened, as if Tom was captive to an Auden-controlled hypnosis.

“Peter took it to three different coroners and didn’t find any wrongdoing.”

“That’s his MO! Always nearby, never gets caught.”

Tom glanced sideways at Auden. “Dude… feel free to jump in anytime.”

Mara threw the report on the ground and started crying. “And I tried telling Zach you didn’t attack me at the brownstone, but he just keeps repeating that if I didn’t one hundred percent want to kiss you at the time, then the facts of his story are the same. I didn’t know what I wanted, and apparently that’s a crime! He’ll add some footnote tomorrow, but it’s too late. Your career is ruined.”

Tom seized the opportunity to glean their relationship status. “How’s Zach going to label it? That we… are together? Partners? In a relationship?”

In a totally unrecognizable state, Mara’s signature nonchalance crumbled away, bursting spores of sweat and tears, her mouth wailing open, snot running over her upper lip. The excruciating animalistic noise of her anger was directed at Auden. “Do you know what you’ve done? The one thing that was mine—you destroyed it.”

Tom perked up. “Am I the thing in that scenario?”

“Don’t you get it? Auden did to you what he did to John, except instead of a rope, he killed you with this smear story.”

“No, Tom canceled himself,” said Lorraine, walking through the wide-open front door.
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“Really, Tom, the hit piece with Zach Meyer? You went with the sexual assault angle? You’ll never recover from that—what were you thinking?”

“That video has to be doctored,” Nikola interjected.

“Adults are speaking!” Lorraine snapped. “Don’t mansplain to me what you can’t even comprehend yourself—”

“Maybe the Russians or the Chinese,” Nikola insisted. “Destabilizing Cleara as we approach an election—they know corpses are a wedge issue that divides Americans. And Tom’s sleepwalking is a medical condition.”

Mara looked at Auden with a bitter smile. “All those billions of dollars and you don’t even change your password? The Liv leak was for John… but when I saw what you and Zach did to Tom, I gave the warehouses’ locations to AntiLiv.”

Hearing Mara admit to multiple felonies in a room full of people made Tom wince. He held up both hands as if that might stop anyone from believing her. “Allegedly… maybe… we don’t know what happened.”

Lorraine glared at Mara. “Oh, I know it was her.”

“Of course, it’s the real Mara in the video,” Nikola added. “But there’s no way—”

“Tom and your wife spoon-fed Zach the whole thing,” Lorraine barked. “He orchestrated his own cancellation—it was a trade to get Zach to hold another story.”

Mara looked at Tom in shock.

Lorraine sighed up at the ceiling, raw frustration with the world’s incompetence. “The Liv bailout was teed up and ready to go.” She addressed Tom as if recommending a travel agent. “Helena Royce is worth every penny, by the way. She wiped the security footage of Mara breaking into Auden’s laptop to keep our options open, then made sure a particular envelope didn’t get swooped up in the search.” She looked back at Mara with a hideously patronizing smile. “But then it all made sense. Tom made a deal with Zach to kill our story… for you. The famous Mara Reed. Plain Jane, Daisy Buchanan, girl who does nothing, no professional credentials, no social media following, didn’t even finish school—somehow you’ve got a billionaire and the country’s most important CEO chasing after you.”

Tom laughed, shook his head. “Auden’s not worth a billion.”

“Guess the whole carefree naked pictures thing never gets old.”

Primed on their continued existence by Auden that morning, Tom felt his heart stop.

Mara was more confused than insulted. Her eyes went to the tattered autopsy report lying on the carpet. It took only a few more beats to register, then she looked at Auden with unfathomable disdain. “What is she talking about?”

Auden’s eyes dropped to the floor.

“Of course.” Mara nodded, then faced Lorraine and spoke slowly, landing every syllable with effect. “Give me those photos now.”

“This should be easy. I’m here to make a deal.”

Tom couldn’t follow, but Mara caught on immediately. “You’re trying to blackmail him with those photos of me?” she screamed.
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Nikola lifted himself off the couch. “This is really messed up… I need a cigarette.”

Lorraine faced Tom, spelling out her demands. “Cleara Investments is going to acquire Liv, or these photos of your girlfriend are going straight to the Matthew 8:22s.”

“My face isn’t even in them,” Mara yelled.

“Remember when you thought it was appropriate to wear a backless slip dress to a seventy-five-year-old’s birthday party?”

Lorraine held a photograph of Tom and Mara from Barbara’s birthday next to the photos of Mara naked as a teenager.

Tom didn’t know what he’d expected. She was topless, and even though her face wasn’t visible, her entire body smiled—laughing—the nakedness incidental to the warm mood. It looked like millions of social media posts, except it was a photograph Mara had printed and it was nobody’s business. Imagining the outcome of Lorraine’s threat, he thought of Mara’s body spread over the Internet, handed to a rabid and disgusting crowd of Matthew 8:22s, exposing her to a lifetime of death and rape threats. They would demand her arrest for the Liv leak or, worse, take matters into their own hands.

His brain shut down. He wouldn’t let it happen. He was willing to do anything, even buy Liv, making Auden and Lorraine into billionaires. This deal was going to happen.

Elliot appeared out of nowhere with a stack of folders and pens, setting out the duplicate copies of the acquisition paperwork as if this was all a normal scenario.

Lorraine looked at Mara. “I really wouldn’t take it personally—this is business. Besides, if you don’t want to get blackmailed with naked pictures… don’t take naked pictures.”

“It was twenty years ago!” Mara screamed.

Lorraine shrugged. “And here we are.”

Mara, Tom, and Auden stood in utter disbelief, though Elliot was too mesmerized by Lorraine’s plan for saving his Liv equity to take issue with the nonconsensual dealmaking.

“Can someone tell me what it is with kids these days, the naked pictures on their phones?” Lorraine went on. “My generation is fighting tooth and nail to get boardroom seats and run for president—stop taking naked pictures of yourselves!”

Tom started listing off on his fingers. “Child pornography, wire fraud, extortion. And how can you of all people use photos like this as leverage?”

Lorraine’s smile vanished. “Do you mean how dare I… as a woman… use the best possible leverage available to me? If I was a man, you wouldn’t be asking that.”

Tom whispered in fury, “Can you spare us the bullshit and just tell us your number? How much do you want for Liv?”

“Tom… please don’t do this,” Mara begged.

He turned to face her. “Lorraine will give us the photos. She just wants her equity payout—”

“I don’t need you to do this for me,” said Mara.

“Buying Liv isn’t even the worst idea,” he lied. “We’ll probably get it cheap.”

“I have a very reasonable opening offer.” Lorraine nodded.

Tom turned back to Mara, pleading, “Acquiring Liv’s corpse infrastructure could potentially be valuable to Cleara. And we’re in a national crisis, an orderly bankruptcy is good for the markets—the country needs resolution on Liv’s fate.”

“Plus the value of Liv’s customer data on what people want out of a body,” Lorraine added. “Huge upside for modeling trends in adjacent market sectors.”

Tom nodded first to Lorraine, then to Mara. “I can sell this to Lawrence and the regulators.”

“Tom, STOP!” Mara screamed.

He halted, terrified by how much he wanted to save her.

Mara turned to Lorraine and opened her arms. “Go ahead, release the photos. You can’t blackmail me if I don’t care.”

Tom held up his hands, surrendering to the room. “Let’s not act impulsively.”

Again, the front door opened.

It was Nikola returning from his cigarette break. He had company.

The girl Tom had found watching TV in Auden’s guest bedroom waltzed to the edge of the room—holding a gun. She was flanked by a guy and another girl Tom hadn’t seen before.

Am I the only person in the state of New York that doesn’t own a handgun?

Elliot took a few steps back, reaching for the gun Auden had left on the counter, unaware it wasn’t loaded.

Like taking control of an off-the-rails meeting, Tom stood up and addressed the room. “Okay—everyone—let’s hit pause,” he boomed. “Let’s think through our options—we don’t need the guns—we can negotiate something that works for everyone.”

“Nikola told us someone is being blackmailed with nude photos,” Head Girl shot back.

Lorraine gawked at her with immeasurable arrogance. “And you are?”

“The future,” the girl answered. “And I don’t negotiate.”







TOM

Deafening metallic claps exploded in quick succession.

A bright zing trailed at closer range.

Tom shut his eyes in reflexive blinks.

Several things happened at once: First, Head Girl shot Elliot, causing him to buckle—but not before he fired an unaimed shot from the supposedly unloaded gun in Auden’s direction. Tom stumbled backward into one of the Wassily chairs, but the scene was difficult to track through the hydraulic explosion of Lorraine’s and Elliot’s blood splatter. Whatever ammunition these kids used was literal overkill, painting half the room, replacing Elliot’s cervical spine with ground beef.

Lorraine and Elliot were dead.

Tom’s vision fought the disordered haze. The least complicated sensation was wetness.

Around Elliot, a pool of burgundy blood fanned out like it knew where it was going.

Tom tasted an iron tang. His mouth must have been open when the shots went off. He spun around and saw Mara was erect, sprayed in blood, but apparently unharmed.

Lumpy stomach contents burped out his mouth. He felt an unbearable heat as he spit forward over his knees, coughing vomit on the carpet.

Head Girl kicked Lorraine’s lifeless body. “Blackmailing nude selfies… so not okay. Where’s her phone?”

Nikola pointed to the envelope in Lorraine’s hand. “Actually, they’re printed photos. Hard copy, no backups.”

“Old school.”

Nikola craned his neck to get a better look at the pictures. “Why do Americans think everything is pornography? They look like art.”

Head Girl snatched the photos from Lorraine’s dead hands, waltzing over to hand them to Mara. “These are yours.”

Mara looked at the blood-soaked pictures. More out of annoyance than trauma, she ripped them up and threw them on the floor—the pictures were beyond irrelevant to her.

Inspecting Lorraine’s corpse, Nikola couldn’t help laughing. “My wife would kill me if she heard me say this… but I find Lorraine more likable dead.”

The inflating dial of blood continued to pool away from Elliot, rushing the void of empty floor, rippling over the wood, then halting to slow motion as it hit the cream-colored bohemian shag carpet.

Tom saw the teenage boy move forward to loiter above Elliot. It was useless to check his pulse, but someone had to do it—except, the kid didn’t kneel down. He kept a wide perimeter, stepping away from the blood, looking at Elliot through his phone.

“Did you get it?” Head Girl asked.

The boy tapped the phone’s screen. “Amazing.”

Tom looked at Mara. Her demeanor was calm but altered. She pulled her eyes off the fresh violence easily, brushing her gaze to Tom’s body. Even if she wasn’t making eye contact, Tom felt her zero in on him intently. She moved to stand behind him, so they faced the room together.

When she put her hand on his back, he bathed in it.

“These kids are corpse influencers,” Mara whispered slowly.

How can you influence a corpse? It wasn’t so much a question as a place for Tom’s mind to run for safety.

Mara’s head didn’t move as her eyes followed the action. “With the shortage, they can’t get new bodies right now… They don’t know what to do with themselves.”

Head Girl turned to face them. If she recognized Tom, it didn’t show. “We’re not just a bunch of random influencers—we have a collab house next door.”

She looked at Elliot with disdain. “He’s been coming over to screw our bodies, but what I couldn’t stand was him trying to give me business advice. I’m like… yo, my brand is valuable because I’m not some Stanford MBA asshole trying to make money off it.”

A warmth burned all over Tom.

He wanted to ask how something could be both valuable and beyond commercialization, but two people had just been shot dead. When he saw her grip the gun’s handle, it seemed best to avoid confrontation.

“Sorry… what… what’s a ‘collab’ house?” he sputtered.

“It’s a collective where social media influencers live together to synergize and make content.” She was preposterously mistaken that Tom actually wanted to know.

He stared at Elliot’s lifeless heap. “Like a share house?”

“Those are for frat d-bags working on banking PowerPoints no one will ever read—we make content.”

“Like a creative commune,” Mara added.

A social media Spahn Ranch? How can these dipshits afford eight thousand square feet of Southampton beachfront?

Head Girl looked at Tom with disgust. “Oh, gross, did you retch everywhere?”

She wiped her foot on the carpet then reverted to the same blank vacancy as she glanced over at Lorraine’s body as if it were a knocked-over side table.

“Oh, hey, John,” she said to Auden, just noticing him.

“John?” Mara asked. If it was even possible, she looked angrier than when Lorraine announced the blackmail package.

“You can just call me Auden,” he hurried to tell the new arrival, like it was some kind of favor.

On the word “Auden,” everything changed as she realized with whom she was speaking. Head Girl glanced at her friends to make sure they were watching, then faced Auden expectantly, like the impromptu killing spree had leveled her up in a video game. Swerving from boredom to excitement, she smiled uncontrollably as she readied herself for the prize. “Oh my god… Auden White, as in the founder of Liv? I can’t believe I didn’t recognize you before!”

Auden gave a quick nod, brushing hair out of his eyes, smearing blood on his forehead.

Nikola smiled bashfully. “He likes to keep a low profile.”

“I know you don’t do social,” Head Girl said quickly, “but what if we co-curated a post with one of your bodies—or whatever you want—it could be totally unique, something nobody’s ever posted before. I’d even do that gross thing you were talking about—letting them decompose first. My audience might be ready for something like that.”

Tom became vicariously anxious feeling the pressure she was putting on herself to make an impression on Auden. The entrepreneur nodded dismissively, preoccupied with an inspection of one of the Wassily chairs’ chrome armrests.

Tom grabbed at focus—any focus—like reaching for a branch while being swept downriver.

Ignoring the girl, Auden faced Tom, pointing to a dent in the Wassily’s metal frame. “That round Elliot fired ricocheted off the chair—it almost hit me.”

“I thought you unloaded the gun.”

“I did,” said Auden, in awe, as if divine fortune—not his own incompetence—had affected the outcome. “I guess there was a bullet in the chamber.” He glanced up, surprised that Head Girl expected a response to her request for a social media collaboration.

Out of boredom, or to get Auden’s attention, or possibly because she didn’t know what would happen, she fired three rounds into the floor, then sniffed the gun’s barrel.

Auden, Tom, and Mara halted.

Everyone was on the same page now—they could be executed at any moment. Auden’s eyes crept sideways as he noticed the other kids in the living room.

At the expense of calling the authorities or otherwise treating it like an emergency, Head Girl’s two friends—her followers—weaved about, documenting the ordeal on their phones. Nikola wandered with one of them into the kitchen.

Unwilling to be ignored, Head Girl looked down at Auden, and impossibly, it seemed to be the first time the Liv founder understood that Liv users were out of their minds.

Tom watched Auden try to remember what she had been talking to him about. “So… what kind of content are you working on?” he asked, convincingly interested.

“Before, I was working with embalmed bodies, but since the shortage I’ve been making my own. My audience exploded, so I really found my voice, you know?”

“Right on.” Auden nodded with a half smile. “Good for you.” When the girl turned away, he glanced at Mara and widened his eyes.

“Welcome to your revolution,” Mara smiled.

Voices blurred.

Disorientation came on slowly as the thread of conversation jumped too quickly for Tom to follow. Elliot’s blood was astoundingly hot on his skin, the lingering burn felt like acid. He clawed at slipstream focus.

“TOM,” said Mara firmly. “Tom, open your eyes.”

It felt like time passed, but nothing changed. In front of him, he saw the young directionless bodies moving around the room like corpses walking upright.

They’re holding us hostage, he reminded himself.

Nikola pleaded with Head Girl, though not for his life. She pointed at Elliot, gesturing to where Auden and Tom were still sitting.

“I don’t want it to go to waste,” the girl said.

“I agree, I agree,” Nikola responded quickly.

Tom couldn’t understand how everyone was able to move. It could not have been more than a few minutes since the shots went off. Lorraine was dead in front of him, but he still expected her to continue their conversation—as soon as she got cleaned up.

He was both frozen and burning.

Mara didn’t take her eyes off the room as Nikola and Head Girl spoke.

How can Elliot’s blood be getting hotter?

Am I allergic to it?

Nikola rolled his shoulder back a few times, stretching it out in the way he’d been doing all day. “My rotator cuff is killing me. I think I have a tear.”

He turned to Tom and Auden, both seated. “Can you guys do it?”

“Tom, don’t move. Stay there,” Mara commanded. Before he could figure out what Nikola’s “it” meant or why Mara wanted him to stay in the chair, Head Girl was staring at them, lifting her eyebrows.

“Guys… can we move her over there?” Her voice lifted the question to a command.

Her friend looked on in support. “Oh, against the white plank wall, that’ll be iconic.”

“Okay… yeah, that’ll look great,” Mara agreed.

What will look great?

Head Girl waited.

Tom didn’t understand anything.

“Tom, stay there,” Mara said. “Do not move.”

In front of him, Auden examined the posse’s leader.

Having been on the receiving end of the same glare, Tom knew the Liv founder wondered what insolence gave her the confidence to give him orders in his own house. Then, probably because Auden was too exhausted to pretend anymore, fear escaped his eyes as he caught on that the people who used his app might kill them.

“Auden!” Mara snapped. “Can you get the fuck up and lift Elliot?”

Auden rose out of his chair.

Tom was offended.

Don’t ask Auden to do it.

I can do it.

If you want something, ask me. I’ll do it.

Why do you need to lift Elliot?

Auden went over to the body, reaching down to hook Elliot under his arms and drag, just as Tom had done to get him off the bathroom floor yesterday morning. When he lifted, Elliot’s head snapped backward, hanging by threads of cartilage, barely attached.

“Goddammit,” Auden hissed, splashed with blood. He felt his way around the base of the near-severed head to find where it was attached to the body, a gesture he performed so naturally that for the first time ever, Tom believed he might have training in professional embalming. After a few moments, Auden managed to support Elliot’s almost-decapitated head with his forearm, as one might cradle a days-old newborn.

Dragging him across the room was an out-of-body experience, many times removed from reality, until Tom realized he was watching, not dragging.

As Auden hauled, Elliot rag-dolled in his arms, his limp feet mopping blood over the white carpet.

Mara turned to Head Girl. “Where do you want him?”

Auden paused to catch his breath, visibly annoyed she hadn’t made up her mind before he picked up Elliot.

The girl mulled it over, as if deciding where to place the corpse was the same thing as being creative.

Mara’s eyes darted around but kept coming back to Tom, as if checking to see he was still there. He fretted with a childish need to occupy her full and undivided attention. He wanted everyone gone so they could be alone.

Mara leaned down with a gentle hand on his shoulder. Pining after her for days, he thought she was about to kiss him. A thrill trembled as he felt her lips near his ear.

“Tom, you’ve been shot,” Mara whispered.

He looked down at his thighs covered in blood splatter. It seemed to be getting wetter along the outside of his left leg.

“But I don’t feel… anything. I don’t feel anything in my leg—”

“Oh my god, that’s amazing,” someone said. “It looks like a literal animal.”

“Yeah, definitely put him on that one,” said Head Girl.

Tom looked to see what she was so sure about. In his nightmare of understanding, it encouraged him that he could take his eyes off his leg.

No way can someone look away from a gunshot wound in their own leg… so it can’t be that.

Head Girl used the gun to point to a long-haired sheepskin ottoman that had escaped Tom’s notice all day. He put everything he had into noticing it now.

“It’s like the chair wandered in off the beach and started nibbling at the carpet!” Nikola laughed.

Too aware of the burning ache to ignore it completely, Tom stared at the sheepskin, frantic to make conversation with himself.

I know how they kill sheep.

Tonic immobility by electronarcosis.

That’s how they kill sheep.

“Let’s put him there,” Head Girl said. She pointed to the bloated mass teetering on skinny wooden legs.

“That’s a limited edition,” Auden protested. “It retails for like $100,000.”

Tom wondered how a single head of commercial livestock could cost $100,000, then remembered Peter’s lecture on Carl Andre’s floor tiles.

There was furious ringing in his ears.

He yearned desperately for the electrical current that treated a sheep’s anxiety by slaughtering it. He felt the shearling ottoman’s journey from animal to art—after being put out of its misery in an electrified bath, wool separated from bones and meat, bones and meat separated from each other, cleaned by some kind of chemical boiling, forgivably out of sight from the animal’s nervous system, which by then was piled elsewhere in the warehouse.

Have I been screaming?

“Mara, if something happens to me—”

“Eyes open,” she commanded. “Keep your eyes open.”

When he opened his eyes, he saw Elliot in terrifying hyperextension—head and chest face up on the ottoman, as if thrusting his chest out—legs on the floor.

Tom absentmindedly touched his leg, embarrassed to feel wetness, like he might have pissed himself in a crowded room. He examined his blood-soaked hand as if it were someone else’s, then faced Mara with confidence. “This hurts a lot, but it would have hurt more if I’d been shot.”

Mara turned to Nikola, a few feet away. “I think he’s in shock.”

“Or denial,” Nikola offered.

“We have to get him to a hospital.”

“Can the hospital help with denial?”

“Tom, give me your keys.”

With excruciating pain, he lifted himself enough to reach in his back pocket for the car key. “It’s manual transmission—can you drive a stick?”

“I can drive a stick shift.” Nikola looked amused, as if these were random questions, in no way connected to the events around them.

While the kids focused on Auden, Mara moved quickly, lifting a cashmere blanket off the sofa like she was stealing it. She pushed it to Tom’s leg, then took his hand in hers. Tom thought she wanted to hold it, but she pressed it to the blanket so he could hold the wound himself. The pressure felt like a heated marinade of pine needles and razor blades. Feeling her hand pull away was worse.

He let out a whimpered scream.

When the kids turned around, Mara looked into the kitchen, manifesting a pleasant boredom.

The corpse influencers seemed to be both learning and forgetting at the same time. Instead of walking through haptic reality, they glided past this diorama, unprogrammed, in the way of a Quaker meeting, and yet absorbed, in the way of a crowd at a public execution, but also restless, in the way of insecure party guests.

Auden stood back to examine his work.

In front of him, Elliot and Lorraine were magnificently posed.

Elliot was now face down on the $100,000 limited edition shearling ottoman. In his new elevated position, his chest drained on the ottoman’s fur, emptying his full volume of dark blood.

Auden had pulled one of the Wassily chairs out at an angle in front of Elliot, seating Lorraine upright. Only Tom had context that his colleague, turned friend, turned bully, turned blackmailer had spent years bright and alive in the same piece of furniture—a chair that was designed by a German architect, was named for a Russian painter, was born in the modernist cradle of the Weimar Republic, and escaped the deranged violence of World War II by crossing the Atlantic by steam, only to be destroyed here, in the Hamptons, but not before ricocheting a bullet into Tom’s leg.

Judging by the quantity of blood dripping down from behind, the contents of Lorraine’s torso were soaking through the tangerine canvas.

Seeing the two bodies together in situ caused Head Girl to revise her insanity: “Actually, can we switch them?”

Auden stared at her with disdain. “I think it looks better this way.”

“We shouldn’t hide the hole in her back,” she insisted. “It implies gunshot wounds are shameful. My audience won’t like that.”

“But we can’t have them both face down,” Auden explained, his patience running thin. “And Elliot can’t be posed upright, because of his head.” After some time, Auden rolled his eyes. “It’s better my way, but fine.” He turned Lorraine over, pulling her out of the chair. The exit wound gaped open on her upper back like a two-inch flaccid drain, skin biting the edges of the hole like soft and broken teeth.

BANG.

BANG.

BANG.

Auden collapsed on Lorraine.

Mara swallowed her scream.

Head Girl faced Mara and Tom, her tone pitying and annoyed. “He is so condescending. I can’t believe you guys put up with that.”
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“Do you want to hear a cool story about these chairs?” Mara asked, her voice light and flirtatious.

The group looked somewhat interested, but nothing beyond the word count of an engaging caption.

Mara pointed to the Wassily chair under Tom and then turned to Auden, half collapsed in the other, his head slumped forward and empty. He was much whiter than even a moment before. Tom stared across at a trickle of blood spiraling down the chair’s polished chrome.

Out of the corner of his eye, he then observed a fourth member of the group. With all attention on Head Girl and her two active followers, a less influential participant had gone entirely unnoticed. Tom watched her linger in the periphery. The others seemed aware she was there, but apathetic to her existence.

Like Tom, she too was staring down at Auden, arranging something in her mind. He avoided eye contact.

They’re going to execute us for a photo.

“So this guy, Robert Kane, was Auden’s first investor when he started Liv,” Mara said, her voice cracking. “Kane bought his wife these chairs—they’re called Wassily club chairs—then Auden, when he was…” Mara pointed to his body, her eyes filled with tears. “When he… he was negotiating with Kane, over the first Liv investment, he made Kane give him the chairs.”

“So he stole the chairs?” Head Girl asked.

Mara turned to face Tom, and for the first time since entering the house, they locked eyes in a way that made him believe they were still a couple. He looked to her, to the exclusion of all else. By biology or imagination, a lover’s face can speak volumes in expression, and all at once, hers commanded, This is an improv to save your life. Get off your ass and get moving.

Mara pretended to weigh it out in her head. “Well, I wouldn’t say Auden stole them.”

While she worked her strategy, Tom lifted himself up. The excruciating pain was encouraging, though everything below his left hip was useless. He clamped the blanket to his thigh.

Mara kept the girl engaged. “Auden had this way of… I don’t know how to describe it. He told Kane, ‘I won’t take your money, unless you give me these chairs that you love.’”

“That makes no sense—why would Kane agree if Auden was asking for money?”

Mara made a gesture of agreement. “That’s the point. Whatever you had to trade—or offer—Auden made clear he didn’t care about it. He insulted rich people, but that made them love him more.”

“Negging,” Head Girl said, nodding.

“Exactly. Then, when I heard Kane went for it, I guess it made me feel better because I always felt stupid for getting caught in Auden’s… He had a way of dealing with people—”

“Manipulating them without their consent.”

“I’m not even sure he liked the chairs,” Mara explained, as much to herself as to the girl. “He thought he should like them because they were real.”

The trickling blood. It didn’t look like Lorraine’s or Elliot’s dripping. It was moving out of him.

Auden’s foot started to twitch.

He was good as dead, but he was alive.

Mara looked out at the beach, the sun setting through human smog, her expression a vast collection of regrets.

Tom interrupted her: “Mara, it’s time to leave.”

Head Girl looked at Tom harshly. “Whoa, it’s so not okay to just talk over her.”

With good reason, he feared for his life.

Mara smiled at the girl. “Tom gets anxious navigating social situations—he overcompensates by trying to control the conversation.”

That came out pretty easily.

Have you been thinking that this whole time?

The girl looked at Tom. “I’m sorry. I struggle with social anxiety too.”

Tom glanced at Auden, wondering how he would drag him with his own leg in the state that it was. He realized the girl wanted to know how this might be about her.

“I thought you might want to add to your post,” he said slowly. “These chairs, with the orange canvas. They’re from the original manufacturer in Germany. Something like a hundred years old, I think. Made at this school—”

“Original Bauhaus?” Nikola asked eagerly.

“Bauhaus! That’s it,” said Tom. Despite the pain exploding down his spine, he was impressed Nikola remembered the curriculum of whatever art history seminar he’d taken in college to pick up women.

“What’s Bauhaus?” the girl asked.

“A design school in Germany, really influential,” said Nikola.

“Like a collab house!”

“Probably the most influential collab house in history,” Nikola reasoned.

The girl turned to the others and snapped her fingers. “Until us!”

If only she knew the difference between social media posts and architecture. Tom and Mara locked eyes while everyone laughed.

“Auden wanted these original chairs because he knew they were like his corpses,” Nikola said, with a profound stupidity. “He said you can’t own a corpse, just hold on to it for the next person.”

Tom looked at the pile in front of him with an unexpected wave of gratitude that the chair’s metal had ricocheted the bullet into his leg, not his chest. “I sat in these chairs for years and I hated them. But then I was pissed Auden took them, and wanted them back on principle. I got fired in the black leather reproductions.”

Tom looked at Auden’s leg. The twitching slowed. “Now I’m back with the originals—not sure what that means.”

It doesn’t mean anything.

“Do you want me to kill you in the originals?” Head Girl asked Tom. Her tone offered the irony like it was no trouble at all.

He shook his head, trying not to overdo it and trigger a polite insistence. “Oh, no—thank you—I’m okay, you don’t have to—”

“Hey, Nikola, can you go pull the car around?” Mara asked, fumbling with the key, then throwing it at him.

Thrilled to be helpful, Nikola slipped on his flip-flops and grabbed a red Solo cup off the table. Auden’s lips drained pale. Without muscle tension, his jaw sagged open. The window they might have had to save him was closing.

Head Girl stood in a catatonic daze with her phone, and the other three wandered near the edges of the room, swiping and scrolling, respectively. The quieter girl looked out at the beach, riding the down swell of the group’s boredom.

With a casual tone, Tom tried adding a minor task to Nikola’s errand: “Actually, can you also take Auden to the car?”

Nikola’s face fell. “But my shoulder—”

“Never mind! I’ll do it!” Mara piped.

As she squatted down to pick up Auden, her foot slid on the blood, hand slamming down to stop herself from collapsing, palm sliding around in the thick iron-smelling ooze on the wood. Straightening herself, she teetered upright like crawling out of tar, then attempted it again.

Tom limped, Mara dragged, Auden gurgled.

Without warning, Head Girl looked up at them. “You can’t just take our bodies without asking and leave—”

Before she could finish voicing the injustice, she dropped to the ground with a thud. The quiet girl stood behind her with a fire poker. She looked at Tom and Mara apologetically.

“Sorry… I think she was going to kill you. I don’t really like corpses, but I didn’t want to upset anyone.”







TOM

“Do you mind if I take some introductory notes on a computer?”

Tom shook his head. On the couch next to him, Mara agreed.

Dr. Brant’s fingers flew across the keyboard, unbridled by arthritis. Since he had been handpicked by Dr. Thornton, Tom decided to give him a chance.

“I usually ask new patients if anything in particular spurred them to make the appointment.” Dr. Brant laughed. “But when I saw the news coverage, I was very glad to hear you’re both okay.”

“Oh yeah… the shooting. That was a mess.”

“Tom’s leg is doing well,” Mara hurried to say.

Is she nervous?

“We have one more surgery. The nerve damage will linger, but he can still ski, which he loves—”

“I’m fine. I’ll be fine.”

“What brings you in?”

“It was my idea,” Mara said quickly. She seemed to be treating the appointment like a medical clearance. “If we do this, it will technically be Tom’s third engagement.”

He raised his hand. “But the first time it’s my idea.”

“Counts for something.” Dr. Brant smiled.

“I didn’t have a family. I lived with my stepbrother and his father, and it was very complicated.”

Tom considered how to best acknowledge her statement. “Multivariable calculus… that’s a hard kind of math. I failed it in college, had to take it twice and barely passed.”

Mara looked stunned. “I didn’t know that.”

“I’ve never told anyone.”

“I don’t know how to do normal relationships, let alone marriage, but I know we need to resolve this issue with my stepbrother—Auden—if we’re going to be normal.”

“I’m very normal,” said Tom.

“Auden White?” Dr. Brant asked.

“The biggest handful who ever lived.” Tom smiled. “And for the record—”

“There’s no transcript.” Mara smirked.

“I had a preexisting relationship with Auden, independent of Mara. In a way, he kind of introduced us.”

“What shocks me is that Tom knows Auden, more than anyone except me, and yet if we get married, he still thinks this guy should be in our life.”

“This guy?” Tom laughed. “It’s Auden, he’s your stepbrother!”

“Tom confessed to seeing him.”

“I stopped by to say hi.”

“It was a huge professional risk to be seen with him.”

“The photographers don’t camp outside the brownstone anymore. No one visits him. And he’s definitely going to jail.”

“Don’t feel bad for him.”

“I don’t,” Tom lied.

Liv no longer existed. It also would never go away.

Maybe they were here because Mara was among the sizable minority resisting a fade to normalization. Tom found himself with those who just wanted to move on.

Most of the bodies were gone.

Murders dropped off quickly. Following Liv’s bankruptcy, a few imitators emerged, but no investors would touch an idea whose time had passed. The flashing signal was that it was hard to find anyone still talking about what went wrong—or right—with Liv. Killing someone to spend time with their body became as common as killing someone for any other reason, and corpse influencers experienced a swift decline in followers. Audiences leave the theater when the lights come on.

Signs posted in lobbies and elevators in New York apartment buildings, directing people what to do with their corpses, remained untouched, passed over without notice. The bodies might have been gone, but taking the initiative to reverse the bureaucratic paraphernalia—city ordinances, signage, institutional policies, and university position statements—felt overzealous. Better to let it drift away.

Amelia had forgiven Nikola, supporting his recovery as they adjusted to life as new parents. Tom listened at the poker game as Charlie explained how an old Liv account acted like a completed jail sentence—something that had to be framed properly if revealed to a new partner or potential employers and was maybe best kept private altogether. Also, Charlie had a girlfriend.

The real problem was there were too many people at fault to hold anyone accountable.

“Auden thinks his only crime was giving people a choice,” Mara told Dr. Brant. “He’s taken no real responsibility. I think he’s remorseful that people died—I know he spends time thinking about that—but he blames the people who killed them.”

“When humanity gets choices, does it ever go well?” Tom asked. He really wanted to know.

A few weeks ago, an impulse had struck on one of his forays out of the apartment to accumulate rehabilitative steps. When Auden picked up the phone, it was with the caution of taking an out-of-the-blue call from an ex-lover. Tom wasn’t in the neighborhood but offered to stop by. The Liv founder was mired in criminal and civil litigation, waiting out the process holed up with an ankle monitor in his luxury brownstone. Despite being shot twice at close range and spending a month in the ICU, Auden limped to the door, his body as immune to consequences as the rest of him.

The brownstone was visibly unchanged, but every inch was either evidence in an investigation or a lawsuit, or collateral to bank debt. Nobody could stop them from drinking the whiskey.

“An opened perishable isn’t measured when it’s indexed as seizable property,” Auden had explained as he poured Tom a glass.

“You do love a good loophole.”

“Does Mara know you’re here?”

“No.”

“Then why’d you come?”

“It was a good question,” Tom told Dr. Brant.

The psychiatrist and Mara waited for him to finish the thought, but that was where it ended. “Look, I love Mara.”

“It’s not about me. Auden is extremely toxic—keeping him around is like keeping a pet snake that might strangle you.”

Tom shrugged in agreement. “But the problem with getting rid of people is that you can’t.”

There was some silence.

“It’s okay if Mara doesn’t want to get married. I’m very happy living together.”

“I want to,” she insisted.

Tom laughed as if selling a membership. “If we make it official, I can’t testify!” He turned to Dr. Brant with a conspiratorial grin. “The prosecutor is one hundred percent using the whole case to run for governor—he hates that the three of us are so intertwined.”

Mara rolled her eyes. “Tom thinks my felony hacking charges are a joke.”

“Auden’s password was ‘stiff.’”

“The lawyer said it’s very serious.”

Dr. Brant faced Mara. “Are you worried about making a commitment because you might go to jail for the Liv leak?”

It was a blunt delivery, but when Mara broke down crying, it felt like they were finally getting somewhere. “It might really happen. Tom shouldn’t make this decision until we know. He’s already spent a fortune on my legal bills.”

“We’re going to get out of it.”

“I appreciate the ‘we,’” said Mara, wiping away a tear. “I guess if they drop these charges, we can celebrate by getting married.”

Tom opened his arms at Dr. Brant, thrilled by the mediation’s success. “Deal!”

Mara couldn’t help laughing. “You can’t fix everything, Tom—not unless you know a bunch of people who can keep a story straight and are willing to lie under oath.”







Testimony corroborating Mara Reed’s alibi on the night of illegal access to Auden White’s personal computer:


Witness List

Marc Wilson

Dev Brar

Zoey Lee

Philip Stephens

Charlie Schroeder

Hank Ramsvik

Simon Wright



“—Oh, yes, I do recall that night, because it was the night I met my buddy’s girlfriend. She came to the game because she wanted to learn how to play cards—”

“—Why did I bring a lawyer? Because this isn’t my first proctology exam with a federal agency—”

“—Yes, I was the one who asked Misha to wipe the security cameras, because, you see, I had an actor friend with me, and he values his anonymity—”

“—She was on the shorter side, or like average height maybe for a girl. I guess Tom is average height too, they were kind of an average-height couple—”

“—Is it illegal to play cards with suspected domestic terrorists?—”

“—Yes, now that you mention it, there was a girl who I believe was the girlfriend, or partner, whatever they call it these days—”

“—In a way, I kind of set them up, because Tom was being really judgmental about his dating preferences, so I changed the app’s settings. That’s how they were able to match—”

“—I recall attending a legal card game, where no rake is taken—there’s a fee, I believe, which is how the proprietor of this establishment makes his money—and on that night, there were several women playing cards, including, I believe, the one you describe—”

“—She arrived at 7:00 PM and we played until at least 3:00 AM—”

“—And you know, I was excited that Mara Reed attended the game that evening, because as I understand it, she was not terribly familiar with the rules of poker—”

“—I think they met online, on one of these dating apps. I remember thinking to myself, ‘Hey, maybe I should give that a try’—”

“—She didn’t make any calls or send any texts, because there is a strict no-phone rule at the table—it ruins the vibe of the game—and she didn’t get up from the table from… let’s see, I would say from maybe 7:00 PM to 3:00 AM—”

“—No, I didn’t notice if she smelled like gasoline. I’m not going to smell a girl I was just introduced to, especially not after this misunderstanding I had last year—”

“—Do you find it strange that cops find everything strange?—”

“—And, like, my kid’s school now does class visits to the coroner, and I don’t want to come off as ignorant, but that seems pretty—”

“—I can’t remember her name. Clara? Tara?—”

“—I believe my attorney already provided my statement in writing, that yes, I do remember there was a girl there who fits the description you provided—”

“—Yep. That’s it. M-A-R-A. She was definitely at that game 7:00 PM onward to maybe 3:00 AM—”

“—Whichever night you’re asking about—”

“—It’s a stereotype that everyone in finance is a liar. What about these Silicon Valley guys? They make us look like angels.”







The End
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