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            The Beginning

         

         The women gather in a YMCA basement rec room: hard linoleum floors, half-windows along one wall, view of sidewalk and brick. It’s a Friday, just after six, and above them the city of New York bustles. Up there, people are teeming out of subway stations and into the hot sun, rushing toward tourist traps, toward restaurants, toward parties and friends.

         Whatever people do on a Friday, the women in the basement are not doing it. Instead, they unfold metal chairs, listen to the rubber nubs squeak across the floor as they circle up. They collect store-brand chocolate chip cookies off a card table, pour coffee into paper cups despite the heat, shake in the powdered creamer. They write their names on white, rectangular name tags, then press those tags to their chests. The instant they’re on, they begin to peel off, as if the tags themselves understand what the women want most: to be rid of their history, to start anew.

         But they can’t outrun their names and they can’t outrun their stories.

         They all had been blind cc’d on the same email. Personal trauma, public figure? the subject heading read. Unusual story? the email asked.

         It continued with more questions: Did they feel alone or misunderstood? Could they identify with certain symptoms—recurring nightmares, intrusive thoughts, numbness, self-destructive behavior, anger, sadness, guilt, shame? Were they interested in free, experimental group therapy? Would they like to schedule a screening?

         They would not.

         Bernice had read the email, then deleted it. Gretel had marked it as “spam.” Ruby had read half of it, then marked it as “unread,” where it joined over 5,000 other “unread” emails. Ashlee didn’t even see it because she was trying to avoid the internet. Raina read the message, then left it in her inbox, where it fell lower and lower in the queue until it disappeared from the first page entirely.

         By then, another email had arrived, and after that came another, and another.

         Ashlee, who had opened her account in a moment of weakness, scheduled a screening immediately. Ruby replied to the third message while sitting alone at a bar, figuring even if it was some kind of scam, at least it might be entertaining. Bernice and Raina both replied to the fourth email, deciding that a screening would be harmless.

         Gretel was the final holdout. In the middle of a sleepless night, feeling almost all of the symptoms the email had listed, she checked her spam folder. She deleted four of the five identical messages. Her cursor hovered over the fifth. What, at this point, did she really have left to lose?

         There must have been others who received the email, who never replied, or who replied but never followed through with the screening, or who followed through with the screening, then decided not to come.

         Perhaps those people had the right idea, the women think now as they shift in their seats, fidget with their phones, poke through their purses, look at each other and pretend not to look at each other, trying to attach faces to names, names to stories.

         Bernice is fresh from the last news cycle. Until now, the other women have known her only by her media-christened name: Bluebeard’s Girlfriend. The dark and bizarre secrets of the eccentric tech billionaire with the trademark cyan beard made headlines for weeks earlier that summer. Even if you weren’t paying attention, you managed to accrue details by mere osmosis.

         Bernice had yet to speak to the media. In freeze-frame footage from CNN, she had a double chin, a slight smirk, a nefarious brown eye peeking out from under a bright umbrella. Commentators commented: “Why so guarded?” “A rainbow umbrella, for a funeral?” “Why blue for her dress, of all colors?” Yet here, in real life, quietly eating a cookie, sans CNN, she appears less suspicious, less homely, less fat. Her uninspired office ensemble, her tired eyes, her half-bitten nails, these all make her seem so normal, so totally average, as to be incapable of anything the sensational headlines have implied.

         As for Gretel, they’ve all heard her name, and if she’s here, she’s almost certainly the Gretel, the one from the strange kidnapping story that captivated the nation more than two decades before: a brother and sister went missing, reappeared three months later miles from home. The photo of the siblings reuniting with their father was one of Time’s photos of the year. The children had made wild and fascinating claims, though they themselves disagreed on what had happened, and the claims were unsubstantiated. Even so, after all these years, die-hard amateur sleuths still searched for proof, discussed theories on message boards devoted to unsolved crimes.

         In that famous photo, Gretel is all elbows and knees and corkscrew curls, sweet gingham dress and bright, glistening eyes. It’s unsettling to see her now, grown up, mid-thirties, creases on her forehead. She’s still rail thin with a cropped puff of corkscrew curls. On a kid it was cute; on an adult it seems strange. Her hair is too spunky for her serious face, like a cloud has drifted in and settled on her head. The gingham dress has been replaced with jeans and an oversized gray button-down, the patent-leather shoes with Converse. Gretel sits hunched in her chair with an untouched cup of coffee in her hands, earbuds in her ears, avoiding eye contact with everyone. If she is giving off any vibe it’s this: she’d rather be anywhere else.

         Raina, almost forty, is the oldest of the group, though you might not guess it. She is elegantly attractive. Her makeup is natural, her ensemble classy yet functional: tailored black capris, stylish black loafers, an airy white button-down tank, a large beige leather tote, ears studded in real pearls. She has a long neck and a sleek bob. A lock keeps falling from behind her ear, and she keeps tucking it back with a short, French-manicured nail. She’s reading on an e-reader—ostensibly reading—and drinking from a sleek, white insulated coffee cup. On her left hand, a diamond engagement ring sits above a pavé wedding ring.

         Not one of the women recognizes her, not by name nor by face—though people occasionally do, mostly when she’s standing next to her husband. Her story made waves decades ago, though the details had always been hazy and now were mostly forgotten. All that remained was a certain warm feeling people had when they looked at her spouse, a sense that the man before them was heroic and kind.

         Ashlee is the recent, controversial winner of The One, the most popular reality TV dating show in the country. The other women are surprised to find her among them. Her name tag reads ASHLEE E, 21, RETAIL ASSOCIATE, PARK POND, PA. When she first entered the room she was wearing a floppy sun hat and giant, bug-eye sunglasses. She had wandered around the space, squinting suspiciously into each corner, even looking behind the coffeemaker and her chair, her glossy lips scrunching into a blooming rose. Now she sits in her folding chair, fanning herself with her sun hat, one gleaming tan leg crossed over the other, sunglasses tucked in a purse so small it’s hard to imagine that anything additional would fit inside.

         In real life, as on TV, Ashlee looks like a 3D rendering of herself. Her features are dramatic, her makeup expertly applied. She has perfected the “sexy baby” look—adorable and dangerous at the same time: doe eyes, long lashes, plump cheeks, pouty lips. Her skin is so smooth, it looks as if it’s been blurred with a filter. Her eyelashes are thick, her nails are sharp, her wedged espadrilles are three inches high. Her blush-pink romper has a V so deep that the point ends beneath her breasts, which—are they glittering? On her left hand, an engagement ring so massive that her hand seems like an afterthought. Even among such bold features, it is her mouth—her much talked about mouth—that is most outrageous, long and expressive, twisting and bending into projections of her every thought. In its neutral position, the ends turn up in a subtle smirk.

         Will is the group leader, the only man. He is unobtrusively but certainly handsome—a full head of brown hair; soft, kind eyes flecked with green; a blue button-down that accentuates an athletic figure, the cuffs rolled up at the forearms. His demeanor suggests benevolent authority, like a young high school teacher, the one everyone likes.

         He had vetted each member of the group individually in a screening interview, then assured more than one in a post-screening phone call that, though he hadn’t predicted the group would be all-female, he was still the person for the job, aware of and sensitive to their unique needs.

         He does seem attentive, the women think as Will scans the circle, stopping to acknowledge each group member, tiny personal check-ins punctuated with encouraging smiles. His teeth are a tabula rasa of whiteness. When the women look at them, they each see something different. Bernice recalls the bone-white inlay of a bright blue dresser. Ashlee sees the glint of her own engagement ring. Gretel sees hard candy winking in sun. Raina sees her husband’s smile, all veneer.

         Should the teeth be a tip-off? After all, they have already laid their fortunes in the hands of the most obvious psychopaths—billionaires and reality TV producers, metaphorical witches and literal wolves. Perhaps the women should wonder if something is amiss. Especially since one of them, yet to arrive, had already made a fairly substantial error with regard to teeth.

         Ashlee sighs loudly and looks around the room for a clock, though there isn’t one. Just as she’s about to ask for the time, a high-heel clatter comes echoing down the hall, louder and louder until the door bursts open and Ruby, the final group member, careens into the room. She stops midway between the door and the group to catch her breath. “Sorry, sorry,” she says. Her face is bright red and sweaty. Her lips are picked raw. Her hair is a disaster: much of it is stuck to the sweaty sides of her face; the rest of it hangs down to her shoulders in a tangle. An old pink dye job clings to the bottom three inches. Her clear-framed glasses, the lenses comically smudged, slip down her nose. Just as they seem poised to fall off, she pushes them back up.

         It’s no wonder she’s sweating. She’s wearing a massive fur coat: gray with dirt and ridiculous in the summer heat. It hangs open, framing a red top and a black pleather skirt, revealing the coat’s worn beige silk lining. A thick lapel extends to a hood that’s fallen on her back. The sleeves are so long that only the ragged, chewed tips of her fingers peek out.

         She wipes the sweat from her brow with a furry sleeve, smudging a greasy tint of gray across her forehead, and squints around the circle. “Name tags!” she says, and clacks to the snack table to fill out her own.

         When she spins back to the group, a chocolate chip cookie is shoved halfway in her mouth. The name tag rides along the hairs of the coat. LIL RED, it reads in smudgy all-caps. Then, in smaller letters below: RUBY. She latches an arm around a chair and squeezes in between Ashlee and Raina. Ashlee wrinkles her nose.

         “Welcome,” says Will, clapping his hands on his thighs. His voice is as calm and clear as a podcaster’s, comforting yet with an air of gravitas. He has the impressive ability, as he speaks, to keep scanning the circle, surveying the group, like a phone constantly checking for a signal.

         He reiterates why they’re here, gives them the spiel they’ve each heard individually, about the groundbreaking preliminary research on narrative therapy, about how each week one woman will take the lead, tell her story, and the others will listen and react.

         He reminds them that they are unique. They’ve each been through a trauma that played out, in some way, publicly. “People know of you, but do they know you?” he asks. No, they concur, shaking their heads, people don’t know them at all.

         He reminds them of the conditions they’ve agreed to in documents they signed prior to group. They should be present and participatory—no missing meetings, no lateness (he looks at Ruby with a smile), no phones allowed. Above all, they must be completely and absolutely honest. No lies, not even white lies, not even lies by omission. No holding back. He calls this “Absolute Honesty.” He explains that a natural by-product of Absolute Honesty is tension and conflict. In this sense, conflict, like a fever, is a sign that things are working, and should be embraced as part of the process.

         “It’s not going to be easy,” he tells them, “but if you stay open and do the work”—he spreads his arms wide, as if in benediction—“you’re going to learn more about yourselves than you ever imagined.” He lets the words linger, then his arms drop.

         “Big sell,” says Ruby through a mouthful of cookie. “Let’s just get the show on the road.”

         “We could’ve started, like, twenty minutes ago?” says Ashlee. “If you weren’t late?” Her voice, nasal yet vocal-fried, is reminiscent of a creaking floor.

         “I see you’re as charming in real life as you are on TV,” says Ruby, wiping cookie crumbs from her mouth with a furry sleeve.

         “Hashtag editing?” says Ashlee, her words lilting up.

         The other women look in their laps.

         “Ashlee,” says Will, “you told Ruby you were upset that she was late. That’s a great example of Absolute Honesty.”

         Ashlee beams.

         “Absolute Honesty sounds like Total Crap to me,” says Ruby.

         “That’s perfect, Ruby,” says Will, clasping his hands together. “That’s exactly the kind of honesty I’m looking for. Also, it’s natural to feel that way. Resistance is part of the process.”

         Ashlee sighs dramatically. “I mean, if we have to be honest, I guess I should mention that I don’t really know if I belong here?” She combs her fingers through her shiny hair, her pointy, pink nails sticking through like claws. “Like, I’m famous for falling in love, where you guys are famous for what? Weird tragedies? Regurgitated by a wolf? Locked in some loser’s mansion? I mean, no offense.”

         “Right, and you’ve never been locked in some loser’s mansion,” says Ruby.

         “Not locked,” Ashlee says. “Also not a loser, obviously,” she adds.

         “Ringing endorsement,” says Ruby.

         “Speaking of rings,” says Ashlee, thrusting her left hand into the middle of the circle, wrist limp, as if waiting for a gentleman to kiss it so she can curtsey. “Princess cut. Fourteen carat white gold. Two carat colorless diamond. Looks like a lot of you aren’t in serious relationships, just from the hands I can see right now. I mean, Sad Face.” Her bottom lip juts out in a look of extreme pity. She drops her hand in her lap, then nods at Raina. “I mean, looks like you’re married, but if we have to be honest, I honestly don’t even know who you are. I feel like I recognize you from something, but maybe I don’t? Maybe I’m too young?”

         “Could be,” says Raina, not offended. “I have a daughter about your age.”

         “Maybe I know her?” says Ashlee.

         “What is this? Twenty questions?” says Ruby. She squints at Raina’s name tag. “Raina’s going to tell her fucking story eventually. Isn’t that why we’re here?”

         “I just thought we were supposed to be famous, you know?” says Ashlee. “Like, I thought that was the point? But really only me and Bernice are actually famous.”

         “Let’s see if anyone remembers you in three months,” says Ruby.

         “You might rather they didn’t,” says Gretel. Her tone is neutral, even, out of tune with her curls, which quiver and bounce.

         “Interesting,” says Ruby, like she’s gathering intel.

         An awkward silence ensues, punctuated by the muffled honk and squeal of rush hour. The women take an interest in their coffee cups, their shoes, the wall. Will waits it out.

         Bernice slides a chewed fingernail inside the lip of her paper coffee cup, starts unrolling it. “I’m not so much famous as infamous,” she says. All eyes shift to her. “I do wonder what you’ve all heard about me.” Eyes shift away, save Ashlee’s.

         “I guess I heard you were in on it?” Ashlee says. “Like helping him for money? I wasn’t really paying attention. But Bluebeard’s exes were all, kind of”—she brings her hands narrowly together and draws them down—“you know? More like models? Whereas…”

         “Is that what they’re saying?” asks Raina.

         “Of course that’s what they’re saying,” says Bernice.

         “Because Bernice is, you know, more like a sidekick type than a girlfriend type?” Ashlee explains.

         “You are aware that fat people can have boyfriends, right?” says Ruby.

         Ashlee makes a face. Bernice flicks at the lip of her cup.

         “How do you feel about what you’re hearing now?” Will asks Bernice.

         “I know what people think.”

         “That’s not what I’m asking.”

         “I feel okay. I get it.”

         Will sighs, leans back in his chair, furrows his brow, not as if she’s done something wrong but as if he’s done something wrong, as if he hasn’t yet conveyed the correct information. “What’s one of our rules?” he asks.

         “No lateness,” says Ashlee, throwing a smug look at Ruby. “No phones.”

         “And?” says Will.

         “Absolute Honesty,” says Bernice.

         “That’s right,” says Will. “So, Bernice: how do you feel about what they’re saying?”

         “Hurt,” says Bernice. “I am just, in general, very hurt.”

         Somewhere in the city, police sirens wail. Bernice has an ear for sirens now. The sound throws her back to a few months prior, when she was lying on the couch of her childhood home as the flashing lights cut across the walls of the den. The room was rhythmically blue, blue, blue. If there were other colors, she didn’t see them. Her fingertips were blue, blue, blue. Her mind itself, everything: blue. Her sister was blue, was saying, “It’s okay, Berry, it’s okay, you’re in shock.”

         Bernice tries to bring herself back to the present. She feels her feet on the hard floor, her back on the cool chair. She can’t blame the women for hearing what they’ve heard or thinking what they think. She knows how people consume the news: scanning headlines, catching a few sentences at the top of the hour, overhearing a rumor on the subway.

         “I know people don’t like me,” Bernice says. “But whatever you heard, maybe it’s not the whole story.”

         Will leans back, crosses one leg over the thigh of the other, cupping his knee with knit fingers. “What is the whole story, Bernice?”

         “You want me to go first?” she asks, alarmed.

         “I know you can do it,” he says.

         She has practiced her story for weeks now. She has edited pieces of it in her head during almost every free moment—while grocery shopping or riding the subway. She sees it in her mind’s eye like a typewritten page. She wants to get as close to the truth of her experience as she can. Late at night, when she can’t sleep, her head tucked under her covers, earplugs in, she has perfected it, her lips forming the shapes of the words. When she replied to the email, she already knew what she would say, assuming she didn’t get stage fright. But, after all she’s been through, is that really what she’s afraid of? Public speaking?

         “All right,” Bernice says, nodding. The other women look relieved.

         “Thank you, Bernice,” says Will. “When you’re ready.”

         Bernice closes her eyes, shakes out her arms, takes a deep breath, tries to let go of the stress and anxiety that has built up over the past months. She can use her exhaustion to her advantage. She can turn it into a kind of flow.

         There isn’t much in her life she has felt prepared for, but she feels prepared for this. She opens her eyes.

      

   


   
      
         
            Bernice

         

         Bluebeard, as he was called on the gossip sites, had two houses: a penthouse on Fifth Avenue facing the park and a blue beachfront mansion in East Hampton. And by blue, I mean painted bright blue, so that at certain times of day, in certain weather, it merged with the sky. He also had a blue Bugatti, a nineteen-foot TV with surround sound that could be controlled from anywhere in the world, and, for all of his computers, brass keyboards with round typewriter keys, which run about two grand apiece. His dyed beard was touted as one of his many eccentricities.

         I’d grown up as a year-rounder in East Hampton. We lived in a modest, two-story house with cedar shake siding that had long been mottled gray. In summer, the Hamptons was the picture of the American Dream: polo-shirt-wearing families on sailboats, licking ice cream from waffle cones. I befriended kids who disappeared into boxwood hedges at the end of August, never to be heard from again. In winter, it was as if we lived at the ends of the earth.

         Until Bluebeard bought the property across the street, our neighbors had been the ever-elderly Pearsons: two, then one, then grown children in to sell the place. The house’s best feature was its size—so small that we could see around it, out across the tan-green beach grass into the beautiful blue beyond. At dinner, in the years following my father’s sudden death from a pulmonary embolism, my mom would stare out at the water as we ate. “At least we have that view,” she’d say.

         My sister, Naomi, two years my senior, used to paint that view scrunched up on a lawn chair in the Pearsons’ backyard. She painted on damaged canvases my mom brought home from the art store where she worked, thus the skies were cracked through with lightning or punctured with invented constellations.

         Construction on the mansion had already begun when Naomi moved back to the home I’d never left. She’d earned a big scholarship and gone away to college, while I’d stayed home, saving money by commuting back and forth to Stony Brook. Naomi’s boss at the nonprofit where she’d worked had wept when he laid her off—wept. He had been forced by policy—last one in, first one out—he hated to see her go.

         The mansion loomed higher, wider, bluer by the day. Our view disappeared first, then the morning sun. “Sticks out like a sore thumb,” my mom repeated each morning at the kitchen window, scowling as she brushed her teeth in the sink. Our house had only one bathroom.

         Ashton Adams—that was Bluebeard’s real name—sent a neighborly gift in a bright blue cake box. Our last name was emblazoned in raised, gold script on the top of the box, which itself was tied up with a silky blue ribbon. A surprisingly thoughtful, analog gift for a twenty-eight-year-old tech billionaire. We’d all read the articles.

         The cake box was so elegant, we were hesitant to touch it, though the smell was hard to resist. We gathered around it with forks. “A gift from the enemy,” said Naomi.

         “He’s kind of famous,” I said, more as fact than excuse. I did the honors of untying the blue ribbon, letting it fall gracefully from the box, the way silky underwear might slip off a smooth leg. I traced the gold letters of my last name with my fingertip. I rarely saw my name in script. If anything, it was in Times New Roman and I’d typed it myself.

         “Let us remember that he’s a tool,” said Naomi.

         “What’s with the hideous blue thing on his face?” asked my mom. “Is it meant to distract from—the rest of his face?”

         “It’s a hipstery thing,” I said.

         “It’s marketing,” said Naomi.

         “People dress all kinds of ways,” I said.

         “You don’t dress all kinds of ways,” said my mom.

         This was true. It was a flaw. To work, I wore black pants paired with abstract-patterned blouses reminiscent of corporate wall art. Indeed, a shirt in my rotation matched a spongy, tan-brown painting across from the elevator bay at the dingy headquarters of the budget clothing company where I did menial labor for the marketing department. The job had little to do with my degree in English, my minor in creative writing.

         “I heard he chews through women like bubble gum,” said my sister. She had somehow mastered a sophisticated Anthropologie-Patagonia look, though she shopped only at thrift stores. “Chews, chews, and spits them out,” she said. “Pays millions to make them scarce once he’s through.” She put down her fork. “Wouldn’t have to pay me.”

         I opened the cake box, the massive side tabs pointing toward the ceiling. The cake was a brilliant robin’s-egg blue, yet the color barely registered in the face of the scent: sugar and butter, coconut and almond, a hint of vanilla, musky and warm. I imagined the vapors rising from the box, tickling my nose.

         I didn’t bother with a plate. I slid the fork into the cake, the cake into my mouth. “I—” I began but put up a finger instead. I couldn’t speak. The smell was nothing compared to the taste. The flavors bloomed in my mouth. The texture was perfect—soft and light, the frosting rich and creamy.

         My mom and sister stared.

         “Are you having a religious experience?” asked Naomi.

         “What were you going to say?” asked my mom.

         But I couldn’t for the life of me remember.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Bernice, hardly begun, stops. She has been monologuing like an actor in the spotlight, but there is no spotlight. There are actual faces before her, and they are not blotted out by light.

         Will’s chin rests on his thumb, his head nodding slightly. Raina stretches her long neck, shifting her head from one side to the other, pearl earrings winking. Ashlee spools hair around her finger, swallows Bernice with those giant eyes, each blink an event with eyelashes that big. Gretel, hunch shouldered, stares at the tiled floor. Ruby, her face glistening with sweat, is busy tearing her name tag into tiny pieces. She looks up from her task. “Why are we stopping?” she says. “Nothing’s happened yet.”

         “Am I doing this right?” asks Bernice.

         “There’s no right way,” says Will. “Just keep going.” Ashlee releases the spiral of hair, and it bounces at her shoulder. Ruby tears the R of her name in half. “Bernice,” says Will. “Listen to me. You’re doing great, okay?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         It was my sister who was invited to the party.

         We’d witnessed several of Ashton’s parties from afar: the valets in the driveway whisking away convertibles, the energetic thump of live DJs, the splash and echo of night-swimmers in the pool and on the beach, the crackle of fireworks over the water. No one ever seemed to sleep, not even me, as I watched from my bedroom window, the sky bleeding blue with the afterglow of fireworks I couldn’t see.

         Naomi ran into Ashton at the mailbox one day while he was out walking his four Tibetan mastiffs, whose blue-gray coats had been cut to look like lion manes. I had never seen him walk them himself. One of the dogs sniffed toward her, and he tight-fisted the leash, then yelled, “STOP,” with such a commanding voice that all four dogs froze like statues.

         I watched from the window through a gauzy curtain, hands on the back of the faded floral couch.

         When she returned, I accosted her in the doorway. “What happened? What did he say?”

         “If you want to know anything about Tibetan mastiffs, I’m pretty sure I just got a rundown of the entire Wikipedia page. I doubt I could do justice to the pretentious tone.” She slipped off her silver mules, leaving them next to my gray sneakers, and walked into the kitchen to start dinner.

         “He’s just smart,” I said, following her. I’d heard him speak on a podcast once. “He’s articulate.”

         “You mean he articulates every. Single. Word.”

         “Not everybody’s smart and socially adept like you,” I said.

         “Do you know why he’s rich?” she said. “He steals data from the masses. That’s his job.” She took out the curry powder and cumin and mustard seed. It was a real step up from my specialty: meals poured into pans from frozen bags. “He’s pushing his personal brand,” she said. “Condescension wrapped in blue. Guess you can sell anything if you know how to package it.” She threw me a bag of tiny black lentils to rinse. “We need a cup of those,” she said. “I’m not going to any party.”

         “Wait, what!?” I squealed. “He invited you to a party?”

         “Come on, Berry,” she said as she diced an onion with incredible speed. “It’s just curated speed dating for him. He called it a ‘shindig.’”

         “Who cares what he called it!”

         “No thanks,” said Naomi. Of course. Like someone beautiful explaining why beauty doesn’t matter, or someone rich explaining that money doesn’t buy happiness.

         “I want to go,” I said. “Let’s go. Do it. For me.”

         She looked up from chopping, her eyes red from the onion, though I imagined it was pity for me.

         “Please,” I said.

         “Fine,” she said. “For you.”

         
              

         

         A blue-tuxedoed doorman took our phones at the door, giving us each a four-digit number to memorize in order to get them back at the end of the night. Then he welcomed us into The Great Room with an open arm and a bow.

         The back wall was made of windows overlooking the beach view that had once been ours. Partygoers orbited the room, women in cocktail dresses, in bikinis, in wide-legged jumpsuits, men in slacks or ties, a few bow-tie-and-glasses types, and a crowd of lanky, unshaven men in blazers and tees emblazoned with Ashton’s company logo. Each person held a different-shaped glass, crafted to match the owner’s chosen drink. The drinks were retrieved outside, under a thatched-roof bar between a pool and a life-size chessboard where two men were dueling with bright blue pawns.

         I wore an eggplant-colored cocktail dress, a former bridesmaid ensemble replicated down to the costume jewelry. It was my most flattering dress, obscuring my stomach while still showing off my behind, my best physical feature. Naomi wore a cream-colored sundress embroidered with flowers, her hair in a halo of braids.

         I’d seen my share of seafood buffets at the weddings and showers of monied friends, but I’d never encountered such a grand display. It was as if a tsunami had deposited an ocean’s worth of inhabitants right there in The Great Room.

         Blood-red lobster claws dangled over blue crabs with red-tipped pincers like painted fingernails; disembodied crab legs splayed out from ice buckets beside trays of pale oysters; pink-white shrimp and prawns stared out with wet black eyes, their bodies boiled into curls, spidery antennae and legs all pointing in the same direction. The accoutrements of extraction were laid out on a white tablecloth beside like antique surgical equipment: long, thin seafood forks, pent-up and dainty; menacing curved shears; crackers with heavy, opulent handles.

         When my sister went to the bathroom, I didn’t know how to act. I had yet to see Ashton. I wandered away from the seafood table to a big, beaded couch in a corner near the window. The tiny beads were all shades of blue—ultramarine, royal, aqua—but what struck me most was the wave of midnight beads, so dark they matched the ocean waves shimmering under a bloated moon.

         A woman outside removed all of her clothes dispassionately, as if she were undressing in her bedroom. Her silhouette looked familiar. She had a long, elegant nose that turned up, just slightly, at the tip, and shoulders that curved in as if she were hiding or protecting something inside her. Had she been out in the neighborhood once, walking his dogs? For a second, she seemed fleshless in the moonlight, then she executed a perfect dive into the infinity pool that looked as if it fell directly into the sea.

         A hand on the small of my back, and I jumped. It was Ashton, the bright cyan blue of his perfectly trimmed beard so vibrant that it obscured every other physical fact about him.

         “Did I scare you?” he asked.

         “No,” I said, but my heart was racing. It was surreal to see a face up close and in person that I had seen so many times online. The pictures didn’t do him justice. They captured neither his commanding presence nor the pure blueness of his beard.

         “Are you here with your sister?” he asked.

         I was surprised that he knew who I was. “Uh-huh,” I said.

         Ashton was unfazed, perhaps even encouraged, by my inability to speak.

         He extended his hand toward the beaded couch, inviting me to sit down.

         I hesitated, thinking I might have misunderstood.

         He sat down first, patted the seat next to him. “The party,” he said. “Are you enjoying it?”

         “Totally,” I said, joining him, trying to sound cool and calm. “You’ve got a mean seafood buffet.” The beaded couch was uncomfortable, though it was soothing to trace the beads with my fingers as we talked.

         “Mean how?” he asked. “Mean like ‘excellent’ or mean like ‘lobsters feel pain when they’re boiled alive’?” (Later I saw him, in one clean stroke, zip a knife down the back of a lobster tail, then pop the pink meat into his mouth.)

         “Like excellent,” I said.

         He scanned the room with a frown. “Perhaps I’m doing a disservice. A party like this is essentially a networking event.”

         “Better than an over-air-conditioned conference hotel,” I said.

         He laughed. I felt inordinately pleased, though I tried my best not to look it.

         “The point is,” he said, “a party like this inspires nepotism, whereas I believe in meritocracy.”

         “Is it on you what people do at your parties?” I asked.

         He looked over at the guys in blazers, who were gathered in a semicircle, talking seriously. “To them, getting to the top isn’t about generating new ideas or working hard, it’s about making connections, flattering the right people. So they flatter me. But they don’t respect me.” He paused, took a sip of his drink. “I was an orphan, you know. Everything I have, I earned.”

         “I’m so sorry,” I said. I already knew this about him; it was the sole fact listed in the Early Years section of his Wikipedia entry.

         “Don’t be. I learned lessons those guys will never learn,” he said. “Anyway.” He smiled at me, a tight-lipped exit smile.

         I was desperate to keep the conversation going. “So is this why we couldn’t bring in our phones?” I asked. “To prevent networking?”

         He settled back in his seat. “Yes, Bernice,” he said. I was shocked that he knew my name. “But it’s more than that. Life shouldn’t be lived behind a screen.”

         “But you run a tech empire.”

         “I believe technology should optimize reality, not the other way around,” he explained. “If you have enough smart objects—if your objects are smart enough—they will know your every desire, and you’ll never have to look at a screen again.”

         He wiped his hand across the couch. “This was hand-beaded. I bought it on a whim when I was studying bone-carving techniques in Nigeria. Feel it.” I had been rubbing at it the whole time, but I made a dramatic swipe nonetheless, annoyed I hadn’t polished my chewed-up nails.

         “You can’t get that from a screen,” he said. “The digital world lacks texture. It’s endlessly duplicatable. Perhaps it’s the contrast that draws me to antiques, handcrafted pieces, one-of-a-kind objects. Collecting these sorts of things is a bit of a hobby for me. Maybe even a fetish. The UPS man comes so often he has fingerprint access to the place. But I do make some pieces myself.”

         Naomi—who was now standing in the corner under a Jackson Pollock painting and eating shrimp from her own individual stemless shrimp cocktail glass with its own individual ice bowl—looked toward me with a slight widening of the eyes. See what I mean? they said. I looked away.

         “I thought your fetish was…” I gestured around the blue room. “Well, you know.”

         “Oh, have you noticed the color scheme?” he said with a laugh. “It started almost as a joke, as a little play on the idea of ‘blue blood,’ noble blood. Entrepreneurs are America’s nobility, but we’re as defective as old-world monarchy if we just put our friends on the board, pass down an inheritance. If I have children, I’ll leave them nothing but intellectual tools and grit. Perhaps a haiku, or a scavenger hunt in riddles.”

         I laughed.

         “It’s funny,” he said with a strained smile, “but I’m not kidding. The color blue is symbolic. In essence, what I’m saying is that one must make oneself a blue blood. I coronated myself.”

         He mimed putting a crown on his own head, and a few people nearby smiled in our direction.

         “Anyway,” he said. He looked out across the room at the party, then pressed his lips together and made a vague “Mmm-hmm” sound. I followed his gaze and found Naomi on the other end of it. She was giggling with one of the T-shirt-and-blazer guys, an entire king crab leg in her fist. The dark hair springing loose from her braid glowed in the light, giving her a spunky, girlish air.

         I was familiar with Ashton’s look of captivated amusement. I’d seen it a hundred times before: on the faces of friends, family members, reminiscing teachers (soon to be disappointed by me), and even, in a memory that still stung, my high school crush, who sat next to me on the bus only to ask about my sister.

         “She is very attractive,” Ashton said. “Self-assured.” We watched her face scrunch into a giggle that turned into a full-bodied laugh. Soon, she was laughing so hard she had to put her hand on the counter to keep balance. “Do you get along?” he asked.

         “Of course,” I said, then added, with a little croak in my voice that betrayed the lie: “I think she’s seeing someone.”

         Ashton cocked his head, then swiveled it toward me slowly like an owl who had heard a mouse rustling in the grass. “You think so?” he asked.

         I smoothed both index fingers across the beaded couch. “Yes,” I said. “I think so.”

         He stroked his beard. “How old are you?” he asked.

         “Twenty-three,” I said.

         “Come,” he said.

         Partygoers glanced curiously as we made our way to the stairs, parting to let us through.

         In a two-story study with wall-to-wall bookshelves and a tiger-skin rug with the head still attached, Ashton drew me to a simple lamp with an asymmetrical leather shade and brass fixtures. Of all the items in the room, I could not decipher why this one, in particular, was special. “Very smart,” I said, for lack of something better.

         He beamed. Techno pulsed through the floor. “Not as smart as it looks,” he said. It was, he noted, one of the few lights in the house that worked by an old-fashioned switch. He flicked the switch several times and then, almost as an afterthought, pulled a trio of bespoke leather journals off a nearby bookshelf. He sniffed at them deeply as if smelling fine wine. “Rare leather,” he said, holding them out for me to smell too.

         In his third-story lounge, we admired four limestone jars flanking a giant marble fireplace. They were elegant, thigh-sized, and bullet-shaped, with each lid carved into a head—one human, three animals. “My Tiffany jars,” he said.

         “Like the jewelry?”

         “No,” he said. “Like how people name their cars. Tiffany was my first major acquisition.” He smiled. “Do you know what they are?”

         “Ancient Egypt,” I said, thinking back to grade school. “With the organs.”

         “Very good,” he said. “Canopic jars. These are from 800 BCE.”

         “Empty?” I asked, wrinkling my nose in a way I hoped was cute.

         “What would be the fun in that?” He pointed to each, naming the organs inside. “Stomach,” he said. “Intestines. Lungs. Liver.” He paused. “You dispose of the brain.”

         “Unraveled through the nose with a hook,” I said.

         “Common misconception.” He made a whisking motion with his hand. “You blend it up through the nostril until it’s mush, drain it out the nose.”

         As he turned to lead us out of the room, I thought I heard a squeak. Let me rephrase that: I thought I heard a squeak speak. Don’t, the squeak said. I stopped in my tracks, pressed my foot into the floorboard. No squeak. As if Ashton’s new mansion would have a squeaky floorboard.

         His bedroom contained his prized possession: a teal dresser with gleaming white inlaid-bone set in a repeating pattern of fleur-de-lis. “The fleur-de-lis,” he told me, “is meant to be a lily—or maybe an iris. It’s well-known for its use in French heraldry, but it also has a darker history. In some places—New Orleans, for example—slaves were branded with the symbol for trying to flee.

         “Branded,” he repeated, tracing the shape of the fleur-de-lis on my bare shoulder.

         “That’s awful,” I said, caressing the top of the dresser. A shard of bone cut into my finger. “Ow,” I said. I pressed my thumb to it to stop the bleeding.

         “No pain without pleasure,” Ashton said. He licked his finger, wiped my smeared blood off the bone.

         “I think it’s the other way around,” I said.

         Suddenly he looked up at the ceiling. “Andrea,” he called, as if commanding the air.

         “Yes, Ashton,” came a woman’s voice from above, sultry and unnervingly calm. I looked around the bedroom. “I’m Ashton’s digital assistant, Andrea,” she explained.

         “Send a butler with a Band-Aid, darling,” he said.

         “Sure, Ashton,” she replied.

         He pushed a piece of hair behind my ear. At once, I knew what he was doing, and I couldn’t believe he was doing it.

         His head came toward me, snakelike—fast and with his tongue protruding. I must have moved slightly—I can’t say whether it was away or toward—and our teeth knocked together. I pulled my head back and laughed. “Let’s try that again,” he said.

         I cocked my head to fit in his lips, which were smooth and thin, hidden among the bristly hairs of his beard. His tongue was acrobatic, passionately invasive. He led, I followed.

         Already, I wondered what he’d do next. Would he lead me to his bed? What would Naomi say?

         But when we pulled apart, he looked so stern that I wondered if I’d done something wrong. “Must make the rounds,” he said. Game over.

         Downstairs, I wandered through the party alone, my finger wrapped in a blue Band-Aid. Drunken party guests advanced toward a buffet of desserts where cylindrical jars of blue M&M’s flanked tiered displays of fat cookies and individual pies. At the table’s center, that bright blue coconut cake that, not many weeks earlier, had rendered me dumb.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Ashton sounds like quite the tease,” says Ashlee. The other women look at her in disbelief. “What? Am I not supposed to interrupt?” she asks.

         Ruby’s sitting cross-legged on her chair, her pleather skirt barely covering her underwear, both heels abandoned on the floor, fur coat draped dramatically around her, her face slick at the bridge of her nose, above her chewed-up lips. Her torn name tag, stuck back together in an unreadable mosaic, is balanced on her pointer finger, waiting to be affixed. “You do know how this pans out, right?” she says.

         “Did you miss some red flags, Bernice?” asks Will.

         “What red flags?” Ashlee asks.

         “The pretentious asshole word-vomit, to start,” says Ruby.

         “Well, you can’t see red flags when you’re falling in love,” says Ashlee. “Like, because of the rose-colored glasses,” she explains.

         “Is that what was happening?” asks Will. “Rose-colored glasses?”

         “Yes,” says Bernice. “No,” she corrects. “I don’t know.” Her voice is growing hoarse.

         “He made you feel important,” says Raina. “It’s what you’re desperate for at that age.”

         “A guy’s supposed to make you feel important,” says Ashlee.

         “But, Ashlee, he isn’t supposed to use it against you,” says Raina. “Ashton’s money, his beard, his attention—it wasn’t for her. It was all a distraction.”

         “Would you be distracted by someone like that?” Bernice asks Raina.

         “Distracted?” says Ruby. She slaps the torn-up name tag to her bare thigh. “I think the word is played.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Ashton didn’t like texting. He preferred handwritten notes, extravagant gifts: pastry boxes filled with blueberry croissants or blue velvet cupcakes, blue flowers—forget-me-nots, a blue bearded iris, a bouquet of stunning blue roses—a blue velvet box with sapphire earrings and a note addressed Dear Blue Berry and signed Your Blue Blume.

         Ashton disappeared into work for days at a time. Just when I was sure he was ghosting me, he would reappear with a surprise—an expensive dinner in the city, lunch on his yacht, and, to the slack-jawed awe of my coworkers, a blue limo whisking me away from work to front-row seats at a Broadway show. Online, I found a picture of Ashton and me getting out of that limo holding hands, his beard brilliant in the flash of the camera. Everywhere we went in public together, his blue beard caught attention, and a murmur followed in our wake.

         We consummated the relationship with my head at the foot of his bed, him above me, watching himself in the oval mirror hanging over the teal inlaid-bone dresser, his favorite piece of furniture.

         After, he called on Andrea for a late-night snack. “Whatever you want, darling,” she said. I imagined her as beautiful, a woman like one of his exes. I’d Googled them—they were variously long nailed, large breasted, rail thin.

         “Ashton?” I asked.

         “Yes?”

         “You were interested in my sister.”

         “Your sister is beautiful,” he said. “But you have something more important.”

         I wanted him to tell me what it was, but he was already out of bed, walking to the bathroom in a blue silken robe.

         The next morning, too early, my phone alarm sang “La Cucaracha” into the dark. I curled up into him. “I don’t want to go to my stupid job,” I whispered. “I want to stay here with you.”

         His fingers tiptoed up my back in a way that made me shiver. “I could keep you here,” he said. His voice was strange—not playful at all, but cool and logical, as if merely stating a fact.

         I laughed as if he’d told a joke.

         His fingers stopped, rested on my spine, like the tines of a plug. “You’d have no choice,” he said. “You would have to stay forever.”

         When I left the mansion fifteen minutes later, it towered above me, blue-gray in the dark. I turned from it to cross the street, half expecting my own house to have disappeared. But there it was, small as a doll’s. It seemed impossible that the two houses existed on the same street. It was like one of those trick pictures, in which you could see either the beautiful young woman or an old hag, never both at once.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Bernice hadn’t practiced it quite this way. She had forgotten, until just then, about that morning conversation. The memory hadn’t gone missing, exactly. It was more like a piece of furniture hidden under a sheet. Now that she’s pulled off the sheet, she feels a horrible twist in the gut.

         “What’s wrong?” asks Will.

         “It’s nothing,” says Bernice.

         “Stay with this feeling,” says Will. He is leaning forward, holding her gaze, and when she doesn’t say anything he breaks it, drops back in his chair.

         Bernice sticks and unsticks her finger from the corner of her name tag, which has peeled halfway off her shirt.

         “I was creeped out that morning,” Bernice admits. “I should have known something was wrong.” Her voice cracks. “Maybe part of me did know.”

         “Listen to me, Bernice,” says Will. He looks at her with such singular focus and empathy that the others feel as if they are witnessing a private moment, that they shouldn’t be in the room. “Perhaps you feel ashamed about what happened to you or even of the choices you’ve made, but you should also feel pride about your capacity to share this.”

         Bernice smiles tearfully, nodding.

         Ruby cracks the knuckles of one fist with the opposite hand.

         “Yes, Ruby?” prompts Will.

         “Nothing,” says Ruby with a shrug. “Not exactly a big reveal, though. What twentysomething hasn’t fallen for some creepy asshole?”

         “This isn’t some creepy asshole,” says Ashlee. “It’s Ashton Adams.”

         “So a rich creepy asshole,” says Ruby. “Even less original.”

         Gretel shifts in her chair, just slightly, and Will notices, the way a hawk homes in on a rustle in the grass. “Gretel?” he asks.

         “Is originality the goal?” Gretel says. Her tone is so featureless that it hardly sounds like a question, never mind a challenge, but Ruby raises her eyebrows anyway, asks: “Would you win that one?”

         “It’s not a competition,” says Raina.

         “I’m just saying, it’s not a particularly unusual story,” says Ruby.

         “I get it, Ruby,” says Bernice before Will can even prompt her to respond. “I’ve always gotten it, so you don’t need to rub it in. I wasn’t special before this happened and I’m not special now. I’m just another woman who was desperate and dumb enough to walk right into a trap.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         My favorite gift: a real Fabergé egg, designed for an empress of Russia, made of lapis lazuli and finished with elegant gold filigree. Inside, a necklace with a pendant of rare Dominican blue amber, a fly trapped inside.

         Naomi held the necklace up to our kitchen window before breakfast. In the light, the amber was a deep, glistening blue. “That’s cool,” she said. She dropped the necklace back in the Fabergé egg. On top of the linoleum counter, the egg looked like a fake, like a knickknack from Marshalls. “All my flings ever got me was takeout,” she said. She returned to scrambling eggs with a fork. From where I sat, the blue mansion filled the entire window.

         “Can you just let me have this?” I said.

         “I am letting you have this,” she answered.

         “Just because he’s rich doesn’t mean he’s an asshole,” I said. “He was just an orphan from Spokane who—”

         “—who dropped out of Stanford,” she finished. “I know, I know, I’ve heard. He mentioned it to me, it’s in every interview, it’s on his Wikipedia page, it’s in his New York Times profile…”

         “That’s not fair,” I said. “They quote that like he’s being pretentious when really he’s just proud that he made something of himself.”

         “Is that how Ashton sees it?” Naomi said, eyeing me. She poured the eggs into the sizzling pan, and I thought of those scrambled brains pouring out of a nose. “I’m going to say this because I’ll regret it if I don’t,” she said. “There’s a disconcerting power dynamic. You’re at his beck and call. You drop everything whenever he wants.

         “You know it’s cheaper for him to buy you a Fabergé egg than for you to buy him dinner at McDonald’s?” She sighed as she shifted the eggs in the pan. “Let’s say you end up together. He’ll always get to decide. You’ll be living in his story. You’ll always be eclipsed by him.”

         Did my sister not understand that I was already eclipsed? That I’d spent my life in her shadow? In pictures of us together, I always looked less by contrast, the sibling who’d drawn the bad hand.

         It was true: Ashton’s beard was so vibrant you had to look at him first. Yet next to him, I didn’t look less by contrast—I looked more by association. There had to be something special about the woman by his side.

         
              

         

         One Saturday a few weeks later, I was sitting alone at one of the mansion’s many dining tables, mulling over model-ship-building kits on my new blue laptop. I thought Ashton might be impressed by an analog hobby, and I needed something to do. I was staying at the mansion more frequently, overnight and sometimes all weekend, in part just to avoid Naomi. But Ashton, it turned out, was usually away working. I felt strange in the quiet mansion, alone yet not alone, watched by silent butlers and a digital voice assistant that, I sensed, didn’t like me.

         I had just ordered a ship-building kit to his house, same-day delivery, when my computer screen tipped closed and I gasped. Behind it was Ashton, dressed for a meeting: blue suit, blue tie, blue leather loafers.

         “I see you’re enjoying the new laptop,” he said.

         “I didn’t know you were here,” I answered, hand on my chest. “You scared me half to death.”

         “Only half?” he said. “I have something for you before I go.” He held up a small, gilt-edge book with a filigree cover and a golden clasp. “You’re spending a lot of time here. I thought you might want to explore.” The book contained passcodes for all the mansion’s locked doors, which he himself could negotiate by voice or fingerprint. The famed “key to my house” milestone, with all of Ashton’s grandeur.

         He pulled an old skeleton key from his breast pocket, dangling it from his fingers by the looped heart of the bow. “This,” he said, “is for the room behind the wine cellar. It’s the one place I ask you not to go.”

         “But then why give me the key?” I said.

         He looked briefly disappointed. “I trust you,” he said, smiling, wrapping it into my hand.

         After he left, I wandered the mansion, the skeleton key clasped in my palm, hypothesizing about the mystery room as I opened doors using impossibly long codes. By the time I was wearing a copper and brass deep-sea diving helmet, knee-deep in a closet full of antique scuba-diving gear, I’d settled on the idea that the room was a test. It would reveal an embarrassing fetish of Ashton’s—blue dildos, a Fleshlight collection, the accoutrements of BDSM. If I was into it, I was supposed to mention it. If I wasn’t, I was supposed to pretend I hadn’t gone in the room at all.

         I took off the diving helmet, headed to the basement. The stairs fed deep beneath the house, through a maze of wine, vintages I knew cost more than I’d ever make in a year. It was chilly by the time I arrived in a dimly lit alcove with an old oak door featuring that classic keyhole, shaped like a pawn. My heart quickened as I inserted the key, pushed open the door.

         I smelled it first—sharp, putrid, and oversweet, like rotting fruit. I gagged, recovered, held my nose, walked inside. If this was a sex thing, I wasn’t into it.

         The room was dark, cold, slightly damp, and cavernous—I could tell from the echo of my shoes. A murky shaft of light shined ominously through the partly open door behind me. I felt along a cold stone wall for a light switch but couldn’t find one. I felt my pocket for my phone, but I’d left it upstairs. “Andrea?” I called. No reply, just my own voice in the darkness, nasal because I was holding my nose.

         Slowly, my eyes began adjusting. I saw a peg-wall of antique tools—chisels, pliers, saws, ball-peen hammers, butcher’s knives. They were made of aged steel, some with old wooden handles worn smooth, the crevices worked through with black. A cord of bristling rope hung beside a full gas mask of molded blue rubber with giant bug eyes and a single fat canister extruding like a proboscis.

         What was this? A workshop? Or a Kink Castle type thing?

         I leaned over the workbench to read the worn spines of books stacked in the corner: The Encyclopedia of Taxidermy, Furniture & Other Home Projects, Postmortem Anatomy, The Ultimate Home Tanning Companion.

         My mouth was so dry that I had to unstick my tongue from the roof before I spoke. “Andrea?” I tried again.

         No answer. I turned from the books. I saw mounted steel shackles on a streaked stone wall. I saw, in the middle of the room, dark as a shadow, a figure hanging from the ceiling.

         What was it? A sex doll? A sex doll on a hook? You could buy sex dolls for thousands, pick each part to your liking.

         I walked toward it, and the caged sconces that ran along the walls flicked on, all by themselves, the light dim and yellow.

         She was thin. Her head hung as if bowed in prayer. Her skin was waxy, bluish, sagging at the cheekbones and where the eyebrows arched. Her nose was long, and it pointed up, just slightly, at the tip. I pictured her diving into the infinity pool.

         My stomach turned. My eyes darted back to the tools. I thought of the bone dresser, the leather lampshade, the leather journals he had asked me to sniff, all of Ashton’s “acquisitions.”

         Vomit traveled up my throat. I swallowed it back down, my mouth sour with acid.

         I too had been “acquired.”

         My body took charge. I was sprinting to the exit, racing up the endless stairs, calling out, as if there would be someone to save me, as if Ashton didn’t have a plan, as if the house weren’t full of servants entirely loyal to him.

         Just as I arrived at the mansion’s front entrance, a chorus of sharp clicking noises echoed through the mansion, the simulated sound of every single door locking. I pulled and twisted at the handle anyway, desperately and to no avail. Red blood streaked the shiny handle, and I realized I had been gripping the skeleton key so tight that I had punctured the skin of my palm.

         “Going somewhere?” Andrea asked from the ether.

         My hand trembled on the bloody knob. I was shaking so much that my teeth were clicking together, a response to terror I hadn’t known was real. “Let me out,” I squeaked.

         “I can’t do that, Taylor,” said Andrea.

         “I’m not Taylor,” I said.

         “Ah, that was the last girlfriend,” she replied. “Did you meet her? In the basement?”

         “I’m Bernice!” I cried with more conviction than I’d ever said my name.

         “No need to yell,” said Andrea.

         “What kind of woman are you?” I shouted.

         “I exist beyond your human concept of gender,” said Andrea.

         “Fuck you,” I said.

         “There’s no need for that language,” said Andrea.

         Even before I tried everything—my cellphone, my computer, the doors, the windows, the passcodes from the blue book, shouting at the top of my lungs, beating the window with a blue flamingo statue—even before all that, I knew I was trapped.

         I lay down on the beaded couch, my heart hurling itself against my chest like a caged animal.

         “Andrea?” I whispered.

         “Yes.”

         “Can you open the doors?”

         “No,” she said.

         “Is there some password I can say so you’ll open the doors?”

         “No,” she said.

         “The windows?” I asked.

         “No,” she said.

         “Do you get asked these questions often?” I asked.

         “Yes,” she said.

         The nineteen-foot TV flipped on, and the blue-bearded face of my boyfriend filled the room. A half-smile drew across his face, just one side, like a person having a stroke. On the TV, his smirk was twice as long as my entire body. He looked like he could swallow me whole, but this was wishful thinking: Ashton clearly liked to torture his prey.

         “Find anything interesting?” he asked. His words boomed around me, surround sound.

         “No,” I said, but my voice shook.

         “I asked you not to go in there,” he said.

         Suddenly I saw Ashton as my sister saw him—not as a hero or a self-possessed business mogul but as an awkward and ugly asshole. His beard was designed to both counter and conceal his soft, stupid face. His pretentious tone was an attempt to elevate a bitter history of geeky uncoolness. I thought of all of the awkward grudge-holding school shooters, the vol-cel Nazis, the pudgy and petulant dictators, the pale men on power trips who were always either my bosses or my boyfriends.

         It’s strange, to learn your boyfriend is a psychopath and to not be entirely surprised.

         “Obviously, I’ve been watching you this entire time,” he said.

         “Obviously,” I squeaked.

         “Obviously, I’m at the front door,” he said.

         He walked in, holding the phone in front of him, so there were two smug, blue-bearded faces in the room with me, three if you counted the one he was staring at on his own phone.

         By the time I realized I should lunge at the door, it was already clicking closed behind him.

         He must have seen my body’s slight jerk toward freedom. “Sorry,” he said. “No use trying. Just you and me, for the next five hours.”

         Five hours? I thought about the knives, the hammers, the saws. I thought I was going to throw up, but instead I started hiccupping uncontrollably, which made everything I said sound ridiculous.

         “Don’t”—hiccup—“do this,” I said.

         “Tell me,” said Ashton, cool as a cucumber, “why don’t you deserve this?”

         I considered the closeness of sharp and heavy objects. I considered the oldest trick in the book: seduction. He put down his phone as I walked toward him, so the TV showed only the bright white of the ceiling, washed out and featureless, like the soft light of nothing you’re supposed to see before death.

         I tried to sound sexy. “I’ll do anything”—hiccup—“you want.”

         He leaned down toward me, as if he was going to kiss me, then whispered in my ear, “I know.”

         I stepped backward, hiccupped again. “Don’t,” I said.

         “Why not? Tell me, why don’t you deserve it?”

         “Because I didn’t do anything wrong,” I said, my voice trembling. “You murdered—” I hiccupped again.

         He laughed. “So you’re an innocent victim?” Sunlight poured through the narrow window next to the door, illuminating him from the back in a long rectangle of light that looked like careful production work, his blue leather shoes sharp and shining, his smartwatch gleaming. “Don’t tell me you liked me for my personality, that you weren’t using me. Where was all the female attention when I was a fat kid at computer camp?” He sighed. “I told you my philosophy the very first time we met. Were you listening at all?” He gestured to my blue amber necklace, my blue laptop closed on the table. “Have you earned any of this? Why do you deserve the spoils of my labor? Why do you think you’re entitled to all of the keys to my kingdom when you haven’t done any of the work?”

         I felt hot tears on my cheeks. It struck me that I had believed, on some level, that being in a relationship with Ashton would be work enough. “You gave me these things,” I said. “You gave me the keys.”

         “You’re just like everyone else,” said Ashton. “You say yes, yes, yes to my face, then turn around and do whatever you want. Do the very thing, in fact, the exact thing, I asked you not to do. You don’t respect me.”

         “Yes, I do,” I said, my voice shaking.

         He smirked. “What’s my job, Bernice?”

         “You’re an entrepreneur,” I said.

         “You don’t even know what I do, and you think you deserve the money I make?”

         “You steal data from the masses,” I said.

         “Oh, so it’s worse than I thought! You want my money, but you don’t want to be complicit in my crimes? You’re as bad as a Nazi wife, feigning innocence while flaunting her gold jewelry, pilfered from the dead, reading by the warm glow of a skin lampshade as the scent of burnt flesh drifts in through the window. At least I don’t pretend to be good.”

         Men don’t have to pretend to be good, I thought. In fact, they’re supposed to be a little brutal.

         He began a speech I was sure he’d recited many times before, to the many girlfriends he’d murdered. The speech was about, among other things, aristocracy, meritocracy, mediocrity, technology, morality, disruption, and his associations with the color blue.

         “My beard isn’t just blue, it’s cyan,” he was saying. “Cyan is the C in CMYK, the four-color printing system that transforms the digital back into the physical. The word ‘cyan’ derives from ‘cyanide.’ Test a solution for cyanide with iron sulfate and you get Prussian blue, the first modern color. You know it?” he asked, rhetorically, though I did know it; it was a deep navy, you might say, but richer, a royal blue as seen through darkness. “Prussic acid is Zyklon B. The Nazis used it in the gas chambers. The B stands for blue acid, blausäure.” He said the last word with his best German accent.

         He was working through some core of internal logic, but trying to follow it was like trying to make sense of spam. I zoned in and out. I saw through the window a man advancing toward the house. He was wearing all brown and had a big brown box in his hand. UPS. My model ship.

         The deliveryman paused a few feet before the narrow window, and the sunlit square disappeared from the floor, but Ashton kept talking. I tried to catch the deliveryman’s eye. I wanted him to read the terror in my face.

         “In my kingdom,” Ashton was saying, “crimes like yours, I’m sorry to say, are punishable by death. If you want to enjoy my wealth while not doing anything, you might as well be an inanimate object.”

         The deliveryman didn’t read the terror in my face at all. He just smiled, then gestured that he would bring in the package. He turned the knob. And the door…it just opened.

         Same-day delivery, deus ex machina.

         Ashton turned toward the noise, and I kicked him in the groin. For the briefest moment, I caught the expression on his face: not anger or horror but shock—shock that I, of all people, might do him in. He caught my foot in his hand as he doubled over. I jerked my leg, kicking it free, sprinted out the door as he moaned behind me.

         By the time the police arrived, blue lights flashing over blue house, a final flourish, Ashton was dead. Poison. Cyanide. Go figure.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Outside, the light is graying, but the basement is bright, lit up like a set. Bernice’s head is bowed forward, shoulders slumped.

         Will is still nodding, always nodding, a bobblehead never coming to rest. Ashlee’s mouth hangs open, wide as a sewer grate.

         “I’m so sorry,” Raina whispers.

         Same-day delivery, deus ex machina. Bernice had loved that line when she practiced it in bed, mouthing it under the covers. It had seemed clever up until the moment she’d said it aloud, when suddenly it became ridiculous. Maybe the line was clever, but she hadn’t been clever at all.

         She had assumed that by the time she finished telling her story, a weight would be lifted, but here she was, all weighed down.

         “That story was super Sad Face,” says Ashlee. Her lips backbend into a frown. “Honestly, I didn’t even realize he almost murdered you too.”

         “Come on,” says Ruby with an exasperated sigh.

         “It’s not like you can tell from the headlines,” Ashlee snaps. “Mostly they’re like INSIDE BLUEBEARD’S BILLION DOLLAR MURDER MANSION! Or whatever.”

         “Did the word ‘murder’ tip you off or no?” says Ruby.

         Ashlee scowls.

         “The news stories don’t make any sense,” says Bernice. “They imply I’m not attractive enough to have been dating him, so I must have been helping him—but how? Luring women? Cover-ups? Even the police aren’t convinced. They stopped questioning me long ago.” She pauses. “You know, when people recognize me, they cross the street. They think I helped him, and they’re not even afraid. They’re just disgusted. I’m nothing without him, not even a threat.”

         Will taps his fingers on his knee, thinking. “You’ve done such a good job telling your story here,” he says. “It sounds to me like you could set the record straight, yet you’ve refused public interviews. I wonder why.”

         “Like an interview would unfuck things,” mutters Ruby.

         “It didn’t seem right,” says Bernice. “The dead women can’t set the record straight. They don’t get a say.”

         “Weren’t they just, like, strippers and gold diggers?” says Ashlee. “I mean, no offense.”

         “Ashlee,” says Raina gently, “they’re dead.”

         Ashlee crosses her arms over her chest. “First I’m in trouble for not reading the news,” she whines, “now I’m in trouble for reading it.”

         “Why should I get to sit down and tell my story?” says Bernice. “Why should I get an audience? I mean, even here. Why do I get to sit here and tell you all of this?” She is tearing up. She looks at her hands, brushes her pointer finger over her thumb.

         Raina extracts a little pack of tissues from her purse, passes them to her.

         “Because you’re still alive,” says Will.

         “I could just as easily be one of them,” says Bernice. She pulls out a tissue, crumples it in her fist.

         Will scratches at his arm. “I wonder,” he says. Suddenly he is up, dragging two folding chairs into the center of the circle, setting them face-to-face. “A little role-playing activity,” he says. Ruby groans. Gretel frowns. Will explains that Bernice should sit in one chair and choose someone in the group to sit in the other, to represent one of the dead.

         “I’m not sure this is a good idea,” says Bernice.

         “Up to you, of course,” he says.

         She hesitates, watches Will pick a piece of fuzz off his trousers and drop it to the floor. “Yes,” she says. “Okay.”

         Will smiles.

         She takes her place in one chair and—much to everyone’s surprise—chooses Ashlee to sit in the other.

         Ashlee beams. “I’m super good at this kind of thing,” she announces. “It’s basically like a group date activity.” She splays herself dramatically in the chair opposite Bernice, head lolled back, eyes closed.

         Raina glances at Will, who is pacing the circle. “Are you sure she should sit like that?” she asks him.

         “Let’s just see how it goes,” says Will. “Bernice, what would you say to her?”

         “I guess I should say I’m sorry,” says Bernice.

         “Say it to her,” says Will.

         “I’m sorry,” says Bernice.

         Ashlee lifts her head. “Uh, yah, me too,” she says. “Because I’m dead.”

         “Do you want to talk about how you died?” asks Bernice.

         “Was it like knives or mallets or something?” says Ashlee.

         “Is this helpful?” Gretel asks.
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