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Pine-scented sawdust covers the floor outside Ariel’s loft. Maybe she adopted a mouse or 

a bird? No, I don’t think she would want a pet. I would be thrilled if she got a dog, since all the 

attention that dogs need might help anchor her to one place, or at least give her a hiking buddy. 

She wouldn’t get one, since she loves having the freedom to disappear whenever she wants. 

Even a travel-loving dog would limit her, since she relies on me to take care of things in her 

absence. Keeping her plants alive can be a hassle when she goes, and I wouldn’t be able to walk 

a dog properly, not with my bad knee.  

Ariel probably tracked the sawdust outside from some mixed-media project and forgot to 

sweep it up. There is something reassuring about the mess.  Fresh chaos means she is actually 

here, and not off on another unannounced yoga retreat or solo hike.  

As I approach the door, I can hear soft chatter emerging from inside. She must be filming 

a video. I should come back later.   

Out of nowhere, I hear a loud banging noise. I shove the door open, panicked. 

Ariel is sitting in the middle of a living room that transformed into a woodworking shop 

overnight, holding a hammer loosely in her hand. Instead of her usual canvas, a gigantic, half-

finished wooden box occupies the space between her and her tripod. Her laptop is precariously 

balanced on a sawhorse, letting her monitor her image. I step inside, whispering hello, and she 

beckons me over with an oddly strained smile.  

“Have you guys met my sister Claudia?” she asks the camera. There has never been a 

reason for me to appear in any of her art tutorials. She might have been able to sneak me into a 

meditation video, but I’ve never asked her to share her spotlight.   

Without asking, she grabs my arm and pulls me into the frame. I sit next to her on the 

couch, wave, and try to smile.  
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Hopefully, her audience won’t notice how self-conscious I am. I want to act natural, but I 

can’t stop staring at the screen. I seem less like myself and more like Ariel’s reflection in a dark 

mirror, a glimpse of how she would look in an alternate universe that forced her to be 

responsible. My suit and bun contrast sharply with the organic, unruly aesthetic she cultivates. I 

look about ten years older instead of three, if only because she does her best to act like a teenager 

when she films. I clearly don’t belong here. 

“Hey, everyone.”  I’m not sure what else to say.  

Ariel quickly fills the silence. “I forgot that I’m supposed to be having lunch with my 

sister, and I’m getting kind of tired, anyway. I’ll livestream more of my building progress as 

soon as I can! I hope you’ll join me on this adventure, and I hope this helps you take a moment 

to consider your own attitudes on death! See you tomorrow, sunshines!” 

What is she talking about? If this has anything to do with death, her cheerfulness is 

obscene.  

She turns the camera off and stands up quickly, without looking back at me.  

“Where are you going?” I ask. She hasn’t said a word to me directly since I came in.  

“Freezer. Hit my thumb. You gotta knock next time,” she calls from the kitchen. 

“I didn’t think you’d hear me! How bad did you hit it?” I look at the box again. A few 

drops of her blood stain the wood. 

“It’s fine, it’s totally fine,” she says. She returns to the living room, with her thumb 

wrapped in paper towels and ice, and sinks into the couch. “It’s not like it was my painting hand 

or anything.” 

“You should go to the doctor.” 
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“No, I’m fine,” she insists. Clearly, she hasn’t gotten over her disdain for modern 

medicine. I don’t understand why she won’t take proper care of herself. It is so frustrating to 

know that she is willing to let things happen to her without trying to make them better. I want to 

push the issue, but she will probably snap at me if I don’t let it go.  

Ariel must sense my frustration, because she tries to sidetrack me. “So how’s the business 

side of things?” 

“Same as usual, really, got stuff for you to sign, stuff to read, whatever.” I put the folder 

on the box. If it’s in the middle of her project, she can’t forget about it later. “What are you 

building?” 

“Oh, it’s just my coffin--” 

“Your WHAT? Have you lost your mind?” I glance back down at Ariel’s creation and 

quickly return my eyes to her face. The bloodstained boards have taken on a sinister quality, and 

I’m not sure how to ignore the thing.  

“Claudia, you need to chill. I’m doing it as an exercise in mindfulness.” She smiles 

serenely. “Memento mori is a long and beneficial meditative tradition. I thought I’d get in on it.” 

She is being so calm about it. I still don’t understand. 

“But why? It’s not like you’re going to die anytime soon.” Right? 

“Well, you never know.” Ariel looks unperturbed. “I saw a documentary about a group of 

elderly friends who were building their own coffins as a way to create community and come to 

terms with their mortality. It looked like they were having fun, so I thought I’d give it a try.” 

“And it just seemed like a good idea to livestream something like that for the world to 

see?”  

She shrugs. “It’s not like death is some huge private thing.” 
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“I don’t know, I’d say dying is incredibly private.” 

 “We don’t keep ownership of our deaths, though. People are going to crowd around our 

dying bodies and then decide to believe whatever they want to about our souls.” A shudder runs 

through me as she continues to speak. “If this works the way I want it to, no one can pretend I 

was something I wasn’t. Besides, considering death and who I am in this way is a combination of 

art and mindfulness, so of course it has a place on my channel.”  

“No, it doesn’t. People don’t want to talk about death.” I don’t want to think about death. 

“People definitely want to talk about death. People need to.” She picks up her laptop and 

shows me how many people already viewed her video. Almost a million people had clicked on 

the link to watch my sister build her coffin. “See? This was my most popular video to date. 

Discussing death might be taboo to some people, but they’re still fascinated.” 

I can’t deny that this is getting her much more attention than her usual art lessons and 

guided meditations. “Those are good numbers, but this isn’t just a numbers game. Your sponsors 

aren’t going to understand why you’re taking such a morbid turn.” 

 “Screw my sponsors. It was never going to last forever. You’re always saying that I need 

to grow up and get a real job, anyway.” 

“I have literally never said that.” I know better than to try to change her mind about 

anything. She takes everything I say about her lifestyle as a personal attack, so she will never 

believe that all I want is for her to build a more stable life for herself.  

“You think it.”  

I don’t know how to deny it.  

Ariel sighs. “It doesn’t matter.”  
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We sit in silence for a moment. I stare out the window, trying to avoid looking at her 

current project and her stubborn face. I can’t understand why this is so important to her, but I 

know I won’t be able to change her mind. “We’re going to have to make a game plan for 

negotiating this with your sponsors,” I finally say. “Selling essential oils and acrylics is one 

thing, but I’m not sure how to bring the funeral industry into the mix.” 

“Oh, we are not going to do that,” she replies. “Do you know how bad the funeral 

industry is for the environment?”  

“I’m sure it’s terrible.” I try not to roll my eyes. “Look, can we talk about this later? I 

have to get back to work soon.”  

“Can’t you stay for lunch?”  

“I’m super busy. Janice is sick, and I’m stuck handling twice as many accounts today…” 

I’m not lying, but it feels like I am. I have bailed on plans with her a few too many times. I 

should stay, but I can’t keep talking about this.  

“See you soon, then!”  

I leave in a hurry, lighting a cigarette as soon as I step out. Smoke trails behind me in 

faded arabesques, getting dangerously close to her door. If she smells my smoke, she will call me 

up just to yell at me about polluting her space, but it’s worth it. I have to banish my rising 

anxiety if I want to keep it together at work.  

Getting away from her apartment is a relief, but the worry remains. I wish I could ignore 

her morbid art project, but my mind keeps returning to it over the course of the week. Every time 

I open my computer, I end up watching one of her videos on the coffin-building process. She 

chats blithely about impermanence and decomposition as she transforms raw materials into a 

brightly colored, decoupaged monstrosity. I don’t get it. She has so much talent, and this is how 
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she decides to use it? This is what she wants to leave behind as her definitive statement on 

herself? It looks sloppy, and it doesn’t use any of her gifts.  

I understand some of the pictures she pastes onto the coffin—the house we grew up in, a 

rainbow peace sign, a leaf, a sunset—but others, like a lamp and a bust of Socrates, make much 

less sense, and she does not provide an explanation.  

It must be a joke. There is no way she actually wants to be buried in that thing.  

At least, that’s what I tell myself the next time I visit the loft. The idea of being in the 

room with an object meant to contain a corpse, any corpse, is disturbing enough. Knowing that 

this coffin could eventually go into the ground with my sister is too much to process.  

The stoop is swept clean when I arrive. I knock, but silence is the only answer I get. This 

is typical, I try to remind myself. After a few more minutes of banging on the door, I pick up my 

cell phone and dial her number.  

I hear the distant sound of a harp. She must have left her phone in her apartment. Ariel 

usually isn’t quite that reckless about these kinds of things. Is she? She should be more careful. 

Now I have no way of knowing whether or not she is okay.  

Maybe she fell or had a heart attack or something. No, she’s too young for a heart attack. 

I still have her key from watering her plants the last time she took a long-distance trip. 

When she gets home, she might be angry that I let myself in, but if something is wrong… I step 

in and flick on the lights. Things seem relatively normal. She returned her living room to its 

original, hippie-minimalist state, with one key change.  

The coffin sits in the middle of the room, with a few mismatched cushions piled on top of 

it, taking the place of the couch. That couch was the only thing in the whole place that anyone 

could sit on, and now it has been replaced by the specter of death. I can hear her voice in my 
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head, chirping about it: oh, I try not to keep anything I’m not using, and I figured I could put it to 

use instead of leaving it in storage!  

With its bright, cheerful colors, the coffin-couch doesn’t look too macabre. Anyone 

unfamiliar with her project probably would not know what it is. Unfortunately, I do know. 

I walk past the coffin and do a quick scan of the loft. Ariel is not lying unconscious or 

dead in the kitchen, the bathroom, or the bedroom. This means that she simply left her phone 

behind.  

She could be anywhere. What if she went hiking in the mountains again, or even 

camping? There isn’t always cell reception, but it’s better to have a chance of contacting 

someone than no chance. It is so easy to get lost in the mountains, and she has never been the 

safest hiker. On past trips, she has forgotten everything from food to water to her entire tent, and 

has stayed in the mountains anyway. She tends to veer off paths and make new friends with 

questionable reputations. Mom yells at her about it sometimes. She always says that if Ariel isn’t 

more careful, she is going to get herself murdered. 

I check her social media, hoping to find a recent forest selfie that would at least give me 

some context, but all she has posted for the past week are progress photos of her coffin. 

What if the whole coffin-building thing was a cry for help?  

I should have stayed for lunch. 

I start pacing through the living room, trying not to bump into the coffin-couch. My 

footsteps make a steady rhythm, one two three four. I barely notice the pain in my knee.  

Ariel is the happiest person I know. She is probably off on some adventure. The only way 

something would happen to her is by an accident, or by her own carelessness.  
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Now all I have to do is find her. There are only a few yoga retreats she might go to. I call 

each of them up. She is nowhere to be found, and all of the receptionists seem annoyed with me. 

The hospital doesn’t yield any results, either, which is good. I know I can’t file a missing 

person’s report yet, but I want to.  

I light a cigarette. She is going to kill me for getting smoke in her apartment, but I can’t 

sound too panicked when I call Mom to ask if she knows what’s going on.  

I’m starting to feel lightheaded, and my knee can’t take much more pressure.  

There’s only one place to sit. I stare at the coffin for a moment, trying not to think about 

it too much, before giving in to the pain and sitting down. 

It’s just a couch, right? A strange, boxy couch, covered in pictures of Ariel’s favorite 

things. It’s surprising that Ariel hasn’t made any normal furniture like this.  

No bodies have ever been in here. None will be. She will outgrow this phase long before 

anything happens to her. As long as nothing has happened to her yet. Mom probably won’t bury 

her in it, anyway. Is that wrong? Should I make sure she does? What would we even do with this 

uncomfortable wreck if it doesn’t go in the ground? 

Ariel opens the door.   

“Claudia, what on earth? You can’t just break into my apartment!”  

“You’re okay!”  

It takes a second for me to register how furious she is. Technically, I did break into her 

apartment. I guess she has a right to be angry.  

“Of course I’m okay. I was at the grocery store.” Her voice is icy. She steps into the 

kitchen and throws her bags on the counter. “What are you doing here?” 

I can’t find a good answer.  
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Her face turns red as she continues. “Do you still have my keys?” 

I nod. She sees my key ring on the counter, removes a key from it, and encloses it in a 

drawer with a furious slam.  

“Why are you here, and furthermore, why are you smoking in my apartment? Do you 

have no respect for my boundaries?” 

A tiny trail of ash falls from my cigarette, scattering in a cloudy pile on the coffin’s 

cushions. I hope she won’t notice.  

I find my voice. “I’m sorry, I was really stressed. Why did you just disappear like that? 

Why didn’t you bring your phone? I was worried! I heard it in the house and I thought something 

had happened…” 

“I just forgot my phone. I do it all the damned time, which you never stop nagging me 

for. I don’t know what’s going on with you.” She stops yelling and takes a deep breath. “Just 

calm down. Please. ” 

“Calm down? I thought you were dead!” My eyes are filling with tears. They shouldn’t 

be doing that. Ariel’s fine. I close my eyes for a moment and try to make the tears dry up.   

She stares at me for a second. “Why would you think that? And can you please put out 

your cigarette?”  

She doesn’t have an ashtray.  

“You don’t have an ashtray,” I manage to say.  

She scowls. When she turns her back to look for something, I take another drag, hoping 

she won’t turn around. I watch the smoke pirouette to the ceiling and dissipate.  

“Seriously, Claudia, why are you freaking out so much?” she calls from the other room. 
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I should try to compose myself, but words start pouring from my mouth before I can give 

them any real thought. “Your coffin was staring me in the face, okay? It’s not exactly easy to 

keep calm and rational about things when you’re forcing me to think about you dying with your 

stupid coffin-couch.” 

“You think I’m making you think about my death too much? As you’re standing there 

smoking like a chimney? That’s rich.” She shoves her cup of paint water in my face. “Put out 

your cigarette.” 

I drop it in the water.  

“Is that why you don’t like it when I smoke?” I can’t meet her eyes. 

“Of course that’s why.” Ariel starts walking back into the kitchen.  

“Oh.” I follow her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that was why my smoking bothered you. I 

thought it was just about the smell or something.” 

“Of course it’s not just the smell. How shallow do you think I am? Do you think I don’t 

worry about you? Do you think I don’t care?”  

Shame washes over me. “I guess it never occurred to me that you would be that worried. 

You’re always so Zen, I guess I just kind of figured nothing fazes you?” 

“That’s not how it works, okay? It’s been obvious since high school that I couldn’t keep 

you from doing self-destructive stuff like smoking to stay thin or dancing until your feet bled. It 

was hard enough when you were still a ballerina and you were torturing your body for a reason, 

but now? There’s no damn reason, Claudia!”  

“I know there’s no reason.” This sounds less angry and more despairing than I meant for 

it to. “But it was worth it, okay? I almost went to Julliard.”  

“But you didn’t!” She stops. I bite my lip, trying not to reveal how much it hurts.  
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“I’m sorry, Claudia. It’s a tragedy, but I can’t understand why you thought the best plan 

was to run away from dance and keep destroying yourself with smoking.” 

“I was never going to be perfect.” 

“Maybe not! Does it matter? You can’t always control everything! You can’t always 

make it perfect! That’s life! You need to learn to live with your lack of control over the world.” 

“You still have some control over the world, though!” Finally, a way to shift the 

conversation back to her. “You can’t just float through it. It feels like you’d be fine with just 

disappearing forever or dying or something. I always worry, but now, when you’re basically 

saying, ‘Oh, death’s cool, I’d be down for that, let’s get ready,’ all I can think is that you’re 

going to be even less careful when you go on your adventures, because that last fear that keeps 

everybody safe is gone.”  

“That’s not what it’s been about. It’s more about living in a way that frees you from 

being so controlled by the fear of death that it steals from your life.” She pauses. “But I can see 

why you would feel that way. I promise I’ll try to be more careful--” 

“That’s good,” I say.  

“I’m not done. I’ll be more careful if you promise to try quitting.” 

Why does there have to be a quid pro quo? “I mean, I know I should quit at some point, 

but there’s a lot going on at work right now…” 

“There’s always going to be a lot going on at work.”  

She’s not wrong.  

Ariel keeps going, getting more animated. “I’ll help you out, I swear. I’ve got this great 

new tea blend that helps with these kinds of things.” 

I’m skeptical. “Fine. But if you lose your phone again, I’m going to have a cigarette.” 
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“Fair enough,” she says.  

Our deal hangs in the air for a minute before Ariel speaks again. “Look, I didn’t realize 

that my project was going to make you panic like this. I wouldn’t have confronted you with it as 

much if I knew how much it would make you worry.”  

“Does this mean you’re going to get your real couch back?” I ask.  

“Hey, I like this one!” She laughs. “I might decide to keep it as just a couch forever, 

though.” 

“Are you just saying that to make me happy?”  

“Maybe.” She grins. “Listen, do you want to stay for dinner? I’m making stir fry.” 

Slowly, I smile back. “You know, stir fry sounds wonderful.”  

 

 


