— Talking with Dead People —

Yes, I was the one who came up with the name “House of Whacks,” as
in “Lizzie Borden took an ax . . " Like I was someone who could
~ joke about that kind of thing. And yes, it’s true that Elizabeth Mint
- offered me a partnership in the business and I turned her down. We
- were college roommates, and [ feel comfortable saying I had no busi-
- ness sense whatsoever. If T had seen the same potential in the idea
 that she did, if T had taken her up on the offer, if T hadn't called it
quits on working with her, I would be a millionaire now.

- She called herself Eliza then. Made sure you knew it was EE-
IES-AH and nothing else. She had a weird love-hate relationship
with the whole Lizzie Borden thing. Her family lived in South Jersey
when she was a kid, and she was a Lizzie then without anyone making
a fuss about it. They moved an hour upstate to Teaneck right before
she started high school, right when that big Lizzie Borden movie
came out. The next thing she knew, she was Lizzie-from-Bordentown
and everybody was going around asking her how her parents were.
After four years of teasing, she was happy to get a fresh start in
college.

;'Despite all that, or maybe because of it, the story held a fascina-
or for her. I didn’t understand, but I was used to sharing space with
tople who couldn't let something go. She dragged me on more than
ad trip from Rochester to Fall River, Massachusetts. Dragged

e o some other creepy places, too: abandoned sanatoriums, murder
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sites, serial-killer homes. 1 had no idea how many people made pil-
grimages to those places. At least Eliza’s interest was pragmatic; not
that T knew it at first.

I went along because she paid for gas and I had never been more
than a hundred miles from home. Having somebody who wanted to
go places with me was a novelty, too, though in retrospect that may

have been her own self-interest reflecting off me.

On the way back from one of those places in my old Ford
Fiesta—she was the only moneyed person 1 ever met who didn't
drive—she always sat silent while I searched my phone for the cheeri-

est songs | could think of. Then the questions inevitably came.

“Hey, Gwennie, wh do vou think there was no water in the
¥y y doy!

Swlmm]_ng POOl?”
“It’s October?”

“Not now. Then. He was found in an empty swimming pool in"

after he wound up in there?”

“He didn’t drown or fall in. He was dead already. Weren't you

pa}ring attention?”

The answer to that was always, “No.” I'd had enough of murde ‘-‘
and missing people by then. 1 wandered through the sites with the
oal of learning as little as possible about the mystery at hand.
whole thing felt yoyeuristic to me, lurid; to my mind, what went on
behind a family’s closed doors wasn't meant to be seen, much l_'
solved. Instead of paying attention to the clues, I concentrated on
the architecture, interior design, gardening, art. 1 studied the

on the bookshelves, the furniture, the cutlery. Imagined how 14

licate them in miniature if I were adding that house to the traif

towns I'd built in my Parents’ basement.
She'd answer her own question after a while. L
“T'll bet the pool was empty because somebody had convinced ol
M. Haygood that there was some expensive repair that needed 't
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done while the rest of the family wa 1

convinced him that a whole bunih o} (Zﬁi:l;a:;r;elc\l/l;fe SOI}I:EbOdY

neec.[ed to be drained, and that he had to pay in adv mg,; dim

fam1'l‘y got ’home and discovered he'd been taken advant::nce' f, hmcll thi

. That's what brought down the most popular Am%iio s i_

cian of the twenty-first century? A scam? They had sl

does that explain his son in the pool, or Senat);r Ha}zzzzy.dl'_low
isap-

Pea g . ,/
rm for dlree Weeks I dl nt need t ttention 1 tour t

know any of that.

TI}f; yo;ddonh’t see it, I'm not going to spell it out, Gwen.”
en I'd skip to a song I could sing along with, and bt;fore too

a Iollg Shed aPOlOgIZe alld C}lall € t}le Sub ect to IIlake me SEOP Slllglllg.
g
2 . .
She ((IVeIE(] a I this n the memo 1544 []!e ]()3(:1 t]lPS a]ld t]le qLIESEI()IlS

she
9 asl-ced herself afterward, though she left me out of that
~ More introspection, less interrogation. Fh

I pretty much got one scene in the book. In her telling, we wer
; e

on the Mass Pi ' 1
° ss Pike, an hour into the six-hour drive back to school

from Fall River, when she turned Sy
ask them questions?” ned to me and said, “What if we could

In real life, I said, “Who?” and she said, “Them. You know.

And [ said, '
said, “T have no idea what you're talking about,” and then we

played a round of total exasperati
B ) peration. She tight.
tion in Talking with Dead People for clarity’s saI%e. eredup the conversa-

4 III }leI VEISIOII, S}le Sald, 4% hat If we Could ask them quEStIOIlS.

The fictionalized me, with perfect grasp of her concept

i i
Wered, That would be awesome.”

v g
J What She IIleal’lt, ()f‘ Coul‘Se, was, \‘\'hat If we ave thelll d

O] .e) I hat was her ]dea Ask]n uestion f m d d
e . g q 1‘() S O urderers an
and the III’l]IISt );- acct lsed
. mon

s A ’ 1 . .
b 1K s o I :l h I h I [
] € a seance; SUggﬁStﬂ when g()t er lIIlP 1cation, also

er a much briefer period in her book than in real life

“Ik I3

A séance, b '

- » but better. You go to Fall River and ask Lizzie Borden
al questions and get actual answers in reply.”
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& E) | ?,?
1 humored her. “You could call it ‘House of V:Jfl}cllac:s. C:;t 1'cgrin
i ; had” T co ear the
“That's the best idea youve ever : : .
behind her words. For the rest of the drive we _tneld to come up with
, but that one stuck from the beg1nr11ng. i
bEtte_;E: r::;le llielped focus the project, too. 1 think her orlgmal idea

had been animatronic busts of the killers, which to her mind was

i and the
ool and to mine was a Cross between the Hall of Presidents
c

Oz witch with the interchangeable heads. Creepy as hell, uncanny.

She might have stuck with that, but for the fact we il)ic.in't k}I:OW 1
Iptures needed to bring those =

body who made the type of sculp . |
abrlll};t: tg life. Eliza was always good at adapting to what was on hand, ]

and what was on hand was me.

Model making was always my thing. First, broccoli—.tree d]l.Ot:a— i
as and ranch dressing dyed river-blue. Then whole trarm tolerlls m
rtirlue basement with my parents, before my brother, Tr}llstm;, . Esa}:l-;l
ineert high school offered.
hop and engineering class my hig .

Peared’ s i ifferent; the architectural models.
{ der houses wasnt that different; ‘
ll\dctk:slfri‘;rnSW arer't that different, either, for that nj'ratter. Peoplet
“Why houses? Why not the people themselves?” The answer

ask, ?

is: we had a choice between fake-looking models of people or rea ._

ki dels of houses. ,
o0 ;rll)gurilllothe first one in the campus theater’s ser shop, w.here;in_ :
my work-study gig that year. It was a good job; 1 liked making t

and 1 liked that the schedule was a sporadic one, even if that mer

I never had much money. Nothing new there.

The prototype was the Borden house, of course. Not Maplecr@:

9 visi i made:
her later home: 2 Second Street. On all our visits, Eliza i
: e NOwW
tions for us at the bed and breakfast that operates the , n!
erval . h.es o
shed book early enough to request the room where Lizzt €|
d the alls

dered. Td always wandere
mother was found mur sh i
an eye toward the house itself rather than the rnurder 5 b_u
1 i tention. LB

she'd explained my role in her Plan, I Pa1d even more at

o1
)

w windows to the da 's chang
stairs’ idth, the orientation of the y
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sunlight. It was easy enough to find floor plans and photos online,

but my own experience of the rooms and hallways suffused the
project.

“Jesus, Gwen,” said Eliza when I showed her the model she'd

~ commissioned.

The west wall swung open on hinges. Every room was in there,

in perfect proportion. Tiny replicas of the murder couch, the mir-
- rors, the railings. Functional windows and doors. It stood a foot tall,
- not including the base, which added about four inches. The Borden

~ house didn't have electricity so I installed fake miniature gas lamps
 on the tables and the walls.

“It’s what you asked for, right?”
“Well, yes. But how long did it take you?”
I added up the days and hours in my head, then shrugged. She'd

‘been working on the programming and the electronics for exactly as

long as I'd been building the model. She'd bought all my supplies as

[ worked on it, too, so she ought to know.

She turned it around, peered in through the windows. “She

made all the furniture,” she whispered to herself, like I couldn’t hear
her. “Amazing.”

- I had left the base hollow, as shed requested, and she skipped

classes the next day to add her electronics. When I got back to the
o om after dinner, she was lying on her bed reading.

- “Turn it on,” she said, rolling over to face me.

Her desk was always a mess, in stark contrast to mine; the model

at in the center, with tools scattered around it. One shutter was

ing, which gave me a pang of anxiety. I felt around on the base

“Now what?” I asked.
.‘f‘Ask her a question.”

Nothing came to my mind, and after a moment Eliza groaned

d asked in my place. “Abby, which way were you facing when you
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It glanced off the window a couple more times before bumbling its
way ‘(‘?IOWI.‘l the side of the building. I flopped onto my bed :

I still don't get it,” I said. “Tt doesn’t know any more .than an
body else does. It can only say what you've programmed it to i.;
you don't know who did it, it won't know, either.” =
3 Eliza sighed. “This is a prototype. It can only answer questions

] I progra@ned in. But I'm pretty sure that if I give the Al enough
~ information, if I feed it every single known detail about ever victi%n
- and e.very suspect, I can get it to a point where it'll be able tcf answer
 questions I don't know the answer to. Make connections 1 haven't
. made, based on what's been input. Maybe. And even if it doesn’
| People will buy it anyway.” e
“But what's the point?”

k “People love unsolved murders;” she said, a line she repeated and
Fxpanded upon in her memoir. “And they love murder houses. I—
e—;r; going to make these and sell them to murder-house 11"11.186—
ums. This one ts museum quality. And then we're goi

g : _ ' going to make
Of; ;I}};z;p;;i)rslzii:;ﬁ;?t furniture or tiny working shutters that
._ That stung more than I let on. Nothing fell off my models if
they w.ere handled right. My little brother, Tristan, wrecked mor

| an his share, before he wasn't around to do that anymore, but the
fault was never in my workmanship. “We, huh?” ' )
“WC.“

._I stooc? and poked around the desk until I found the missi
hutter amid Eliza’s clutter. Fished among my model supplies ff:)%

cting to see figures inside.

1 peeted into the house, half-expe

“Whait. Why Abby? I thought you were questioning Li
“When we switched to houses instead of busts,

zzie?’

1 realized we

could put everyone in there.”
She repeated her questio
speakers. 1 recognized Eliza’s friend Angie.
“Abby, where was the first place you were hit?”
“T was hit in the guest room.”
I giggled, and Eliza gave me a hat

glitch. i
“Abby,” she tried again. “YWhere was the first place on your body

n. A woman’s voice came through the
“] was facing my attacker”

chet-shaped look. This was a ]

you were hit?”
“T was hit on the side of my head.”
Eliza smiled in triumph and continued. “An
go when you left the house the morning of your death?” ‘
A male voice now, one I didn't recognize. A professor, maybe?
The voice sounded older than our friends. “T went for my morning
walk.” 1
“Who attacked you?” 1 asked. No answer.
“You have to use a name first,” Eliza said.

I felt suddenly shy, formal. “Um, Mr. Borden,

drew, where did you::
la

who attacked

you?”

“T was asleep.”

1 cocked my head at Eliza. "W
that question? Or if T ask Lizzie directly?”

“Try i

hat happens if T ask Mrs. Borden

“Lizzie Botrden, did you kill the people you were accusedioh e tiny pin that would secure it back in place. “The oth i
killing?” ' 00d, but your Lizzie sounds fake.” ki

Lizzie Borden answered in Eliza’s awful attempt at a Massachu

“I was acquitted of those crimes.” ;
The same voice, lying on the other bed, said, “Cool, huh?”
Something tapped against the window behind my bed: ab
d the glass. I crossed the room to f1€e

setls aCCEIlt. 0w ] S the ] € No g Vv W Vv t y
1t "-"-’ ee
3 kS Hter, he updated h base. h h use gave a lder arie

answers. Sh i i
e replaced her own voice with someone who sounded

caught between the screen an —filike e ssenits we heard in Fall River 6 it il
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work, no accountability, or money for a share, with a stake I wasn't
sure I could afford not to pocket.

“T'll work for you,” I said.

She reached into her bag and pulled out a contract. “Let’s make
it official, then.”

_ [ never found out whether there was a second contract for if I'd
~ answered the other way.

ook a bus to Massachusetts with the house on her
1 town for a thousand dollars.
bed my first day back at school.

out of the bank in twenties.

1 was home, she t :
lap. She sold it to a general store i
She tossed the money on my :
Theyd paid her online, but she'c‘l tak?:n it b
“Gwennie, I need to know if weTe partners i this.
i ¢ already were?” ]
r‘I\;f};OcL;ihlzg I need ));ou to build the models, but I see a couple E
we're partners and we both put up mOne-Y :
and we both make decisions, and we split -
u let me pay you for the models, but it’s

of ways this can go. Either
to get this business going,
everything fifty-fifty, or yo
my business.”

For the models?” ’
“How much would you pay me? ’ E
“That first one was a work of art. We'll need a few more like

that—I've got a list of houses—and then some mini—f!ersmns wi
no frills. No furniture. No working shutFers. For the b1g1 ones, yo 4
et six hundred dollars each, plus materials. For the little or}llest,h 'f E
%ifty dollars each. I'd pay you for each one, regardless of whethe
it or not. 1

was ffk%l;;ss egirlle hundred dollars in that staf:k, for y(?ur hard ;;0::
on the first one. None of this could happen if I ha'dr.lt been al :
sell that first one. You can have nine hundred for it if you wan

st work for hire. Otherwise I'll take that money back and invest it

]in the next step and we're ﬁfty—ﬁfty partners. Succeed or fail, eq::.

“People love solving mysteries,” she wrote in her book. “It makes
them feel smart.”

: She had a lot of ideas about what people liked and didn't like,
.émaybe because she saw everybody else as extensions of herself. That
Part isn't in her book, of course. That's my own theory.

~ We turned our dorm room into a production factory. When
the orders started coming in, she rented space in a warehouse and

handle different aspects of the business, including a cast of voice
actors and a couple of electronics people. Mo Bara painted my
models. Samia Gilman built us a website and established a social-
media presence.

. Whatever the reason, Eliza was right. People wanted the murder
ouses. Just a few at first, but then someone solved the Haygood
wrder of 2021 using our model. Got the case reopened, found a
ay to prove their hypothesis using the actual evidence, exonerated
ily. Senator Haygood even wrote to thank us.

;. ter that, the orders came in faster than we could fill them. The
sy DAy O d a muffler for my car. With more payments i ‘!‘,_9‘ g list only made thEII.I more des1rab1.e. We offered a range of
buy new tires and a 1 foes for the next semester and not need ! uses we could assemble in bulk quantities, then another higher-
that, I could cover my own fees z_rdn’ P, Or I couldipanel iced tier for custom jobs. We did a Lindbergh, a Ramsey. I saved
ask my parents for mone}’1 they tld tto e -tiny urder hotl enough money to pay my own tuition the next semester, since
her. But if nobody alf,:;u]i }i;fzar‘;iih id r}j"ll.lr Jur hioumed Mon.-i making more than anyone other than Eliza.

hare.” , E
S I looked at the bills stacked on my bed. I'd never se,en thaF
money in my life, and she knew it. My parents werent parti

well-off, and after the police stopped Iooking for Tristan, they sp
private investigations. Nine hundred would

tiny murder voices,
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Once in a while 1 wondered if Td made a mistake mn not taking
the partnership. I still wonder. 1 think 1 would have enjoyed the
houses she built for forensic schools and the ERI, the case-study puz-
Zles they cornmissioned, like the Nutshell Srudies down in M,_m:y_ :
land, but with voices and an Al that could follow lines of question-
ing. [ would have been on board with the murder-house owners who
aid Eliza for Als that wired into intercoms Of smartphones, sO they
could charge admission to people walking through the actual rooms,
Even if we hadn't fallen out when we did, wed probably have
ome of the other commissioned wotk she took, which T
would have refused. Sensationalist TV shows that icensed our houses
to provoke and harass people who had long since been acquitted. Dichff i
tators, current cases, things that felt too raw to be examined. At th?
time, my reason for wanting to stay with work-for-hire was simpler. I

k)
saw how much time Eliza spent on all the aspects that weren't cra
nd ignotring the business side.

was happy enough making my models a

hazy—somebody handed her a canvas shopping bag. She plugged in
P - cable dangling from it before she passed it to me. I remember that
~ too, so 1 already knew what sort of present it was even if 1 didn’;
~ know the specifics.
‘ I pulled it from the shopping bag. With its plywood base two
3 feet by one foot and sewing—machine-sized building, it was much
' larger than even my high-end models. The details were crude, and it
- took mea minute to recognize my own childhood home, but when I
. did, I had a pretty clear idea what she had done.
: In a shaky voice, not yet slurring, I asked the model, “What's
your name?”
b Avoice from inside—not mine, since I hadn't recorded this par-
ticular surprise—answered, “Gwen.” I couldn’t tell who it was. One
of the acting-school kids we sometimes paid to do the job, probabl
1 looked over at Eliza then. I don’t know why she expected nft;
b be excited that she had programmed my life’s details as she knew
them into an Al box. I guess maybe she wouldn't have minded one
of herself, to interrogate and get her own answers back, so she didn't
-;- derstand how I wouldn't feel the same. But [ looked at her, and in
;at moment I think she realized that maybe it had been a mistake. |
glared until the smile died on her face.
- Too late, though. People were already pushing past to ask the
S ke me questions. Did I sleep with Caz Mendelson last year? What
e - tted was her present 0 e on bout szmia? Did I really flunk Ethics in Engineering? The answers
oy O e ity close to cach other, so all three of the '—eerdy correct. No. Yes. No—1I got an extension to finish it over

Decembers we roomed together we threw a joint party just bef e summer because I'd been too busy making murder houses, e

winter exams started, crowded and intimate, filled with our friend B it T coulid b 2 essay on B atis Eine

and business partners, more or less the same people. S}-le dran! BRE ik Idid, These were all things Eliza T
Genny Light and T drank cider. I even remember that detail, I’DO i\ o f B ol o balf years in close proximity, et
because later that night T got sick to my stomach, and 1 havent DEf t i y own, carried my speech patterns, my inflections.

able to touch cider since 3 he questions took other turns. I waited for the voice to make
w drinks in, she stood up on my desk and call nistake, to prove it wasn't me, but it knew my home address, my

Anyway, 2 fe _ | el
for attention. Somebody—Mo Bara, 1 think, though th?t P ents’ names, the name of my favorite teacher in high school. 1

fought over s

We probably could have continued that way indefinitely if she hadﬁ;
dship. She didn't include

gone and done the thing that ended our frien
lking with Dead People, sither . . . In the book she

that anecdote n Ta |
her dropping out before

skips from our frigid warehouse space to

18
-

my twentieth bir :
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pictured Eliza secretly reaching out to my family, my online friends,
asking them if they wanted to be in on a birthday surptise. T'll bet if
anyone said they didn’c think I enjoyed surprises, she probably just
fed that information into the Al too.

“How many siblings do you have?” somebody asked, and I think
I stopped breathing. They were just asking random questions, I told
myself.

“None.” the Al said, then paused. “None anymore.”

1 grabbed my backpack from under my bed, made sure I had r
and walked out the door. I could have ‘.
stayed and kicked everyone else out, but I left them interrogating me. 1
All T knew was that I had to go before I heard any follow-up ques-

keys and wallet and computer,

tions, Or worse yet, answers.

I tried knocking on some doors to
everybody was either at our party or
Freezing rain fell as I headed for my car,
cold. My father made me keep an emergency
and I pulled my arms and legs up into my clothes.

but it wasn't unbearably

the middle of the night to vomit by my back tire, slipping on the ice

that had accumulated and nearly wiping out in my own sick.

I stayed in other People’s rooms for the rest of the exam period;
and applied to move over the winter break. The school assigned me.
to another junior whose roommate was studying in Rome for the

spring‘

I knew I was leaving the company in the lurch in terms of models,
but at that point I didn't care. I was done with murder houses. Done

with Al voices that knew too much. In my ethics essay, I had justi-
fed what we were doing. “In some cases, u
voiceless,” I wrote. “The Al can represent all the players in the case
There’s no speculation. If it doesn't know an answer, it says ‘I dontt
know’ or ‘T don't remember. And sometimes it makes intuitive leaps
that somebody involved in the case should have made but didn

remains to be seen whether any of those inferences can be provel
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find a place to crash, but
gone from campus already.

blanket in the trunk,

1 woke up once in-

we're giving voice to the
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but the possibility of serving justice i .
g justice 1s excit :
any moral or ethical qualms.” ing and may outweigh

I drove two hours u i

p to Rochester on Christmas, in order t
Pack up my stuff Z.lt a time | knew she wouldn’t be there. We haz
: cleared all the Christmas orders before the party—yes, people bu
| each other -murder houses for Christmas—and everyone had bEEI)':
| rewarded with two whole weeks off. T was pretty sure she was in B
bados with her tamily. S
: 1I*he room Ioloked exactly as it had when Id left, minus the
g: people. Relcil t};lastm cups and beer bottles everywhere, along with a
~ yeasty sme t said g ,
., zut'ty at said they'd been left where they fell and not rinsed
My so-called present was on the de
: . sk where I'd abandoned i
: Stl'll Plugged in. I shouldn’t have asked, but I was the onl on:nie t':‘
 building and I had to know. : ! o
:"What happened to your brother, Gwen?”
“I don’t know,” the House of Whacks said.
But you were watching him that day?”
“YeS"’

“And what happened>”

‘jh He was playing in the yard, and I was playing a game on m
ol And then I went upstairs, and he was gone.” My words i l:hy
‘phce report, verbatim. ’ o
- “You didn't hear anything?”

- "L rold the police 'no.”

:Repeat that answer, please,” I said.

- "Ttold the police. No.”

3 I .-f-.ldn.t llmow if I'd imagined the different inflection the first
ime. Terrifying how that nuance changed my words’ meaning. Its

vords, W i i
hat line of code made the difference between the two? I
_-one more question. .

_.,rWhat video game were you playing?”
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The machine paused. That information had never been in any :
articles.
“I don't remember,” it said at last.
That “I don't remember” kept me from smashing the thing, |
though I probably should have. I had been playing Karmic Warrior. -
My highest level yet. My highest level to date, I should say, since I
never played it again. The machine wasn't me. Eliza hadn't re-created -
me. It was just an approximation. A
It didn't know Tristan had begged me to teach him how to playf
Karmic Warrior. It knew he was wearing his Tyrannosaurus T-shirc and
jeans with a torn right knee and sneakers that were starting to plnch
his toes—he'd complained about them just that morning—because
1 told the Police exactly what he was wearing. It knew he had a nn
white patch of hair at the crown of his head where he'd earned eight
stitches on the corner of the coffee table the year before, because that
had fallen under “distinguishing marks.” r
It didn’t know he snorted when he laughed. It didn't know
ran like a tiny drunk, weaving and listing. Nobody had told it about
his strange fascination with bees, which he captured gently but some-
times accidentally set loose in the house, and that he had gotten
of us stung more times than we could count. It didn’t know I
been chasing my high score in Karmic Warrior and told him to get lost
Those exact words, “Get lost,” and I never saw him again. '.
Before I made my final trip across campus with my final box,
unplugged the Gwen AL I was halfway down the hall when I ch
my mind and went back. There was a screwdriver in the top
drawer; I flipped the model over and unscrewed the base. Remov
the chip, shoved it in my pocket. Stopped in the kitchen on thé\ilf
floor to microwave it. Didn't stick around to see the fireworks. :
That party was the Jast time I ever spoke to Eliza. She tri
calling several times, but I didn't answer and eventually she gave!
Going by what I heard from Samia and a couple of the others ¥
were still on the HoW payroll, she couldn’t understand whatH
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offended me, w'hich told me I had made the right choice. To Eliza
there was no difference between Lizzie Borden and the Haygood

~ scand istan’s di
. al and Tristan’s disappearance. We were all just mysteries wait-
~ ing for her to solve us.
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