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Chapter One: The Light That’s Always On

Nora Kessler had lived in the city for six years before she learned the first rule of privacy in a place with eight million people: nobody was watching her. That was the whole point of a city like this. You could scream in a stairwell and nobody would come. You could cry on the subway and nobody would look up. Anonymity wasn’t a side effect of the city. It was the product being sold.

So when she noticed the light in the building across the street, the one that never went dark, she told herself it meant nothing.

Her apartment was on the fourth floor of a converted warehouse in a neighborhood that had gone from cheap to fashionable in the time she’d lived there, rent climbing every year like it was trying to apologize for something. Her windows faced west, over an alley too narrow for a car, into the back windows of a building that looked, from this angle, almost identical to her own. Old brick softened by a century of weather. Fire escapes zigzagging up the face of it like stitches holding the wall together.

She could see maybe six units from her kitchen window if she stood at a certain angle, and of those six, only one still had its light on at two in the morning, on a Tuesday, in October, when she got up for water and the whole world outside was the flat matte black of a city trying to sleep.

She didn’t think about it the first night. Or the second.

By the third, she’d started to notice the shape of a person standing near that window, not moving, the way you might stand at a window when you were waiting for something.

“You’re spiraling,” her friend Priya told her over coffee that Thursday, in the tone of someone who loved you enough to be blunt. “It’s a lit window. People leave lights on. People have insomnia. People just exist near windows, Nora, that’s not a crime, that’s Tuesday.”

“I know how it sounds.”

“You sound like you’re building a case file.”

Nora laughed, because Priya wasn’t wrong, and because laughing was easier than admitting that for the last several nights she’d found herself doing exactly that: cataloguing, without meaning to, the small consistent facts of a stranger’s life. The light came on at dusk. It went off, if it went off at all, sometime after three. Twice she’d seen the silhouette lift what might have been a phone, the small blue glow of a screen held up like a light in dark water.

It was nothing. It was a photographer, maybe, someone who worked nights. It was a bartender coming home late and falling asleep with the lamp on. It was any of a hundred boring, human explanations, and Nora was a copyeditor for a mid-sized magazine, not a detective, and she had a deadline on a feature about urban beekeeping due Friday that she had not started.

She closed the blinds that night for the first time in a year.

It did not feel like relief. It felt, obscurely, like something had been agreed to.



The knock at her door on Friday evening came at a strange hour, not quite dinnertime, not quite late, and Nora checked the peephole out of the reflexive caution every woman living alone develops without ever being taught it, a small ritual as automatic as locking a car door.

It was Mrs. Álvarez from 3B, holding a stack of mail that wasn’t hers.

“This came for you, I think. No, wait.” The older woman squinted at the top envelope, turned it over. “No return address. No stamp either. Somebody just dropped this in the wrong box, or…” She held it out, apologetic, like she’d caught herself in something. “Actually, I think this one says 4C. That’s you, right?”

Nora took it. Plain white envelope, her apartment number written in blue ink in a neat, almost old-fashioned hand, no address, no name. Just 4C, like whoever wrote it had never needed to know more than that.

“Someone must’ve put it straight in the building mail slot instead of using the box,” Mrs. Álvarez said. “Odd.”

Inside, once she was alone again, door locked, chain drawn, was a single photograph. Nora recognized the coffee shop on the corner instantly: the green awning, the chalkboard sign she walked past every morning. She recognized the sweater she was wearing in the photo, because she’d worn it two days ago. She recognized her own face, mid-laugh, caught in a moment she had no memory of being caught in at all, because she had not known, in that moment, that she was being looked at.

On the back, in the same neat hand: You have a beautiful laugh. I don’t think anyone tells you that enough.

No name.

She sat very still on her kitchen floor for a long time, back against the cabinet, the photograph face-down on the tile beside her like something that might look back if she let it.

Then she looked up, without meaning to, toward the window across the alley.

The light was on.







Chapter Two: Ordinary Tuesday

The police officer who took her report was young, courteous, and clearly uncertain what box to put her in.

“So nothing was stolen,” he said, reading back his own notes. “No property damage. No direct threat in the note.”

“He took my photo without me knowing. He knows what I was wearing two days ago. He knows where I get coffee.”

“I understand that’s upsetting.” He said it kindly, which somehow made it worse. “Unfortunately, without a direct threat, or evidence of trespass, there’s not a lot we can charge someone with. Taking a photo of a person in a public place isn’t illegal. I’d recommend keeping the note, keeping a log if anything else happens, maybe looking into a personal security camera for your building’s entrance.”

Nora thanked him because that was what you did, and walked home turning the phrase keeping a log over in her mind like a stone she couldn’t put down. As if this were a project. As if there would be more entries.

There were.

The second note came four days later, tucked under her windshield wiper, though she parked her car in a gated garage two blocks from her building and had never once seen anyone loitering near it. This one had no photograph. Just a line, same handwriting, same economy of words: I liked what you wore today. Blue suits you.

She had, in fact, worn blue that day. A gray coat over a blue sweater, which meant whoever wrote this had either seen her outside the coat, or knew to imagine what was under it.

She stopped wearing blue.

She told herself this was not surrender, only strategy, though some small clear-eyed part of her recognized the shape of what was happening: she was already rearranging her life around a person she had never seen, whose face she could not have picked out of a crowd, who existed for her only as handwriting and a lit window and the cold certainty that somewhere, someone was cataloguing her the way she had once, briefly, foolishly, cataloged him.

Priya wanted her to move.

“You have somewhere to go tonight, at least. Stay at mine. Please.”

“If I run every time, I’ll be running for the rest of my life.”

“Nora. That’s not toughness, that’s a hostage negotiating with a house fire.”

But Nora had grown up watching her mother do exactly what everyone was now telling her not to do: shrink, apologize, rearrange a whole life around someone else’s temperature. And some stubborn, maybe reckless part of her refused to become her mother’s daughter in that particular way. She would not disappear. Not yet. Not for a stranger with good handwriting and a working knowledge of her wardrobe.

She did, however, buy a camera for her door. And she did, without telling Priya, begin writing down the license plates of any car she didn’t recognize parked near her building for more than a day.

That was how, on a gray Tuesday two weeks after the first envelope, she noticed the black sedan.

It wasn’t parked illegally. It wasn’t doing anything, technically, that a car wasn’t allowed to do. It was simply there, across from her building, engine off, for the third day in a row, in a spot with a clean sightline to her front door.

She wrote down the plate with hands that had gone, without her permission, very steady. Fear, she was learning, did not always look like shaking. Sometimes it looked exactly like calm, a strange cold clarity settling over her like water finding its level.

She was already deciding, without fully admitting it to herself, that if no one else was going to take this seriously, she would have to become the kind of person who did.







Chapter Three: A Face in the Glass

The plate came back registered to a leasing company, which came back, after two phone calls and a lie about being a prospective tenant, to a property manager named Diane who had clearly fielded stranger questions than Nora’s and answered without much curiosity.

“That’s a company car,” Diane said. “Pool vehicle for the building across from you, 114 Larch. We’ve got a few units that use it for showings. Nobody in particular assigned.”

“Do you have a name for who’s used it the last few weeks?”

A pause, the particular silence of someone deciding how much a stranger deserves to know. “I can’t really give out tenant information.”

“I understand. I just, someone’s been watching my building from that car, and I’ve also been getting notes. I think it might be connected to someone who lives at 114 Larch.”

Something in her voice must have landed, because Diane’s tone shifted, softened at the edges. “I can tell you the fourth floor, west-facing units, that’s 4A through 4F. I can’t give you names. But if you want to file something with the building, I can pass it up the chain.”

Nora thanked her and hung up and stood at her window a long time, looking at the building across the alley the way you might look at a puzzle with a piece missing, knowing, now, that the piece existed somewhere in that grid of brick and glass, four floors up, west-facing, one of six.

She began, without entirely deciding to, keeping watch.

It became a ritual she was almost ashamed of: coffee in hand, lights off in her own apartment so she couldn’t be seen watching, eyes tracking the windows across the alley for any sign of the shape she’d seen that first night. Most evenings, nothing. The occasional silhouette moving through an unrelated life: someone doing dishes, someone folding laundry, a life as boring and unremarkable as her own.

Then, on a Thursday just past ten, she saw him.

Not a silhouette. A face, briefly, angled toward the glass, a man, thirties maybe, unremarkable in the way that was somehow the most unsettling thing about him, because she’d built, in her mind, someone monstrous, someone whose wrongness would be visible from across an alley, and instead she saw an ordinary face, a face she might have passed on the street without a second glance, a face already turning toward her window as if he’d felt her looking back.

She stepped away so fast she knocked her coffee onto the floor.

For a long moment she stood in the dark of her own kitchen, back against the counter, heart going hard enough that she could feel it in her throat, and told herself: He didn’t see you. The lights are off. He didn’t see you.

But some old animal part of her, the part that didn’t reason, only registered danger the way weather registers pressure, was
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