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 Part One

 The Texts

 


 Chapter 1
Wine at the Kitchen Table
The sugar maples on Floyd Avenue had started to turn, though only at the tips. Harriet noticed it from the drafting table in the front parlor when she glanced up from the coffee-roaster logo she had been pushing around on screen for most of the afternoon. A single leaf from the maple two doors down had drifted onto her porch step. It was the color of old brass. September in Richmond never hurried. The humidity stayed on into October like a houseguest who had not been asked to leave, and the leaves came down in small installments, not all at once.

She had been working since eight-thirty. She had broken at eleven for a piece of toast, at one for a yogurt, and at three for a walk around the block with her hat on because the light between two and four in the studio got flat in a way that was bad for judging color. She had gone down to Cary Street and bought a bag of green beans at the little grocery that was not really a grocery, and she had stopped on the way back to pet a Weimaraner belonging to a woman she knew only as the person who owned the Weimaraner. The dog was named Arthur. Arthur had a loose jaw and sad eyes. She had stood on the sidewalk in front of the woman's house for two minutes scratching his chest, and the woman had stood in her open door in a kimono with a mug of coffee and had not said anything because they had long ago agreed, without agreeing, not to.

Then she had come back and worked another two hours.

The coffee-roaster logo was not, she thought, going to be solved today. She had tried six directions. She had thrown away four. The two she was left with were too safe and not safe enough, in that order, and she was going to have to sleep on them and come back Friday with a fresh head. She had learned in her late twenties that there was a difference between work that got better by being pushed and work that got worse, and that the difference was often whether you had eaten a meal yet. She had not eaten a meal yet. She was going to.

She closed her laptop at six thirty and went to the kitchen.

The kitchen was her favorite room in the row-house. It was at the back, narrow and long, with original white subway tile that ran from the counter up to a cove of plaster crown molding the previous tenant had painted a careful pewter. The tile had a faint crackle glaze, the kind that catches kitchen light in a soft small way, and she had left the walls above it white because the tile did enough. The stove was a 1950s O'Keefe and Merritt she had inherited from the landlord along with the house, which she was slowly buying on a lease-to-own she and her mother's lawyer had negotiated two years ago. Four burners. A pilot light that needed relighting every six weeks. She liked the sound the knobs made when they clicked.

She had a chicken in the oven. A small roaster, three and a half pounds, salt-and-pepper and a half lemon tucked in the cavity and two sprigs of thyme from the pot on the back step. She had brushed the skin with butter at four when she had slid the pan in, and she had turned the heat down to 375 at five. The house had smelled of chicken and thyme since five-thirty, and the smell had gone through the first-floor rooms the way only a roasting chicken's smell went, warm and domestic and old-fashioned, the smell that had been her mother's house on every Sunday of her childhood.

It had another twenty minutes.

She snapped the ends off a pound of green beans over the sink, running her thumb down each one before she cut, and thought about the logo. The client, a man named Paxton Sousa-Hampshire who ran a three-location roaster called Blackwater, wanted something that did not look like every other Richmond coffee brand. He had used the word rugged twice on their call. Harriet did not think rugged was what he wanted. She thought he wanted something that felt like a small serious thing, which was different. She would sketch it out tomorrow at Stella's during her Wednesday client block. The morning hours at Stella's were her thinking hours. She liked the booth by the window and the bad art on the wall and the sound of the milk steamer, which was a kind of white noise you could not get at home.

Jasper came in from the parlor, walking with the slow deliberate care of a sixteen-year-old cat, and sat down at her left foot. She reached down and scratched behind his ears. He was a big orange tabby with one torn ear and a belly that swung. He had been her cat since she was twenty-four, when she had found him as a kitten behind the Stony Point Fashion Park, thrown out of what she had later learned was a feral colony of five. The pound would have put him down. She had brought him home instead. He had outlived her father and her mother and what she used to call the Reading years, and she did not like to think about the day he would outlive.

He had been losing weight for a year. He was down from fourteen pounds to eleven, which the vet, who was Imogen, had said was appropriate for a cat his age and his kidney numbers. He ate a prescription wet food twice a day. He took a subcutaneous fluid injection on Sunday evenings that Imogen had taught Harriet to do. He drank water from a running fountain on the kitchen counter that had cost her ninety dollars and that she considered, every time she cleaned it, to be one of the best ninety dollars she had ever spent. He slept sixteen hours a day. He was still, in his waking hours, the cat he had always been, which was a cat who was in favor of her and of her brother and of the mail carrier and of almost nothing else.

He had a theory about Imogen, which was that she was his. He had decided this in the first hour of the first visit. Harriet did not argue.

At six fifty-five Imogen knocked, the knock that was three fast and one slow.

“It's open,” Harriet called.

Imogen came in through the parlor in her work pants, which were a dark navy twill Dickies she wore under her white vet coat and then kept on after she took the coat off at the end of the day. She had a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc in a brown paper bag and a small bouquet of Russian sage wrapped in wet newspaper.

“Sage from the clinic's back garden,” Imogen said. “It was going crazy. And the wine is Trader Joe's. Don't judge.”

“I never judge Trader Joe's wine.”

“You absolutely judge Trader Joe's wine.”

“I judge the six-dollar ones.”

“This is a nine-dollar one.”

“Then it is a nine-dollar wine that I will not judge.”

Imogen set the bag on the kitchen counter and the sage next to it and kicked off her clogs by the back door. Imogen Whitlock-Padilla was thirty-three, five-foot-eight, with dark straight hair she cut herself every six weeks in the bathroom mirror and then had to go to Jo at Honey Salon to fix. She had the kind of practical competence you get after seven years of clinical work with animals whose owners are at their worst. Harriet had met her in 2019 in the waiting room at Dogwood Vet, where Harriet had taken Jasper for a dental cleaning and Imogen had been on rotation as the junior partner. Imogen had put her hand on Jasper's side with a carefulness that Harriet had noticed immediately and had filed away. They had become friends slowly, the way Harriet made friends now, with long gaps and no forcing.

Dogwood Vet was in a converted bungalow on Stuart Avenue, six blocks from Harriet's house. Imogen had made partner there in 2022, after four years as an associate, and had bought out the founding vet's share at the same time. It was a small-animal practice with three exam rooms and a cat-only boarding suite in what had once been a back bedroom. Imogen lived in the second-floor apartment of a 1910 four-square on Stuart, which she had rented since 2020 and had, with the landlord's patient permission, slowly repainted one room at a time. She was good at color. She had once, on her own time, talked Harriet out of a specific terra-cotta for a bathroom in favor of a pinker, browner terra-cotta Harriet had not thought of, and had been correct.

Harriet had three close friends in Richmond, and Imogen was the closest. There was also Beatrix, who had moved to Boston for a university job two years ago, and Ruth, who lived in Charlottesville and whom Harriet saw every two months. The Thursday dinners with Imogen had started because Imogen, after her partner of six years had moved out in late 2020, had said offhandedly in the clinic that Thursday was the worst night of the week and Harriet had said, over her shoulder with Jasper in her arms, come over Thursday. It had become a thing. They had missed maybe fifteen Thursdays in three and a half years.

“He looks good,” Imogen said, nodding at Jasper, who had followed her in and was now sitting under the table expecting something.

“He is eating.”

“He should not be eating roast chicken.”

“He has not had roast chicken since May.”

“He is looking at me like he has had roast chicken since May.”

“He is lying.”

Imogen laughed and opened a drawer for the corkscrew. She knew where the corkscrew was. She knew where the salad bowl was, and the cloth napkins, and the wedge of Parmesan that stayed in the cheese drawer. They had eaten in this kitchen most Thursdays for three years. It was a thing they did not name and did not miss.

Harriet took the chicken out at seven-ten. It was a good chicken, the skin a deep brown, the thighs pulled back from the bone in the way that told her the temperature had been right without her having to poke it with the thermometer. She let it rest on the cutting board under a loose tent of foil and tossed the green beans in the hot cast-iron with a spoon of butter and a handful of sliced almonds. The almonds browned in about forty seconds. She added a flake of salt and a squeeze of the other half of the lemon she had used in the chicken. Imogen poured the wine. The light in the kitchen had gone from afternoon to evening in the way that happened here in September, quick and golden, the sun dropping behind the row of houses across the back alley and then a half hour of lit sky before the street lamps came on.

Harriet carved the chicken at the counter. She took a leg for Imogen, who liked dark meat, and a breast for herself, and she set the rest on a plate for tomorrow's sandwiches. She put Imogen's leg and a spoon of pan drippings on a plate and a heap of green beans next to it and carried it to the table. She brought her own. She sat down.

“Bread,” Imogen said. “You have been holding out on me.”

“Oh. I forgot.”

Harriet got up and got the end of a ciabatta from the bread box and cut four slices and put them in a basket with a dishtowel. She set the basket between them. Imogen took a slice.

They ate.

They began with the easy things. Imogen asked how Jasper's bloodwork had come back and Harriet said the kidney numbers were holding, that the phosphorus had come down a fraction after the diet change, that the vet in Bon Air they had seen for the ultrasound last spring had said, at the time, that cats could go on at this level for two to three years. Imogen said two to three years was a long time. Harriet said she knew. Imogen said she thought Jasper had that in him. Harriet said she thought so too.

They talked about Imogen's sister's baby, who had been born in June and who was now three months old and who Imogen had seen in August and who, according to Imogen, already had her mother's forehead. They talked about Harriet's second cousin in Lancaster, who had written her a letter on actual paper in August to ask about a family recipe their grandmother had made, a kind of sweet dumpling, and Harriet had not been able to find the recipe in her mother's papers, and had felt a small grief about it. They talked about a Netflix documentary about a Spanish chef that Imogen had watched twice. They talked about a book Harriet had read, a novel, about a woman who inherited a farm in Ireland, which had not been as good as Harriet had hoped. They talked about the clinic's plan to add a third exam room, which required tearing out a wall, which required permits, which required patience.

Imogen talked about a corgi that morning that had eaten a sock. It was a white tube sock, a child's. The dog's owner had not known, and had brought the dog in because it had been vomiting and had then gotten listless, and it was only on the x-ray that they had seen the shape of the sock wrapped around itself in the small intestine. They had done an emergency surgery at eleven. The sock had come out intact. The corgi was going home tomorrow. The corgi's name was Brisket, and the sock had belonged to the owner's seven-year-old, who had been crying in the waiting room and who had then, when Imogen had come out with the sock in a sealed bag, stopped crying and asked if he could keep the sock. Imogen had let him.

She talked about the new technician, a twenty-three-year-old named Chandra, who was good but who cried the first time she had to hold a cat for a blood draw. She talked about her downstairs neighbor in the apartment on Stuart Avenue who was learning the recorder, badly, in the evenings, and had progressed from Mary Had a Little Lamb to something he insisted was a Bach minuet. He was a fifty-seven-year-old man named Gerald who worked for the state auditor's office. He had taken up the recorder, he had told Imogen on the stoop in August, because his therapist had said he needed a hobby. Imogen had told the therapist, in her head, that the therapist was correct but that the hobby could have been almost anything else.

Harriet told her about Paxton Sousa-Hampshire and the word rugged. Imogen laughed.

“Rugged coffee,” Imogen said. “Does he want like a beard on the cup.”

“He wants something.”

“He wants his ex-girlfriend back and he thinks a logo will do it.”

“That is harsh.”

“I have been seeing couples at the clinic. They bring their dogs in and they fight in the lobby. I have opinions about men now.”

“You have always had opinions about men.”

“That is fair.”

They cleared the plates at eight-thirty. Harriet brought out a pint of the brown-butter pecan ice cream from Gelati Celesti that she kept in the freezer for Thursdays and scooped it into two small bowls. They took the bowls and the wine into the parlor and sat on the couch with the drafting table at their backs. The drafting table was a wide oak industrial one with a light at the top that her father had used for forty years at the drawing board at a Reading engineering firm. She had not changed a thing on it. She still had his T-square clipped to the side.

The parlor was a quiet room. It had a small brick fireplace on the west wall that she had never used because the flue was a problem, and a long low bookshelf below the east window that she had built herself out of salvaged pine and Ikea legs, and a single good chair in the corner. The couch was a gray linen three-seater she had bought secondhand from a woman in Windsor Farms who had bought it new and decided, at the last possible moment, that it was the wrong gray. It had been a steal. Harriet had driven a borrowed pickup across town to get it. The lamp on the side table was a ceramic gourd she had found at a garage sale on Grove.

They sat on the couch the way they sat, which was with Imogen's feet tucked up under her and Harriet's left leg folded under her and her right foot on the floor. They had fallen into the postures early and kept them.

At nine-forty Imogen put her empty ice-cream bowl on the coffee table and took her phone out of her back pocket. She did it the way she did things when she had been waiting to do them, which was to say she did it without ceremony and without looking at Harriet first.

“I want to show you something,” she said. “And I want you to tell me if I am overreacting.”

“All right.”

“I don't think I am.”

“Then you aren't.”

“Don't be nice first. Look, then say.”

Imogen unlocked the phone and pulled up her messages and scrolled. Harriet set her own bowl down and leaned over. The thread was with a number Harriet did not recognize. A 540 area code, which was western Virginia, the Valley and the Blue Ridge. The thread was not long. Seven messages total, Harriet counted, each from the unknown number. Imogen had not responded to any of them. The first message was dated August twenty-eighth.

Imogen handed her the phone.

Harriet read them slowly, top to bottom, the way she would read a letter.

The first one said: Hello, Imogen. I hope you are well. Someone told me that you planted new lavender in the front bed this past weekend; it is a good choice for that spot, and the house will smell very nice in June. a friend.

The second, dated September first: You had the waffles at Stella's on Sunday morning, with the peach compote. That is the best thing on that menu; I am glad you found it. a friend.

The third, dated September fourth: The blue tote bag is new. It suits you. a friend.

The fourth, dated September ninth: You walked home from the clinic on Monday instead of driving. The weather was good for it; the light on Park Avenue at five thirty is the nicest light in the city. a friend.

The fifth, dated September eleventh: You changed the blinds in the living room. The new ones let in more morning light, which I think you wanted. a friend.

The sixth, dated September fifteenth: You had lunch with a woman on Saturday at Perly's. The salmon bagel is good; the pickles are better. a friend.

The seventh, dated September seventeenth, which was Tuesday: You wore the blue dress on Thursday. The one your mother gave you. It is a very good color on you. a friend.

Harriet read them once. She read them again.

She did not let her face change. This was a thing she had learned how to do early, the holding of the face when something happened behind it. She had learned it at the agency in Philadelphia, in meetings where a senior creative had said something wrong about her work and she had needed to nod and write it down. She had learned it later in the Reading years, which was the phrase she used in her own head for the period between 2015 and 2018, when any reaction to a piece of news from her mother could make the news worse. She had learned it most thoroughly in the two weeks her mother was dying, in November of 2022, standing in a hospital hallway with her brother on a phone call, telling him what a doctor had said without letting the doctor's voice come through her voice.

The holding of the face was a skill.

She held it now.

She put the phone face down on the coffee table and looked at Imogen.

Imogen was watching her carefully.

“Okay,” Harriet said. “You are not overreacting.”

“I thought the first one was just a neighbor.”

“Who.”

“I don't know. I thought it was the woman across the alley who has the herb garden and looks at me like she wants to come over.”

“Delphine.”

“That is your neighbor. I meant my neighbor. I thought it was a neighbor. The first one is the kind of thing a nosy neighbor says. The lavender. Everybody can see the lavender.”

“Yes.”

“Then the waffles. And I thought, well, Stella's is small. Somebody saw me. Somebody I know.”

“Somebody you know would sign their name.”

“I know. But I told myself it was a neighbor.”

“When did you stop telling yourself that.”

“The fourth one,” Imogen said. “The walk on Park Avenue. Nobody saw me do that. It was a Monday and there was nobody out. And I had not posted anything on anything about walking home.”

“Do you post that you walk home.”

“No.”

“All right.”

“And then the blinds,” Imogen said. “The blinds are inside the apartment. They are inside. You can see them from the street, I guess, if you are standing in the parking lot looking up. But not clearly. Not enough to tell they are new. And the salmon bagel at Perly's. I went with Lena, the technician who left, we met for lunch on Saturday because she just moved to Raleigh. It was three people in the restaurant. One of them was our waiter.”

“And the blue dress.”

“The blue dress is what made me show you.”

Harriet nodded. “Why.”

“The blue dress is the one my mother gave me for my thirty-first birthday. It was the last birthday she was alive for. I wore it to the clinic on Thursday because I had a review with Dr. Khan and I wanted to look like an adult. I wore it under my coat. I did not post a picture. Nobody said anything about it at the clinic. I wore the coat over it until I got to the office and I took the coat off in the office and I did the review and I put the coat back on and I went home. Whoever is writing this saw me between the car and the door, or between the door and the office. Or they knew I had worn it because they know my closet.”

“They knew your mother gave it to you.”

“Yes.”

“How many people know that.”

“About the dress. Three. You. My sister. Dr. Khan, because I told her during the review that my mother gave it to me, which was a weird thing I said out loud for no reason. Four, I guess, if whoever sent the message counts.”

“When did you get the message.”

“Tuesday afternoon. Around three.”

“So a day and a half after the review.”

“Yes.”

Harriet picked up the phone again. She looked at the time stamps. The first message had been sent at 7:14 p.m. on a Wednesday. The second at 10:22 a.m. on a Sunday. The third at 3:47 p.m. on a Wednesday. The fourth at 8:47 p.m. on a Tuesday. The fifth at 1:13 p.m. on a Wednesday. The sixth at 11:08 a.m. on a Monday. The seventh at 2:52 p.m. on a Tuesday.

She noticed the time stamps. She did not say anything about them.

She noticed the sentences. She did not say anything about that either.

“Imogen,” she said, “I want you to do two things.”

“Okay.”

“I want you to forward all seven of these to me. Screenshots, so I have the time stamps and the number. Send them right now, while I am sitting here.”

“Okay.”

“And I want you to not reply. Not a question, not a thank you, not a stop. Nothing. Do not give this person a single word of you.”

“I was not going to reply.”

“I know. I am saying it anyway.”

“Okay.”

“And for the next week I want you to lock your front door every time you come in, including when you go out to the trash. And I want you to ask the clinic to have somebody walk you to your car after the last appointment on late days.”

“Harriet.”

“I know.”

“You are scaring me a little more than the messages scared me.”

“I am sorry. I would rather scare you a little more than the messages scared you.”

Imogen looked at her for a long second. Then she nodded.

“All right.”

She picked up the phone and did the screenshots. She sent them, one by one, to Harriet's number, and Harriet's phone buzzed seven times on the arm of the couch beside her. When the last one came through Imogen set her phone down and put both her hands flat on her knees.

“Do you know who it is,” Imogen said.

Harriet looked at her.

“I don't know,” Harriet said.

It was the first time she had lied to Imogen in three years.

She did not know. Not certainly. She had read the messages twice and she had felt something move behind her sternum the way a glass shifts on a tray, a small almost-not-there tilt, and she had not yet let herself say to herself what the tilt was about. She had let it sit. She would look at it tonight after Imogen went home. She would look at it alone.

“I don't know,” she said again. “But I am going to figure it out. I am good at patterns. You know I am good at patterns.”

“That is why I brought it to you.”

“I know.”

“I could have gone to the police.”

“You still can. You might, after we think. But the police cannot do much with seven texts from a burner, and I would rather we understand what we are looking at first.”

“It might be a burner.”

“It is probably a burner. The 540 is a spoof. You can buy an app that gives you any area code you want.”

“Jesus.”

“Yes.”

Imogen looked at her hands. “I have been sleeping with the hall light on.”

“Since when.”

“Since the one about the blinds.”

“Oh, Imogen.”

“I am not afraid of the dark. I am a thirty-three-year-old woman. I was not afraid of the dark in vet school when I was on emergency rotation and I was walking out to my car at four in the morning in Blacksburg. I am not a person who is afraid of the dark.”

“You are a person who has been being watched.”

“Yes.”

“That is different from the dark.”

“Yes.”

Harriet reached over and put her hand on Imogen's wrist and left it there for a second and then took it away. They were not a hugging sort of friendship. A hand on the wrist was a lot.

“I am sorry I brought this to your Thursday,” Imogen said.

“Don't be sorry.”

“I almost went to Tom.”

Tom was Imogen's older brother, a cardiologist in Charlotte, a man whom Imogen admired and called maybe three times a year.

“I am glad you came here instead.”

“He would have told me to go to the police. He is a police guy. He watches the procedurals.”

“The procedurals are misleading.”

“I know.”

“The police will be the right answer at some point. It may not be tonight.”

“You keep saying we. Who is we.”

“I meant us. You and me. And whoever else we bring in.”

“Okay.”

“You do not have to do anything alone.”

“Okay.”

Imogen was quiet for a minute. She pulled her knees up to her chest on the couch and wrapped her arms around them, which was the posture she went into when she was thinking.

“Can I ask you something,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Do you think this person is going to come to my apartment.”

Harriet thought about the question. She did not want to answer it quickly. She thought about what she knew. She thought about the tenor of the messages, which had been surveillant but not, in the sense of the word, threatening. No demand. No escalation of the watching into an ask. No anger. The register had been, consistently, approving. A watcher who was not yet, or was not performing as, a man with a plan.

“I think,” she said, “that this person has been watching you for at least three weeks. Probably longer. Probably since before the first text.”

“Longer.”

“The first text mentioned the lavender. The lavender was one detail. The person would not have started with the lavender if they were only just starting to watch. They would have been watching for a while and looking for a detail that felt like a good first one.”

“Okay.”

“But the tenor of the messages has not escalated. They have gotten more specific but not more aggressive. There is no demand in any of them. There is no anger in any of them. There is only the specific fact and the soft approving thing.”

“Okay.”

“I do not think, based on the seven messages, that there is a high probability this person is going to come to your apartment this week. But I cannot say that for certain. A person who has been writing messages like this is a person whose pattern is not fully predictable. They could escalate. They could not. Either is possible.”

“Okay.”

“So I am telling you to lock the door and to have the clinic walk you to the car and to not reply. I am telling you those things because they are what I would want if it were me.”

“Yes.”

“And I am telling you I am going to help figure out who this is.”

“Yes.”

“And in the meantime, Imogen.”

“What.”

“You are not alone in this. Do you hear me. You are not alone.”

Imogen's eyes were wet. They had gone wet in the last minute, and she had not cried, and she was not going to cry, because Imogen Whitlock-Padilla cried once every eighteen months and had already used 2024's cry on her grandmother's death in July.

“I hear you.”

“Good.”

Imogen left at ten-fifteen. Harriet walked her out to the porch. The street was quiet. A porch light two houses down was on, and the crickets were still going, and down at the corner of Floyd and Colonial a single car idled at the stop sign and then went on. Imogen put her hand up in the little wave that was her version of goodbye and walked to her car. Harriet watched until the taillights turned the corner onto Stuart.

Then she went back inside.

Jasper was on the kitchen chair opposite hers, the one Imogen had sat in. He had jumped up at some point during the conversation, which he did not usually do. He was looking at her the way he looked when he wanted to be told something.

“I know,” Harriet said to him.

She poured the rest of the wine into her glass. Half an inch. She did not drink it.

She stood at the counter and she looked at the glass. The wine was pale. The light through it on the subway tile was a soft butter color. It was, she thought, a very pretty glass of wine, and it had been a very pretty evening before ten minutes of nine-forty, and the very pretty evening was the thing she had been living in with her best friend, and she was going to remember, later, that the evening had been pretty before it had stopped being pretty, because that was the kind of remembering she did.

She let the glass sit.

She thought, very briefly, about calling Imogen and asking her to come back. About saying, I do not want to be alone tonight with this. She did not do it. Imogen was on her way home and Imogen needed her own night and the thing Harriet was turning over in her head was, for the moment, hers and not theirs. She would be theirs soon enough. For now she needed to sit alone with it and see what it did.

She put the two dinner plates in the sink and she turned off the burner under the empty cast-iron and she moved the small taper candle she had not realized she had lit at seven from the table to the counter to let it burn itself down in a safer place. She took the cloth napkins off the table. She folded them. She set them on top of the napkin drawer to be laundered.

Then she sat down.

She sat down at the kitchen table and she put her phone on the subway-tile counter in front of her and she tapped the screen and pulled up the forwarded screenshots.

She read the seven messages again.

She read them a third time.

She noticed, again, the thing she had noticed the first time and had not said.

The sentences had a cadence. The way they opened on a specific small fact and then flowed through a semicolon into a second clause that commented gently on the first, and then closed on a short declarative, was a cadence she had read before. She had read it many, many times. The voice that was writing these messages to her best friend was a voice she had been reading her whole life.

She did not yet let herself name it.

She drank the half-inch of wine.

She went to bed at one fourteen.



 Chapter 2
Harriet Reads
She did not sleep much.

She had not expected to sleep much.

She had stood on the porch for a full minute after Imogen's taillights turned. She had leaned on the railing, which had a small soft give in it where one of the posts had begun, three summers ago, to rot at the base and which she had been meaning to have looked at, and she had watched Floyd Avenue settle into its late-Thursday quiet. A man three doors down had come out of his front door to smoke a single cigarette, the way he did every night at about this hour, in a gray hooded sweatshirt and slippers, and had nodded at her across the distance of the sidewalks, and she had nodded back. He had gone inside. The cigarette end had glowed for a second in the dark and gone out.

She had turned and gone into the house. She had, at some point around twelve-thirty, closed the phone and put it on the kitchen table screen down and walked herself up the narrow back staircase to the bedroom at the front of the second floor. She had brushed her teeth. She had washed her face. She had put on the same cotton nightgown she had worn for four years, which was too big now because she had lost fifteen pounds in the year after her mother died and had never put it back on. She had gotten into bed and pulled the sheet up and turned off the lamp.

And she had lain there on her right side looking at the shape of the window against the streetlight and thought about cadence.

She had a thing with cadence.

It was the thing that made her good at her job, and it was the thing that made her hard to live with, and it was the thing that had, more than once in her adult life, gotten her into a kind of trouble specific to people who notice patterns nobody else notices. She had noticed in her twenties that her then-boyfriend lied with a particular three-beat rhythm, setup and lie and softening, and had not been able to hear his voice after that without counting. She had noticed in her first job at the Philadelphia agency that her art director praised things she did not like with a specific sentence construction that began with the word interesting and ended with a trailing off, and her review of her own work had started, after that, to include a test: if she read her own work and heard the interesting-and-trailing-off in her head, she redid it. She had noticed, in her mother's last month, that her mother had stopped saying her father's name. Just stopped. For three weeks before the hemorrhage her mother had referred to her father only as him or your father or Felicity's first, never Myron. Harriet had not known what it meant. She had known only that it meant something. She had written it in her notebook on a Wednesday evening in October 2022 and three days later she had gotten the call from the hospital.

Patterns.

Her father had been a patterns person. He had been an engineer. He had taught her to see the line before the thing, the structure before the surface, the rhythm before the word. He had said, on a Saturday morning in Reading when she had been nine and he had been teaching her to draw an elevation, that anything you could see twice you had to take seriously. Anything you saw three times you had to write down. Anything you saw four times was the shape of the thing. She had carried this rule her whole life. She had never stopped writing things down.

Her mother had been a patterns person in a different way. Felicity Brandegee had been a Pennsylvania Dutch woman with a quiet face and an unusual gift for reading people through their habits of speech. She had always known, at the dinner table, when her daughter was about to cry before her daughter had known. She had always known, before the phone rang, which of her relatives was calling. She had been the kind of mother who heard a friend's voice change pitch on the telephone and said, that man is sick, two days before the diagnosis. Harriet's brother had inherited some of this, maybe, and had also inherited some of the father's eye. He had sat in the kitchen as a child and watched their mother cook and had said, at ten, that their mother chopped faster when she was upset. He had been right.

Patterns ran in the family. It had been, their mother had said once, the family's gift and the family's curse.

She turned on her side and then on her other side and then on her back and then she got up at one fifty-eight and went downstairs in the nightgown. Jasper was still in the kitchen, now on the chair where Imogen had sat, now asleep. He opened one eye when she came in and closed it again. He was, for a cat, deeply unimpressed by her insomnia.

She sat at the kitchen table and picked up the phone.

She read the messages again.

Hello, Imogen. I hope you are well. Someone told me that you planted new lavender in the front bed this past weekend; it is a good choice for that spot, and the house will smell very nice in June. a friend.

She read it aloud. Not loud. She mouthed it, really, so that the shape of the sentence landed in her mouth and she could feel how it moved.

Someone told me. A little distancing phrase at the front. Then the specific fact. Then a semicolon. Then the second clause, which was the commentary, the gentle one. The soft evaluation. It is a good choice for that spot. And then a comma and a conjunction, and the house will smell very nice in June, which was the future-cast, the little bright forward-leaning bit. And then the signature, clipped, three words, all lowercase.

She read the second one.

You had the waffles at Stella's on Sunday morning, with the peach compote. That is the best thing on that menu; I am glad you found it. a friend.

Two sentences this time. The first one a fact with a lyrical addition, with the peach compote. The second a short appraisal, that is the best thing on that menu, then the semicolon, then the warm second clause, I am glad you found it.

She noticed that the semicolons were all used the same way.

She noticed that every message ended with a short closing beat. She is a good color on you. The pickles are better. The light on Park Avenue at five thirty is the nicest light in the city. I am glad you found it.

She noticed that there were no exclamation points.

She noticed that there was no question mark in any of the seven messages. Not one. The voice never asked. It only told.

She noticed that every message began with a physical or specific detail and then moved inward, toward a small approving comment. Watching, then praising. Watching, then praising.

She noticed that the voice used the word nice.

She noticed that the voice avoided contractions. It is a good choice rather than it's. I am glad rather than I'm. Six of the seven messages had at least one place where a contraction would have been natural in American texting and was not used.

She noticed that the voice used a friend instead of a Friend or A Friend or Your friend. All lowercase. The same each time. A signature that was, in its lowercase, deliberately small.

She sat with the phone for a long time. She did not think about her brother. She did not let herself. She thought about the sentence construction because the sentence construction was something she could think about, and she had learned a long time ago that if there was a thing she was afraid of thinking about, she could get there faster by thinking hard about the thing next to it.

So she thought about the construction.

She thought about the semicolons. She had not read a semicolon in a personal text message in years. Most people who wrote texts wrote them in short lines with periods or, more often, no punctuation at all. Semicolons in texts were unusual. Semicolons in texts by a person who wrote seven in three weeks were a habit. Someone had been taught to love the semicolon. Someone had been told, somewhere, that the semicolon was a mature piece of punctuation and had internalized that as a small point of pride. Someone, probably, had started using the semicolon as a teenager and had never stopped.

She thought about the phrase a good color on you.

Not that color looks good on you. Not you look great in that. A good color on you. As if the color were the subject and the person were its ground.

She thought about the phrase the light on Park Avenue at five thirty is the nicest light in the city.

She stopped on the word nicest.

She set the phone down.

She got up and poured herself a glass of water from the filter in the fridge and drank it standing at the counter. The kitchen clock said 2:37 a.m.

Somewhere under her ribs the glass on the tray moved again.

She did not name it.

She thought about the word nicest.

It was not a word she would have used. It was not a word most people she knew would have used. It was, specifically, a word her brother had used since he was twelve. She could remember, with a precision that surprised her, the first time she had consciously noticed he used it. He had been twelve and she had been nineteen and home from college for a weekend, and they had been standing at the kitchen window in the house on Thirteenth Street looking at a cardinal on their mother's bird feeder, and Odran had said, that is the nicest red. He had said it the way he said things when he was not trying to be heard. He had not known he was being noticed. She had remembered the sentence because at nineteen she had been taking a writing workshop and had been, that semester, cataloguing sentences, and the sentence had gone into the catalogue. That is the nicest red.

He had used the word thereafter. He had used it to describe a kind of bread their mother baked. He had used it in a Christmas card in 2019 to describe a scarf she had given him in a wool that was a specific gray. He had used it in the 2024 email, she realized. The nicest red had been in the paragraph about the studio, about the way the parlor had a color of morning light in it that would suit her cream walls. The nicest red of the leaves in November, from that window. He had written that.

The Park Avenue message said: the light on Park Avenue at five thirty is the nicest light in the city.

She put her hands over her face for a minute.

Then she took them away.

She went back to the table. She opened the phone and read the messages one more time, more quickly, not for the pattern but to let the voice wash over her and hear it as a voice. Not an analysis. Just a hearing.

The voice was male, she thought. She could not have said why. It was not that women did not use semicolons. It was something about the approving register. The watcher-and-praiser posture. There was, in the way the messages spoke, a stance that felt, to her, like a man leaning on a door frame with his arms crossed and his head tilted. I am glad you




































