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The Account That Wouldn’t Close
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The first thing Adrian Vale asked Nora to erase was a reminder to water the plants.

It appeared on his phone while she was taking off her coat: LYDIA — FERNS, 9:00 AM. He turned the screen toward her, holding it by the edges as though the glass were hot.


“Every Thursday,” he said.


Behind him, rain slid down the kitchen windows. Two ferns stood on a shelf above the sink, their brown tips brushing the glass. One had been watered recently.

Beneath the other, the saucer was dry.

“We can stop the notification without deleting the calendar,” Nora said.


“I don't want to see it again.”


“You won't. But you may want something else that's in there.”

He looked at the phone. For a moment she thought he would argue. Then he laid it facedown on the table, beside a bowl containing three keys and a wedding ring too small to be his.


“All right.”


Nora hung her coat over the back of a chair. She had learned not to tell clients they could take their time. Time was usually what had brought her into their houses: the subscription renewing, the storage payment failing, the birthday greeting arriving from someone who would never have another birthday.


“I'll put that first,” she said.


She wrote it on her intake sheet. Stop fern notification. Preserve calendar.

Adrian watched her write, and some of the tension left his shoulders.

The kitchen occupied the rear of a narrow brick house on Providence's East Side. Beyond an open doorway stood a dining table covered with envelopes. A vase held water and no flowers. Someone had stacked condolence cards against a pepper mill, their printed landscapes facing the wall.

Nora set her laptop beside the paperwork Adrian had assembled. Death certificate. Court appointment. A letter from his attorney confirming the scope of the initial inventory. The original documents were in a blue folder; the copies were clipped together with a brass fastener.


He had done everything she had asked.


Most clients did too much or almost nothing. The ones who prepared perfectly worried her more. They sometimes believed that, if they followed every instruction, she could make the aftermath orderly.

“Today we identify what exists,” she said. “We record what you can lawfully access, what needs a separate request, and what can wait. Nothing gets permanently deleted.”


“I thought closing the accounts was the point.” “Eventually. Closing something before we know what it contains can make the rest harder.”


“There shouldn't be much. Photographs. Bills. Her personal email.”

His gaze moved to a gray laptop at the other end of the table.


“And that?”

“Hers. Personal, not work. I haven't opened it.”

“Please keep it that way for now.”


He drew his hand back, though he hadn't been reaching for it.

Nora softened her voice. “Not because you've done anything wrong. I just want a record of what we change.”


“Do people usually do something wrong?”

“People usually want a photograph.”

He nodded once, looking toward the empty vase.


Lydia Vale had died eleven days earlier. Thirty-six years old. A collision on a wet road south of the city. The certificate offered none of the details Nora knew Adrian would have been forced to hear, only a date and an official description stripped of weather, movement, and consequence.

She checked the spelling of Lydia's middle name against the appointment document, then turned the certificate facedown. Adrian had been looking at it instead of her.


“Did she leave an account list?”

“A link. My attorney sent it with the other things.”


He opened a message on his own computer and moved it between them. Lydia had used a household storage service called Hearth. The notification identified Adrian as a designated legacy recipient. Beneath it was confirmation that the service had approved his documents and made a read-only archive available.

That was useful. It was also limited. Nora explained that the archive did not grant access to Lydia's bank, employer, or every service connected to her email address.


“I'm not asking you to break into anything.”


“I know. I want us to be clear before we find something important.”

He studied her for the first time with something other than exhaustion.


“Do you always say that?”

“Yes.”

“Does it help?”

“Later.”


They dealt with the calendar first. Adrian controlled the shared household calendar from his own account. Under Nora's direction, he disabled the recurring alert while preserving the entries. On her sheet, she recorded the change and the time.

He waited through the next minute, as though the phone might object.


Then they opened the archive.


The first folders were ordinary enough: taxes, house, photographs, warranties. Lydia had named one RECIPES THAT ACTUALLY WORK. Adrian made a small noise when he saw it.


“She hated recipe websites.” Nora waited.


“The stories before the ingredients. She used to say nobody needed to know about your grandmother to boil an egg.”

For the first time, he smiled. It disappeared before she could decide whether to return it.

They worked through the account index. Nora asked about automatic payments and shared subscriptions. Adrian answered carefully. When he didn't know, she marked the gap instead of inviting a guess.

Near the bottom of the index was a downloadable activity report. The service had included it with the legacy export, covering the thirty days before the archive was generated.

Nora opened it to check which devices had contributed files.


The last entry was dated Tuesday, October 13, at 2:14


a.m.


She read the line again.

Successful web sign-in. Existing authorized session.

Lydia had died on Sunday, October 4.

Nora moved her hand away from the trackpad.

“Have you used Lydia's account since the accident?”

“No.”


“A shared browser, perhaps? Something that opened automatically?”


“I said I hadn't opened her computer.”


“This doesn't identify that computer. I'm asking about any device.”


He leaned closer. “What is it?”


She turned the screen so he could read the entry without leaning against her.

“An account event after her death. There are ordinary reasons for that. A device reconnecting. A session left signed in. We need to establish which.”


“At two in the morning?”

“Computers don't sleep when we do.” He didn't smile.


Nora checked the report's time-zone notation. Eastern time. She noted it, along with the export date and the service's explanation of its event categories. A sign-in could establish account access; it couldn't establish who had been at the keyboard. Even the word successful said nothing about whether the person was entitled to be there.


“Where's her phone?”


“With the things from the car. They haven't returned everything.”


“A tablet?”

“Upstairs. Maybe. She used to read on one.”


“Anyone else with access to a shared folder? Her sister, an assistant?”

“Tess has photographs. I don't know how they're shared.”


Nora added the name to her list.

“And her work?”

“Continuum. They have their own systems.”


She knew the company from its advertisements: recordings of parents telling stories, photographs restored, family histories arranged into something searchable. One of her clients had used its storage service. Another had asked Nora whether an imitation of her husband's voice could be put on an answering machine. Nora had referred that question elsewhere.


“Could she have stayed signed in on a work device?”

“I don't know.”


This time the answer came sharply. Adrian pressed his thumb into the groove left by his wedding band, though the band was still on his hand.


“She wasn't talking much about work.”


Nora let the silence remain. Beyond the windows, someone dragged a trash container over paving stones.


The noise stopped, started, then faded toward the street. “What happened after the sign-in?” Adrian asked.


She looked farther down the report. The next entry recorded a change to a folder's contents. The report gave an internal identifier, not a readable name. It did not say whether a document had been added, removed, or revised.

“There's a modification event. We can't tell what changed from this report alone.”


“Can we stop whoever it is?”


“The service can help secure the account. First I want to preserve what it has already given you.”


“You think someone was in it.”

“I think we have an unexplained entry.”


He pushed his chair back and stood. For a moment she expected him to leave the room. Instead he went to the sink and filled a glass, held it without drinking, then poured the water into the dry fern.


Nora watched the saucer fill.

“That's enough,” he said, though she hadn't spoken.

He set the glass down.


With his permission, she saved the activity report and the original archive package to the encrypted case drive she had brought. She recorded their filenames, download times, and checksums so later copies could be checked against these. The procedure could preserve the files she received. It could not make their contents true.

She drafted a support request describing the post-death event without guessing at its cause. Adrian read it twice before sending it from his account. They requested preservation of relevant access records and advice on securing any surviving sessions.


Before he sent it, he stopped at the word deceased.

“Can you use her name?”


Nora moved the cursor. She had written the request the way a support department would need to receive it: account identifier, authority, dates, issue. Efficient language. Language that could be routed to the correct person without being read twice.


She replaced the phrase with Lydia Vale.

“Thank you,” he said.


She had made that correction for other clients. It bothered her that she still needed to be asked.

Adrian scrolled to the bottom. “Will they tell us who it was?”

“They may be able to explain the event. They might not release everything to you. Some information could require a different process.”


“Even though I'm her husband?”

“Even then.”


He absorbed that without protest, which was worse than anger. Nora drew a line beneath the question on her sheet and gave him a concrete next step: she would follow up the next afternoon if no acknowledgment arrived. He repeated the time, then wrote it on the back of an envelope.

She noticed it was addressed to Lydia. He noticed too, but he kept writing. When he finished, he turned the envelope over so the appointment faced upward.


“No deletions,” he said.

“No deletions.”

The words sounded different now.


They took a break while the archive finished copying. Adrian offered coffee and then discovered he had no filters. Nora said water was fine. He apologized anyway.

From the kitchen doorway she could see a photograph on a bookshelf: Lydia standing beside a partly demolished wall, pointing at something outside the frame. Adrian was watching her instead of the camera. The picture had been taken in summer. Dust whitened the knees of his trousers.


“You work on houses?” Nora asked.

“Buildings. Mostly old ones.”

“This one too?”

“We were going to.”


He followed her glance to a strip of unfinished plaster beside the doorway.

“She wanted to keep the marks where the shelves had been. I wanted to smooth everything over.” He touched the plaster with two fingers.


“We never decided.”


Nora understood the impulse to make a sentence like that mean more than it did. In her own house, after her father died, everything he had failed to finish had briefly become evidence of what he might have intended. A loose handle. A letter without a stamp. She had been eighteen, old enough to recognize the habit and not old enough to stop.

She returned to the table before Adrian could ask her anything personal.


The copy was complete.

“We can stop for today,” she said.

“Would stopping help?”

“It might help you.”

He sat down. “I'd rather know what's there.”


They resumed with the administrative folders, leaving private correspondence untouched. Nora explained that a filename could be recorded without opening the file itself. He seemed relieved by that distinction.


The next folder was called ESTATE CONTACTS.

Inside were three subfolders. LEGAL. HOUSE.


MERCER, NORA.

She felt the recognition before the words fully arranged themselves.


“Did you add that?” she asked.


Adrian looked at the screen. “I can't add anything here. It's read-only.”

“Before the export, then. Did you send Lydia my details?”


He looked at her.

“Before she died?”


Nora heard the carelessness of the question. “I'm sorry. I meant whether you'd ever discussed hiring someone for this.”


“No.”

“Your attorney?”

“I don't know what they discussed.”


That was the sensible explanation. Her name had reached Lydia through a referral. A person who arranged access to her accounts could also have researched someone to handle them. Nora had a website, a business address, a professional photograph she disliked. None of that required a mystery.


She wrote the folder name on the inventory sheet.

Her handwriting had become smaller.

“May I open this one?”

“It's your name.”

“It's her archive.”

Adrian gave a tired, impatient nod. “Yes.”


There were four files: a PDF, two photographs, and a plain text document. One photograph's thumbnail showed a brick storefront. The other showed a woman in a dark coat standing on a sidewalk.


Nora opened the first image.


Her office occupied the second floor above a framing shop. In the photograph, the shop's striped awning was folded against the wall. Her business name was legible on the narrow glass door beside it.


The image had been taken from across the street.

She heard Adrian move closer.

“Is that where you work?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe she came by.”

“Maybe.”


She checked the archive's file information. It recorded an upload on September 8. The date could tell her when this copy had entered the service, not when somebody had pressed the shutter. She wrote both the date and that limitation down.


Then she opened the second photograph.


There she was, one hand under a cardboard box, the other holding the office door open with her shoulder. Wind had blown her hair across her mouth. She was looking down at a torn corner of the box. A man's hand appeared at the edge of the picture, offering to take it.

Nora remembered the weight before she remembered the day.


“What?” Adrian said.

She enlarged the image.


The box had contained old client files she was moving into secure storage. She had packed it badly. On the sidewalk the bottom had started to give, and the man from the framing shop had caught it before the folders fell. She remembered laughing from embarrassment.

She remembered thanking him.


She did not remember anyone across the street.

“Nora?”


She checked the photograph's embedded date. September 8 again. It agreed with her memory, but she needed something outside the file. On her phone she opened her business calendar and found the storage collection appointment.


Tuesday, September 8. Eleven thirty.


The photograph showed the courier's yellow loading notice taped inside her door. She had taken it down that afternoon.

Adrian pulled out the chair beside her. He sat without making a sound.


“When did you first hear from me?” he asked.

“Monday.”


Three days ago. His email was still near the top of her inbox, polite and apologetic about asking for an appointment at short notice.

She looked back at the woman in the photograph. The raised shoulder. The awkward box. Her unguarded face, caught during a small difficulty she had forgotten by lunchtime.

Five weeks before Adrian Vale contacted her, someone had stood outside her office and watched her struggle with a box.


Lydia had kept the picture.
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Nora closed the photograph, but its reflection stayed in the dark strip beneath the screen.


“I need to stop working for a moment,” she said.


Adrian kept his hands on his knees. “Because of the picture?”


“Because I'm in it.”


Until now, she had been able to separate what they knew from what they feared. An account event was an account event. A timestamp established only what the system claimed. But someone had watched her from across a street, and her first response had been to search the image for a face reflected in the shop window. She hadn't recorded that impulse. She had barely recognized it.


She turned a clean sheet over and wrote the time.


“I can preserve what's here. I shouldn't be the only person deciding what it means.”


“Who else?”

“Your attorney, to start.”

“Do you think Lydia was doing something illegal?”

“I don't know why she had these.”


He looked toward the photograph on the bookshelf, where his wife pointed beyond the edge of a summer afternoon.


“Neither do I.”


Nora left the other two files unopened. It cost her more than she wanted Adrian to see. Her name on a folder did not make the contents hers, and being frightened did not widen the permission she had been given.

Adrian called his attorney. While they waited, Nora wrote a short factual account of the discovery, omitting the word surveillance. She described two photographs, their apparent location, and the dates shown by the archive. Under a separate heading, she recorded her recollection of the box and the collection appointment.

The distinction looked excessive until she imagined someone else reading the page.

Adrian's attorney answered on the second attempt. Her name was Helen Sloane. She remembered Nora from their correspondence and asked to be put on speaker.


“Is anything at immediate risk of being lost?”


“We have the export as supplied,” Nora said. “There's also an unexplained account event after Lydia's death. We've asked the provider to preserve the underlying records.”


“And you're both still at the house?”

“Yes.”

Sloane paused. A door closed at her end.


“Adrian, do you remember the document I sent with the account instructions? The service preferences?”

He reached for the blue folder. “There were several attachments.”


“The one identifying Ms. Mercer.”

Nora lifted her eyes from her notes.


Adrian found the page behind a statement of account. He slid it across the table, then brought up the corresponding attachment in Sloane's email.

Lydia's name appeared at the top. Below it, in a section headed DIGITAL ESTATE ASSISTANCE, was Nora's business name, address, and telephone number.


The signature was dated September 18.

“Lydia supplied that directly?” Nora asked.


“I received it from her before her death. I can confirm the date from my correspondence. I didn't choose you.”


“Had you recommended anyone?” “I gave her a general checklist. No names.”

Adrian pressed his fingers against his eyelids.


“That's why I emailed you. Helen said Lydia had named someone. I thought you knew.”

Nora remembered his message: Your details were supplied with my wife's arrangements. She had understood an ordinary referral through the attorney.

She had not asked the extra question.


“I didn't,” she said.


There was a familiar discomfort in finding an omission that belonged to her.

Sloane confirmed that Nora could compare the document in the archive with the copy already supplied to Adrian. Anything beyond that could wait while they clarified the scope of the work and Nora's unexpected personal involvement.

“No charge for the time we're spending on the photographs,” Nora told Adrian.


“That's not what I'm worried about.”

“I know. It still needs to be clear.”


The PDF in Lydia's folder contained the same service-preference page. Nora compared the wording and dates, then recorded the match. It answered how her name had reached Adrian. It did not answer why Lydia had chosen her, or why choosing her had required a photograph.

The text file was labeled contact.txt. With Adrian's agreement, she opened it.

Her public office number. Her professional email. The address above the framing shop. One additional line:

Appointment only. Do not leave documents downstairs.


She read it twice.


That instruction appeared on her website. Everything in the file could have been copied without meeting her.

The discovery should have reassured her. Instead she found herself almost disappointed, and disliked that too.

Sloane asked them to send a concise account through her secure portal. She would retain it with the estate records and speak to Adrian
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