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  Dedication


For anyone who has ever been told they imagined the room wrong. 
May you find the door.
May you trust what you heard.
And may the truth, once spoken, refuse to disappear.
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  Chapter 1: The Dead Woman Is Typing


At 2:17 a.m., the dead woman joined our family chat. 
Not that I understood it that way at first.
At first, there was only the sound.
A small, bright chime in the dark.
I woke with my mouth dry and my right hand already moving across the sheet, searching for the phone on my nightstand before I’d fully surfaced from sleep. Simon didn’t move beside me. He slept the way he did everything else, with a quiet discipline that made even rest look intentional. One arm bent beneath the pillow. One shoulder bare above the white duvet. His breathing slow, warm, even.
The bedroom was too cold again.
It was always too cold in that house after midnight. The thermostat insisted the temperature was reasonable, seventy-one in small glowing numbers on the wall panel near the door, but the old bones of the house kept their own climate. Stone, glass, polished wood. Surfaces that held the day’s chill and returned it slowly while everyone slept.
I found my phone facedown beside a glass of water I hadn’t drunk. For a strange beat, before I turned it over, I thought I felt it breathing in my palm.
Ridiculous.
I knew that word because I used it on myself often. It was one of the ways I stayed functional. Name the reaction. Separate sensation from evidence. Do not let the body narrate the room before the facts arrive.
My phone lit my fingers blue.
One notification.
Wren Family
No preview. Just the name of the chat and the small gray line beneath it.
1 new message
I stared at it too long.
There was nothing unusual about a family text, not in ordinary homes. People forgot permission slips. Sent grocery requests. Shared pictures of the dog wearing reading glasses. In other families, a message at two in the morning might mean someone had gone into labor or missed a flight or found a leak under the sink.
In the Wren family, no one texted after ten.
Vivian considered late messages vulgar unless there was blood. Ivy preferred not to communicate with me at all unless forced by school logistics or hunger. Simon called instead of texting when something mattered, because written words, he always said, were so easily misunderstood.
Which left me.
I was the one who checked weather alerts twice. Who texted reminders to myself. Who woke convinced I’d forgotten something and had to search for proof I hadn’t. My old job had trained me badly in some ways. Crisis-line work did that. You learned that ordinary nights were only ordinary until they weren’t. You learned that silence could be a choice, a symptom, or the last thing before a person did something permanent.
I’d been away from that work for three years.
My body still kept the schedule.
I glanced at Simon again. The phone glow touched the edge of his jaw and vanished there. He’d shaved before bed, which I’d always found unnecessary and faintly touching, a private continuation of his public neatness. Even asleep, he looked like a man who would know what to do in an emergency.
I didn’t wake him.
The phone remained locked in my hand. I could’ve put it facedown again. I could’ve waited until morning and let the message become a thing with coffee around it, with daylight and Simon’s reasonable voice and the house full of its polite little noises.
Instead, I unlocked the screen.
The chat opened.
Briefly, my eyes didn’t make sense of what they were seeing. Not because it was unclear. Because it was too clear.
The last message before tonight had been from Vivian the previous afternoon.
Vivian Wren: Ivy has late rehearsal Thursday. Simon, please confirm pickup. Nora, no need to adjust dinner.
I’d read that message in the kitchen while standing beside a vase of white tulips Vivian had brought over unasked. No need to adjust dinner. Not rude, exactly. Vivian was almost never rude. Rudeness left marks. Vivian preferred pressure without fingerprints.
Simon had replied with a thumbs-up. Ivy hadn’t replied at all.
And now, beneath that, there was a new gray timestamp.
Today 2:17 AM
Below it was a typing bubble.
Three dots.
The dots pulsed once. Twice. Three times.
Then they disappeared.
No message came.
I sat up slowly, the duvet sliding down my chest, the cold taking immediate advantage. The room around me sharpened by degrees: the pale rug under the bed, the black rectangle of the window, the closed door to the sitting room that had once been Elise’s dressing room and was now, according to Simon, simply unused space.
Unused.
Not preserved. Not forbidden. Not hers.
Unused.
The phone chimed again.
This time Simon stirred.
“Nor?” His voice was low and sleep-thick. He didn’t open his eyes. “Everything okay?”
I turned the phone slightly, not enough for him to see.
“Sorry,” I whispered. “Just a notification.”
“Work?”
“No.”
He exhaled and sank back under. Within seconds, his breathing leveled again.
I waited, listening for the house.
Old houses don’t sleep. They settle. They click. They exhale through vents and pipes. The Glass House made subtler sounds than the apartments I’d lived in before Simon: the soft tick of the radiant heat, the barely audible hum from the bathroom fan that never quite shut off, the distant mechanical sigh of something in the walls doing its appointed job.
Then, from somewhere downstairs, a faint double beep.
The security system.
Not the alarm. Not exactly. The small acknowledgement tone the panel made when a door opened or closed and the system approved of it.
I looked at the bedroom door.
Closed.
Simon was still beside me.
Ivy’s room was down the hall and around the corner, close enough that I sometimes heard her music through the floorboards when she forgot herself and turned the volume up. Vivian didn’t live with us, though she had a way of being present in the house even when she wasn’t physically inside it. Her flowers. Her notes. Her handwriting on labels in the pantry.
I told myself the beep had been a dream fragment. Something my mind had attached to the phone because the hour was wrong and the house was wrong and I was too easily pulled into old habits.
I looked back at the screen.
The newest message had loaded.
But not from Vivian.
Not Simon.
Not Ivy.
The sender’s name sat above the gray bubble in small, ordinary text.
Elise Wren
For a moment, my mind performed the little mercy it sometimes offers before panic. It refused the fact and reached for an easier one.
Maybe Simon had named an old device after her.
Maybe Ivy had changed her contact name as a joke.
Maybe Vivian had somehow replied from a memorial account or an archived thread or one of those family-sharing systems I never fully understood because the Wrens organized grief the way other people organized tax documents.
But I knew the contact photo.
Everyone in that house knew it.
Elise at the beach, hair blown across half her face, one hand lifted toward the camera as if she were telling Simon not to take the picture. The image lived in frames downstairs. Smaller versions of it appeared in old albums, on Ivy’s desk, in the corner of Simon’s office behind glass that caught too much light.
Elise Wren.
Simon’s first wife.
Ivy’s mother.
Dead for exactly two years, though I didn’t consciously think exactly until later. At that moment I thought only dead, dead, dead, with the dull insistence of a word struck too many times against bone.
The message bubble was empty.
No, not empty.
It contained one attachment.
A photo.
The thumbnail was dark, almost black, but I saw a pale vertical shape in the center. A door. Maybe a wall. Something caught by a weak light source.
I tapped it.
The photo opened slowly, line by line, as if it were reluctant to become itself.
I saw our bedroom.
Not the entire room. Just the edge of it, taken from the doorway or near it. The bed appeared in the lower left corner, a slope of white duvet and shadow. Simon’s sleeping shoulder was visible. My side of the bed was mostly hidden by darkness, but the shape of me was there. Hair on the pillow. One bare arm outside the covers.
The photo had been taken tonight.
From inside the house.
My hand tightened around the phone until my thumb hurt.
I looked toward the bedroom door again.
Closed.
I had a memory, or something like one, of shutting it before bed. Simon had teased me about it. “Afraid of ghosts?” he’d asked, soft enough that it was almost kindness. I’d said no. He’d smiled, kissed the side of my neck, and turned off the lamp.
Afraid of ghosts.
I threw the duvet back before I could talk myself out of moving.
The floor was cold enough to sting. I crossed to the door, each step too loud in my own ears. The old boards didn’t creak. That was worse somehow. The Wrens had renovated the house so carefully that even its age had been trained to behave.
I put my hand on the knob.
Paused.
Behind me, Simon murmured something in his sleep. Not a word. Just a low sound.
I opened the door.
The hallway was empty.
The sconces along the wall were dimmed to their nighttime setting, little bowls of yellow light that made the runner look darker than it was. Ivy’s door was closed at the far end. The framed photographs between our room and hers hung in their straight, disciplined rows. Simon as a boy in a blazer. Vivian in a cream suit holding a champagne flute. Ivy at five, missing two front teeth. Elise everywhere.
Elise laughing.
Elise in profile.
Elise holding Ivy on the back lawn.
Elise wearing the same blue scarf that Vivian had once told me brought out her eyes, then stopped talking as if she’d said something indecent.
Still, I kept my body half inside the bedroom, as if crossing fully into the hallway would make me part of whatever had happened there.
I looked at the photo again.
The angle was wrong for someone standing at the door. It was lower. Near waist height. Maybe from the small table outside the bedroom where Simon left cuff links and Ivy dropped permission slips and Vivian sometimes placed mail she’d already opened for us because it had seemed important.
There was nothing on that table now but a ceramic dish and a small arrangement of eucalyptus in a narrow glass vase.
No phone.
No camera.
No person.
“Nora?”
This time Simon was awake.
I turned too quickly. My shoulder brushed the doorframe, and the little sting of impact almost steadied me.
He’d pushed himself up on one elbow. His hair was mussed, one side flattened from sleep. Without his daytime composure fully assembled, he looked younger. More vulnerable. For one disorienting second, I wanted to climb back into bed and hand him the phone and let him make the world reasonable again.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“There was a message.”
His eyes moved from my face to the phone.
Something passed through his expression. Not fear. Not quite. A narrowing, maybe. The small focusing movement of a man who had been handed a problem and had already begun choosing its shape.
“What message?”
I came back into the room but didn’t close the door behind me.
“From the family chat.”
“At two in the morning?”
I nodded.
“Vivian?”
“No.”
“Ivy?”
“No.”
The silence after that was too careful.
Simon held out his hand.
I gave him the phone because marriage, at its best and worst, is made of these reflexes. You pass over what frightens you. You wait to be told whether it’s frightening.
He looked down.
I watched his face.
His didn’t.
His face went still in a way I’d seen only once before, at our wedding reception, when an elderly aunt I didn’t know had hugged me too hard and whispered, “She would’ve hated this less than everyone thinks.” Simon had been behind me then. I’d turned in time to see the stillness before he replaced it with a host’s smile.
Now there was no smile.
He stared at the screen.
I waited for him to say impossible. I waited for cruel. I waited for some human sound.
Instead, he touched the image and zoomed in.
“Simon.”
“Give me a second.”
His voice was calm. Too calm, maybe, but that was Simon. He’d been raised in a house where panic was treated like muddy shoes. Something to be contained before it marked the floors.
He enlarged the lower edge of the photograph. The bed blurred into pale blocks of light. My own sleeping shape became indistinct, almost faceless. The image had been compressed, maybe forwarded, maybe taken from farther away than it first appeared.
“Could be old,” he said.
“It’s not old.”
“We can’t know that yet.”
“That’s our bedspread.”
“We’ve had that bedspread for months.”
“There’s a glass of water on my nightstand.” I pointed, though the photograph was too dark to show it clearly. “I put it there before bed.”
He didn’t answer.
“And that’s your phone charger on the floor,” I said. “You dropped it there tonight.”
Simon looked down at the floor beside his nightstand.
The white cord lay exactly where I’d said, half under the bed, curved like something trying to hide.
He handed the phone back.
“Someone is playing a sick joke.”
The phrase was so ordinary that I almost laughed.
Not because it was funny. Because it was ready. Because he’d found a box for the thing and placed it inside before I’d finished showing him its edges.
“Who?” I asked.
“We’ll find out.”
“Simon.”
His gaze returned to mine.
“Elise is dead.”
“I know that.”
“You say it like I need reminding.”
“No.” He softened immediately. Reached for me. “No, that’s not what I meant.”
I let him take my wrist, but I didn’t sit.
His thumb moved once over the inside of my pulse. A comforting gesture. A measuring one.
“You’re cold,” he said.
“I heard the security panel.”
“When?”
“After the first notification.”
He looked toward the open door.
“The house settles.”
“It was the panel.”
“Nora.”
Because Simon had been good to me. Patient with my carefulness. Gentle around the professional reflexes I pretended were personality traits. He’d loved me without asking me to compete with a dead woman, at least not directly. He’d given me space in the house, in the marriage, in Ivy’s grief. He’d told me, more than once, that I didn’t have to earn my place.
And still, my place had always felt borrowed.
The phone buzzed again.
Both of us looked down.
The chat had changed.
The image was still there, a small dark square above the newest bubble.
The typing indicator appeared beneath Elise’s name.
Three dots.
Simon stopped touching my wrist.
For three seconds, neither of us moved.
The dots pulsed.
Once.
Twice.
Then the message arrived.
Five words.
Not a threat.
Not exactly.
That was what made it worse.
Elise Wren: Do not let her sleep in my room.






  
  Chapter 2: Reasonable Explanations


Simon didn’t touch the phone again. 
That should’ve comforted me. A guilty person might have grabbed for it. Deleted something. Explained too quickly. Fumbled. Simon did none of those things. He sat very still against the pillows, the white duvet folded across his waist, his face lit from below by the message on my screen.
Elise Wren: Do not let her sleep in my room.
He read it once. Then again. Then his eyes lifted to mine.
“Nora,” he said, “look at me.”
I didn’t want to. The phone had become a small, bright wound in my hand, and looking away from it felt like leaving pressure on an artery.
“Nora.”
I looked at him.
“This isn’t Elise.”
His voice was quiet. Patient. It carried the kind of certainty people borrow when they don’t have proof but need everyone nearby to behave as if they do.
“I know that,” I said.
But I’d answered too fast.
Something moved behind his eyes. Not suspicion. A private recalculation.
“She’s dead,” he said.
“I know.”
“She has been dead for two years.”
“I know that too.”
“I’m not saying it because you don’t.” He pushed the duvet aside and stood. “I’m saying it because whoever sent this wants the first reaction to be emotional. That’s the point.”
He was good at that. Pulling terror down into language. Making it smaller by giving it a motive.
He said it like he already knew the shape my panic would take, and I mistook that for intimacy instead of information.
Whoever sent this.
Not whatever happened.
Not how did her name get there.
Whoever.
The pronoun steadied the room enough that I noticed my own bare feet on the floor, the cold coming up through the boards, the way my fingers had tightened around the phone until the edge of the case pressed a groove into my palm.
Simon crossed to the dresser and picked up his own phone. His movements were precise but not rushed. He checked the family chat, frowned, then turned the screen toward me.
The message was there too.
The photograph.
The words.
Elise’s name.
Her little beach photo.
I’d expected that, but seeing it on his phone made the thing worse. It wasn’t my device glitching in the dark. Not a stress artifact. Not some private crack in my reality that would vanish under another person’s touch.
It existed for both of us.
Simon opened Elise’s contact card. I watched his thumb move. There were two numbers saved there, one labeled mobile and another labeled old. One email address. A birthday. No notes.
He tapped the mobile number and lifted the phone to his ear.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Calling it.”
From my phone, still in my hand, a call banner appeared.
Simon Wren calling Elise Wren
Then, somewhere beyond the bedroom, faint and muffled, a vibration began.
One buzz.
Then another.
Then a third.
Simon lowered his phone.
The sound continued.
It wasn’t coming from my hand. It wasn’t coming from his.
It was coming from the hall.
Neither of us moved for one whole second. I measured it by the pulse in my throat.
Simon reached the door before I did. He stepped into the hallway with one hand lifted slightly behind him, not quite telling me to stay back, not quite letting me follow. I followed anyway.
The sconces glowed along the corridor. Ivy’s door remained closed. The family photographs watched from their polished frames.
The buzzing stopped.
Simon looked toward the small table outside our room.
Nothing but the ceramic dish and the eucalyptus.
“Maybe downstairs,” he said.
His voice was different now. Still calm, but flatter at the edges.
“You heard it too.”
“I heard something.”
“Simon.”
He turned to me, and for the first time since the message arrived, irritation crossed his face. It came and went so quickly I almost doubted it. Almost.
“I’m trying not to make this worse,” he said.
I heard what he meant beneath it.
Don’t make this worse.
I’d said something like that hundreds of times in my old office, into a headset, to people sitting on bathroom floors and motel beds and bridges and kitchen tiles. Stay with me. Keep breathing. Tell me what you can see. We’re going to make this smaller for the next ten seconds.
Sometimes smaller was all you could do.
Sometimes it was a lie.
A door clicked open at the end of the hall.
Ivy stood there in an oversized gray sweatshirt, her dark hair twisted badly over one shoulder, one sock on and one foot bare. At fifteen, she had the unfinished look of someone always caught between versions of herself. Too young in the morning. Too old when angry. Tonight she looked both.
Her eyes went to Simon first.
Then to me.
Not to the phone.
She didn’t ask what happened. didn’t ask why we were in the hall. didn’t ask about the buzzing.
She looked at me as if the answer had already arrived and she was waiting to see what I would do with it.
“What’s going on?” she said.
Simon’s shoulders changed. Father before husband. Protector before witness.
“Nothing you need to worry about.”
Ivy’s mouth moved, not quite a smile.
“At two in the morning?”
“There was a message,” I said.
Simon glanced at me.
Ivy leaned her shoulder against the doorframe.
“What kind of message?”
“Someone used your mother’s name,” Simon said.
That wasn’t what had happened.
Not exactly.
Someone used your mother’s name sounded like graffiti. A nasty trick. Teenagers with a password. A cruel impulse.
It didn’t include the photograph of us sleeping.
It didn’t include the buzzing in the hall.
It didn’t include the five words still burning under my thumb.
Ivy’s face didn’t change.
“Show me.”
“No,” Simon said.
“Why not?”
“Because I don’t know who sent it, and I’m not letting them use your mother to upset you.”
She laughed once. It was a small sound with no humor in it.
“That’s very protective of you.”
“Ivy.”
“What did she say?”
Simon went still.
He looked from Ivy to me, as if asking me not to repeat it.
But Ivy was already watching my hand.
“What did she say?” she asked me.
The hallway seemed to narrow. The framed photographs on the wall caught the weak light and doubled it. Elise at the beach. Elise holding Ivy. Elise standing beside Simon in the garden, her chin tilted toward him while he looked at the camera.
I didn’t hand Ivy the phone. I turned the screen.
She read the message without touching it.
Something changed in her face then. Not shock. Not grief. Something closer to recognition, gone almost before I could name it.
Then she looked at me again.
“Why would she call it her room?”
Simon exhaled sharply. “That’s enough.”
“It was her room.”
“Ivy.”
“It was.”
“She’s trying to sleep,” Simon said, and it took me one beat too long to realize he meant me.
Ivy’s eyes cut to him.
“No she isn’t.”
The front gate.
Simon’s head turned.
I stared at him.
“Who is that?”
He didn’t answer immediately.
Ivy’s face closed.
Of course, I thought.
Of course someone was coming.
Simon looked at his phone. “My mother.”
“At two in the morning?” I said.
“I texted her.”
“When?”
“Before I called Elise’s number.”
I tried to replay the last five minutes and failed. His movements had been precise. Dresser. Phone. Contact card. Call. Hall. Had he texted Vivian in between? Had I missed it because I was listening for a dead woman’s phone somewhere outside the door?
“You texted Vivian before you called the number?”
“I thought she should know.”
“Why?”
“Because Ivy is involved.”
“I’m standing right here,” Ivy said.
Simon’s jaw tightened.
The gate chime sounded again, then the faint mechanical click of the front lock release. Simon had opened it from his phone.
Lights. Locks. Gates. Cameras. Heat. Doors. All the ordinary conveniences of a smart home that I’d accepted because everyone accepted them now. Because app-controlled locks were normal. Family cloud accounts were normal. Shared calendars were normal. Passwords saved for convenience were normal.
Normal was the most dangerous word in any house.
Simon started down the hall.
“I’ll let her in.”
“You already did,” I said.
I hadn’t meant it as an accusation. It came out that way.
His face softened at once, which was worse than anger.
“Nora, someone has frightened you on purpose. I need you to let me handle one thing at a time.”
One thing at a time.
The crisis-line voice again. The voice that worked because it sounded like care.
Ivy moved before I could answer. She stepped fully into the hall, one bare foot on the runner, and folded her arms.
“Grandmother knew already, didn’t she?”
Simon looked at her.
“She knew before you texted.”
“No.”
“Then why is she dressed?”
“Ivy, go back to your room.”
“She’ll be dressed,” Ivy said to me.
Her tone was flat. Almost bored. But her fingers had tightened around the sleeve of her sweatshirt until the fabric twisted white at the seam.
“She always is when something bad happens.”
Downstairs, the front door opened.
No alarm. No surprise.
Just the soft hydraulic hush of expensive hardware.
Vivian Wren’s voice rose from below, composed and carrying.
“Simon?”
Ivy looked at me, not triumphant. Not frightened either.
Waiting.
Simon went downstairs.
For a moment Ivy and I remained in the hallway alone, Elise’s photographs between us.
I’d never known what to do with Ivy when Simon wasn’t there to translate her. She wasn’t rude in the obvious ways people warned stepmothers about. She didn’t slam doors for effect or call me names or sabotage dinners. She was better than that. Quieter. More exact.
She made absence a weapon.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
Her eyebrows lifted slightly.
“For what?”
“I know this must be upsetting.”
“There it is.”
“What?”
“The voice.”
I felt my throat tighten. “What voice?”
“The one you use when you want people to stay calm.”
I had no answer for that.
From downstairs came the murmur of Simon and Vivian. Low voices. Not urgent enough. That bothered me. If Vivian had just learned that her dead daughter-in-law’s name was sending messages into the family chat at two in the morning, there should’ve been shock. Confusion. Something broken loose.
Instead, I heard the clink of the hall table drawer.
Vivian knew where everything was.
Even in our house.
Especially in our house.
Ivy’s gaze dropped to my phone.
“Did it show a picture?”
I went still.
Simon hadn’t told her that.
I hadn’t told her that.
The hallway seemed suddenly too bright.
“What makes you ask that?”
She shrugged.
Too late.
The gesture arrived after the question. A cover placed over something already visible.
“People send pictures.”
“Not dead people.”
Her eyes flicked toward mine.
It was the first time either of us had said it plainly.
“Do you think she’s dead?” Ivy asked.
I stared at her.
The question was so absurd, so cruel, that for half a second I thought I’d misheard.
“Ivy.”
“You didn’t know her.”
“No,” I said carefully. “I didn’t.”
“So you only know what they told you.”
Downstairs, Vivian laughed softly.
Not because anything was funny. Vivian’s laugh was a social instrument, like a hand placed over a stain on a tablecloth.
Ivy stepped back into her room.
“Don’t let him explain too much,” she said.
Then she closed the door between us.
I stood alone in the hall with the phone in my hand and the message still open. My screen had started to dim. Elise’s words faded toward black, then brightened when my thumb shifted against the glass.
Do not let her sleep in my room.
A floorboard creaked below.
Vivian appeared at the bottom of the stairs in a navy coat belted over cream silk pajamas, her silver hair smooth, pearl earrings in place. Ivy had been right. She was fully dressed in the way Vivian considered fully dressed: not formal, exactly, but prepared for witnesses.
She looked up at me with concern arranged so perfectly it might have been kindness if I hadn’t been standing above her in bare feet, holding a message from a dead woman.
“My dear,” she said. “Simon told me there has been some ugliness.”
Some ugliness.
Not an impossible message.
Not Elise.
Not someone taking a photograph of us sleeping.
Behind her, Simon stood near the front table, his phone in one hand, his other resting on the drawer Vivian had opened. Inside that drawer, I knew, were spare keys, a flashlight, batteries, the printed alarm-code card Simon insisted was only for emergencies, and a small leather book where Vivian kept household numbers in her narrow handwriting.
Vivian began climbing the stairs.
Slowly. Carefully. As if approaching a startled animal.
“Let’s not give this more power than it deserves,” she said.
I should’ve asked what she meant.
I should’ve asked why she’d come so quickly, why Simon had texted her before he’d told me, why Ivy knew about the photograph, why Elise’s number rang somewhere in the house, why the front lock opened without anyone touching the door.
Instead, I looked down at my phone again.
The timestamp sat above Elise’s message in small gray text.
Today 2:17 AM
My mind finally connected what my body had understood before I did.
I’d seen that time before.
On the sympathy cards still boxed in the attic.
On the memorial program Vivian kept tucked inside a photo album.
On the death certificate Simon had shown me only once, folded in thirds, his thumb covering the lower half as if paper could be modest.
Elise Wren had died at 2:17 a.m.
Exactly two years ago tonight.






  
  Chapter 3: The Calendar That Remembered


Two years earlier 
Elise Wren started recording because she was tired of being told she’d misunderstood.
She sat on the floor of Ivy’s bedroom at 11:38 p.m., back against the foot of the bed, knees bent beneath Simon’s old college sweatshirt. The room smelled of lavender detergent, pencil shavings, and the sour plastic scent of a science project Ivy had abandoned on the desk. A cardboard model of the solar system sagged beneath a paper sun. Saturn’s ring had torn loose on one side and hung at an angle, which Elise had been meaning to fix for three days.
She hadn’t fixed it.
She hadn’t fixed a lot of things lately.
Her phone lay facedown on the rug between her knees.
No, not her phone.
The other one.
The old one.
The one Simon thought had been wiped and traded in six months earlier, when he bought her the newer model and moved all her photos for her because, as he’d said, she always got impatient with transfer prompts. He’d smiled when he said it. Simon smiled often when he corrected people. It softened the correction, made the other person feel unreasonable for noticing the blade.
Elise touched the black screen with one finger.
The phone woke to a lock screen photograph of Ivy at seven, wet-haired and furious at the beach, clutching a blue shovel like a weapon.
Elise entered the passcode.
Not her current passcode. Not the family code Simon knew. The old one, the private one, the one she’d once used before Vivian suggested shared passwords were practical in a household with a child.
The voice memo app opened.
The red button waited.
Elise looked at Ivy, asleep under a quilt patterned with pale birds. Her daughter had kicked one leg out from beneath the covers. Her mouth was slightly open. One hand curled under her cheek.
She looked younger when she slept. That had begun to frighten Elise.
During the day, Ivy watched adults too carefully. She noticed who paused before answering, who glanced toward Vivian before agreeing, who smiled only after Simon did. She’d started storing reactions the way other children stored beads and stickers, small bright pieces of other people she might need later.
Elise pressed record.
For a moment, she said nothing.
The red waveform trembled anyway, catching the room tone. The hum of the small white-noise machine on Ivy’s dresser. The whisper of heat through the vent. The old house’s gentle, managed quiet.
“This is Elise Wren,” she said softly.
She stopped. Her own name sounded dramatic. Legal. Like the first line of evidence.
She almost deleted it.
Instead, she took a breath and continued.
“It’s Tuesday, October twenty-fifth. Eleven thirty-nine p.m. I’m in Ivy’s room. Ivy is asleep.”
The waveform moved with her voice.
“I’m making this recording because the family calendar was changed again.”
She waited after she said it, as if the room might object.
It didn’t.
The calendar sounded small when spoken aloud. Petty. That was the problem with all of it. Individually, every incident seemed too slight to matter. Stacked together, they made a shape Elise could no longer pretend not to see.
“This afternoon,” she said, “I received a reminder for Ivy’s orthodontist appointment at four-thirty. I didn’t make that appointment. I’d put it in for Thursday at three. I know this because Thursday at three was the only time that didn’t conflict with her piano lesson or Simon’s call with the foundation board. I remember making it. I remember because Vivian was in the kitchen when I made it, and she said Thursday traffic near the school was impossible at that hour. I told her I would manage.”
The memory rose with perfect, irritating clarity.
Vivian at the kitchen island, silver hair brushed smooth, a knife moving through an apple in thin, even cuts. Ivy doing homework at the far end of the island, earbuds in but not playing anything. Simon in the next room on a call, his voice low and polished.
Vivian hadn’t looked up when Elise added the appointment.
Thursday will be difficult, darling.
I’ll manage.
Of course you will.
Elise shifted on the rug. Her left foot had gone numb.
“When I questioned the calendar change,” she said into the phone, “Simon told me I must have moved it because I was worried about the piano lesson. He said I’d been distracted lately.”
She heard his voice again.
You have a lot in your head right now, El.
Not cruel. Never cruel in a way a witness could repeat without sounding petty.
“I checked the calendar history,” Elise whispered. “The visible history says the appointment was created yesterday at 8:12 p.m. from my phone.”
Her eyes dropped to the device in her hand.
“My current phone was charging in the kitchen at 8:12. I was upstairs with Ivy. We were reading. Simon came in at 8:20 and said he needed my phone to check the school app because his login had timed out.”
“I gave it to him.”
The white-noise machine clicked once, a tiny plastic sound as it looped.
Ivy stirred, then settled.
Elise lowered her voice even more.
“I know how this sounds.”
I know how this sounds.
A pre-apology for telling the truth badly.
“The back hall door locked from the outside tonight,” she said.
The words entered the room and changed it.
She glanced toward Ivy’s bedroom door.
Closed.
Not locked.
She no longer locked Ivy’s door. Not after Simon had looked at the knob one morning and asked, lightly, what exactly she was afraid of inside their own house.
The back hall door was different. It led from the kitchen extension into the old part of the house, where the mudroom, service stairs, pantry, and utility closet sat in a cold little cluster of rooms the renovation had left mostly intact. It had an old latch and a newer smart mechanism Simon had installed for safety.
Everything in that house had been done for safety, ease, family harmony, or Elise’s peace of mind.
Those were the four names they gave to control.
“At 9:06 p.m., after Ivy went upstairs, I went to the mudroom to get the school form from her backpack. The door between the kitchen and rear hall wouldn’t open. The latch turned, but the smart lock was engaged. From my side, there’s no keypad. There’s only the manual latch.”
Her hand tightened on the phone.
“I called for Simon. He didn’t answer. I called again. Vivian answered from the living room and asked why I was raising my voice.”
Elise closed her eyes.
Simon had come from his office a moment later with his phone in his hand. He unlocked the door from the app before he reached her. The bolt slid back with a neat mechanical sigh.
There you are, he’d said, as if she’d been hiding.
Elise had asked why the door was locked.
He’d frowned down at the app.
It says you locked it.
No, she’d said.
He turned the phone toward her. There, in clean little text, was the log.
Rear Hall Door secured by Elise Wren. 9:04 PM.
She’d stared until the letters loosened from meaning.
“I didn’t lock the door,” she whispered now. “I didn’t have my phone. My phone was on the kitchen island. I remember because Ivy’s school form was under it.”
If she said, I remember, Simon could say, gently, Do you?
If she said, The form was under the phone, it became harder to smooth away.
“Ivy saw the door locked,” she said.
She looked at her daughter.
Ivy’s face remained turned toward the wall. One hand had slipped out from under the quilt, palm up, fingers loosely curled.
“She was at the top of the stairs,” Elise said. “She saw me try the latch. She saw Simon unlock it from his phone. After Vivian went to bed, Ivy came into my room and asked why Dad said I locked myself out.”
Her throat tightened.
The question had been quiet. Too quiet.
Ivy had stood at the edge of Elise’s room in a nightshirt printed with tiny moons, arms folded hard across her chest.
Why did Dad say you locked yourself out?
Because that was what the log said.
But you didn’t.
No.
Then why did he say it like you did?
Elise had wanted to say, Because your father needs the version that makes me smaller.
She hadn’t.
She’d said, Adults explain things badly when they are tired.
Ivy had watched her for a long time.
Then she’d said, Grandmother says tired people are the easiest people to help because they stop arguing.
Elise had felt something cold move through her.
Into the phone, she said, “I don’t want Ivy pulled into this.”
A thin lie.
Not because she wanted Ivy involved. God, no. Because Ivy was already involved. Because children in families like theirs didn’t stay outside the weather. They learned to read it before they learned to name it.
“Elise?”
She froze.
Simon’s voice came from the hall.
Not sharp. Not suspicious. Almost tender.
“El?”
The phone screen glowed against her palm.
Ivy opened her eyes.
Elise lifted one finger to her lips.
Ivy didn’t look confused.
She didn’t look confused at all.
Simon knocked lightly on the door. Two taps. The civilized kind.
“Elise, are you in there?”
She stopped the recording.
Not because she meant to. Her thumb moved on instinct, pressing the red square, saving the file into silence.
The old phone displayed the title automatically.
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She locked the screen and slid the device beneath Ivy’s bed, behind the hanging edge of the quilt.
“Mom,” Ivy breathed.
Elise rose too quickly. Her numb foot buckled. She caught herself on the bedpost, pain fizzing up her ankle.
“Go back to sleep,” she whispered.
The door opened before she reached it.
Simon stood in the hallway wearing navy pajama pants and a white T-shirt, his hair damp from a shower. He looked tired. Handsome. Concerned in a way that would’ve convinced anyone who hadn’t spent the last year learning the cost of his concern.
“There you are,” he said.
Again.
Elise hated the phrase now.
As if she were always the one being found.
“I was checking on Ivy.”
His eyes moved past her to the bed.
Ivy closed hers at once, too quickly.
Elise felt Simon notice.
“Everything all right?” he asked.
“Fine.”
“You’ve been quiet tonight.”
“I’m tired.”
“I know.”
He said it gently enough that she could feel the trap inside it.
He stepped closer, lowering his voice.
“Your mother called.”
“My mother is dead.”
A flicker crossed his face. “My mother.”
Vivian had stopped being Vivian months ago in Simon’s mouth. She’d become my mother when he wanted Elise to soften, Mom when he wanted Ivy included, Vivian when he wanted plausible distance.
“What did she want?”
“She’s worried.”
“She’s always worried after she creates something to worry about.”
His expression shifted then. Not much. A small withdrawal. A quiet disappointment.
“Elise.”
There was her name in that tone. The sad one. The one that made her sound already halfway unreasonable.
“I’m allowed to be angry,” she said.
“Of course you are.”
“No, I’m not. That’s the problem. Every time I’m angry, everyone starts taking notes.”
He glanced toward Ivy.
Elise hated herself for saying it in this room.
Simon stepped closer and lowered his voice further.
“We can talk in our room.”
“No.”
“No?”
The single syllable was soft.
“Yes,” she said. “No.”
He studied her.
She watched him decide which version of himself the moment required. Patient husband. Tired father. Injured son. Man managing an unstable wife.
Finally he nodded.
“All right,” he said. “Sleep in here if you need to.”
It should’ve sounded generous.
It sounded like documentation.
He looked again toward Ivy, whose breathing had become too even.
“Good night, sweetheart,” he said.
Ivy didn’t answer.
Simon smiled faintly, then withdrew. The door closed without a click.
Elise stood where he’d left her, listening to his footsteps move down the hall.
Not to their room. Not at first.
A soft electronic tone came from somewhere near the rear of the house.
Then another.
The smart lock app.
Elise’s skin tightened.
She waited until his footsteps retreated for real, then crouched beside Ivy’s bed and reached beneath the quilt.
The old phone was gone.
For one bright, sick second, she thought Simon had taken it.
Then Ivy’s hand emerged from under her pillow.
She was holding the phone.
Elise stared at her daughter.
Ivy’s face was pale in the faint light from the nightstand.
“I moved it,” Ivy whispered. “You put it in the obvious place.”
Elise didn’t speak.
“I didn’t unlock it,” Ivy said quickly. “I know you said not to use your old passcode unless there’s an emergency.”
Elise sat slowly on the edge of the bed.
Outside the room, the house remained quiet. Obedient. Waiting.
Ivy held the phone out, but didn’t let go when Elise took it.
“Mom?”
“Yes?”
“If you need people to believe you,” Ivy whispered, “you have to make them think it was their idea first.”
Only recognition.
Then horror.
She looked at Ivy’s small hand still curled around the edge of the phone.
“Who told you that?”
Ivy’s eyes shifted toward the closed door.
Not enough for someone else to notice.
Enough for Elise.
The phone felt suddenly heavy between them.
Elise pressed record again, though she didn’t remember deciding to do it.
The red waveform woke.
Her voice, when it came, was barely more than breath.
“Someone is teaching Ivy how to lie.”






  
  Chapter 4: The Number That Shouldn’t Exist


By three in the morning, Vivian had made tea. 
Not coffee. Coffee would’ve admitted emergency. Tea allowed the house to pretend this was only a difficult conversation at an unfortunate hour, something civilized people could soften with china cups and warmed milk.
She stood at the kitchen island in her belted navy coat, silk pajamas visible at the collar, pearl earrings catching the overhead light each time she moved. She hadn’t removed her shoes. The rest of us looked interrupted by the night: Simon barefoot in a T-shirt, Ivy sullen in her sweatshirt, me in a cardigan pulled crookedly over my sleep shirt.
Vivian looked summoned.
Prepared.
The kitchen at night was the coldest room in the house. It shouldn’t have been. The back wall was glass from floor to ceiling, a renovation Simon called “the brightening” and Vivian called “necessary, given what the old kitchen was like.” Beyond the panes, the garden was black, the hedges hard shapes, the stone path silvered by a motion light that had clicked on for no reason and stayed on, shining at nothing.
The family chat sat open on the island between us.
My phone.
Simon’s phone.
Vivian’s phone.
Ivy hadn’t brought hers down. When Simon asked where it was, she shrugged and said charging, which was one of those teenage answers adults accepted because the alternative required energy.
No one asked whether Elise’s old phone was charging too.
Vivian slid a cup toward me without asking whether I wanted it.
Earlier that week, she’d referred to my old crisis center by its full legal name, though I couldn’t remember giving it to her. I’d filed the detail under research, the Wren family term for intrusion done politely.
“Drink this, Nora.”
Mint. Clean, sharp, medicinal.
“I’m fine.”
“Of course you are. Drink it anyway.”
Simon’s hand came to rest between my shoulder blades. “It might help.”
Two people could make care feel like a corner if they stood close enough.
I picked up the cup but didn’t drink.
Across the island, Ivy watched through the fall of her hair. At fifteen, she’d already mastered the trick of looking bored while missing nothing.
“We need to preserve the messages,” I said.
Vivian gave a small approving nod, as if I’d suggested labeling leftovers. “Very sensible.”
Simon had already taken screenshots. Before anyone told him to. That should’ve reassured me. The opposite happened.
He lined up evidence too neatly.
“I’m going to call the carrier,” I said.
“At three in the morning?” Vivian asked.
“Fraud support is usually twenty-four hours.”
“Usually,” Simon said. “But we don’t know this is fraud yet.”
“What else would it be?”
“A spoofing app. A cloned number. Someone got access to an old backup.”
“You said that upstairs.”
“Because it’s still the most likely explanation.”
Likely.
He chose words like stepping stones across water.
I set the tea down. “Then the carrier can confirm it.”
Simon’s hand left my back.
A small withdrawal. Almost nothing. My body registered it anyway.
“Nora,” he said, “we need to be careful how much attention we give this before we know what it is. If someone is trying to upset Ivy, every reaction becomes part of the reward.”
Ivy made a soft sound.
Simon turned. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“Say it.”
She looked at him with the flat patience of a girl who had already been punished for speaking and punished for silence.
“I said nothing.”
Vivian placed tea in front of Simon. “Let’s not start fighting each other. That’s exactly what ugliness does. It enters a house and waits for everyone to become undignified.”
Ugliness again.
Not Elise.
Not someone taking a picture from our doorway.
Not a dead woman’s number ringing inside the walls.
I opened my phone’s browser and searched for the carrier login before anyone could turn the word into a rule. Simon saw what I was doing.
“I can pull up the account,” he said.
“I have it.”
“You don’t have admin access.”
Simon softened the next words. “I mean, I don’t think you do. It’s the family plan. My mother set it up years ago.”
Vivian stirred her tea. The spoon made one precise circle, then stopped.
“It was simpler,” she said. “Everything in one place. Bills, devices, usage, emergency contacts. Convenience isn’t sinister.”
“I didn’t say it was sinister.”
“No. Of course not.”
I entered Simon’s email, then the shared house password he’d given me after I moved in because he wanted me to feel at home.
The login failed.
I entered it again.
Failed.
Simon reached for my phone. “Let me.”
I moved it away before I could make the decision look casual.
“I can do it.”
His hand froze above the counter, then lowered.
Vivian saw. Ivy saw. I saw them see.
The third attempt locked the portal.
Too many unsuccessful login attempts. For account security, please verify identity.
Shame doesn’t always announce itself. Sometimes it simply rearranges your breathing.
Simon said, “That’s why I offered.”
“I used the password you gave me.”
“We changed it after the router issue.”
“When?”
“A few months ago.”
“You didn’t tell me.”
“I thought I did.”
I thought I did.
Not a lie. Not provable. A doorway through which blame could politely exit.
Ivy’s chair scraped against the floor.
“No, you didn’t,” she said.
Simon looked at her. “Ivy.”
“You didn’t tell her. You told Grandma. I was here.”
Vivian set down her spoon. “Darling, that was a different password.”
“No it wasn’t.”
“It was.”
Ivy’s mouth tightened.
Simon leaned his palms on the island. “Everyone is tired.”
Everyone is tired.
Adults explain things badly when they are tired.
Tired people are the easiest people to help because they stop arguing.
I’d never heard Vivian say that last sentence, but Ivy had.
I looked down at the family chat.
Elise Wren: Do not let her sleep in my room.
I touched Elise’s contact photo. The beach image opened larger. Hair across half her face. One hand lifted toward the camera. Stop. Don’t.
A contact menu appeared.
Call. Message. Video. Info.
I tapped Info.
The number displayed beneath her name.
Not from calling it. I’d never called Elise Wren in my life. But the last four digits appeared on old forms in the office drawer, on Ivy’s school emergency contact sheet, on a faded label stuck to the back of a charging cord in the pantry.
Elise’s number had become one of those household ghosts: present in paper, absent in use.
I copied it and searched through the support page. The locked account blocked me from records, so I tried the general chat.
How can we help today?
I typed: Someone is using a deceased family member’s number to send messages. Need to confirm whether number is active.
The automated bot offered condolences and a menu of grief-related account services.
Vivian read over my shoulder.
“How thoughtful,” she said.
I turned the phone facedown.
“Please don’t.”
Her expression stilled. “Don’t what?”
“Read over my shoulder.”
A tiny silence followed. Not explosive. Worse. Perfectly polite.
Simon straightened. “Nora.”
“No.” I looked at him. “Don’t Nora me.”
Ivy lowered her head. I couldn’t tell whether she was hiding a smile or something else.
Vivian drew herself up by no visible amount. “I’m trying to help.”
“Then help by not managing my reaction.”
For the first time since she’d arrived, Vivian looked directly angry.
It was almost refreshing.
Then concern returned with a cleaner seam than before.
“My dear,” she said, “when a message arrives from a dead woman in the middle of the night, management isn’t the enemy.”
I heard the trap after the words were out.
A message arrives from a dead woman.
She’d said it.
Finally.
Not Elise’s name. Not your mother. Not Simon’s first wife.
A dead woman.
The phrase sounded rehearsed by its lack of feeling.
Simon’s phone rang.
Everyone started except Vivian.
He looked down. “It’s the carrier fraud line.”
“I thought we were waiting,” I said.
“I requested a callback.”
“When?”
“When I took screenshots.”
Of course he had.
He answered on speaker after one glance at Ivy, who rolled her eyes and stayed where she was.
“This is Simon Wren.”
A bright professional voice filled the kitchen. “Hello, Mr. Wren. This is Mara from Northstar Mobile’s account security team. I understand you’re reporting suspicious activity on a family line.”
Mara.
The name struck the room strangely, not because it meant anything, but because dead women’s names shouldn’t sit beside customer-service scripts at three in the morning.
“Yes,” Simon said. “Thank you for calling.”
“Before we proceed, I’ll need to verify the primary account holder.”
Simon glanced at Vivian.
She slid her phone across the island with a code already displayed.
Already.
Prepared.
Simon read the code aloud.
I stared at Vivian’s phone.
“You had the verification code ready?”
“It came in while you were trying the password,” Vivian said.
“Why did it go to you?”
“I’m the primary account holder.”
“Still?”
Her eyebrows lifted. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
Because Simon was forty-two. Because I lived in the house. Because Elise had died two years ago. Because Ivy’s school forms still listed a phone number belonging to a dead woman. Because everything in the Wren family had a keeper, and somehow the keeper was always Vivian.
The representative continued. “Which line are you calling about?”
Simon read Elise’s number.
There was a pause on the other end.
Not long enough for alarm. Long enough for my skin to tighten.
“Thank you,” the woman said. “I do see that number on the account.”
Vivian closed her eyes briefly.
Simon said, “It should be inactive.”
“I’m showing it as suspended.”
“Suspended means it can’t send messages, correct?”
“In most cases, yes. A suspended line shouldn’t initiate standard SMS or MMS traffic through the mobile network.”
“In most cases?” I said.
Simon looked at me.
The representative asked, “And who is speaking now?”
“My wife,” Simon said.
Not Nora.
My wife.
I leaned closer. “This is Nora Vale. We received messages from that number tonight, including a photo.”
“I







