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Content Warning

This book contains themes of death, prescription drug tampering, political corruption, financial fraud, psychological manipulation, gaslighting, grief, moral compromise, implicit violence, and depictions of cardiac medical emergencies. Reader discretion is advised.

"The most dangerous people are not the ones who lie to you. They are the ones who love you enough to decide which truths you deserve."

— Margaret Elise Thorne, The Architecture of Silence

For the women who cleaned the rooms where the decisions were made.
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Prologue
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The Desk

The space heater is still on.

That is the first thing I notice when I step into the mayor's office — not the stale coffee on the credenza, not the tower of manila folders listing left on the desk like a man who fell asleep mid-sentence, not the framed photograph of Dale Hendricks shaking hands with the governor in what must have been 2014 because the governor is wearing that awful striped tie his wife made him stop wearing after the re-election. No. It is the space heater. Plugged into the wall behind the desk, its single orange coil still glowing, still pushing warmth into a room that hasn't needed warming for three days because the man who was cold is no longer here to feel it.

I reach down and turn it off. The coil dims to gray.

There. That is my first act as mayor of Harrow, New York. I unplugged a dead man's heater.

The office smells like Dale. Old Spice and black coffee and something underneath both of those, something I recognize from the pharmacy — the faintly metallic scent of medication metabolized through the skin. I have been filling Dale Hendricks' prescriptions for twelve years. I know the smell of his body's chemistry better than his wife does, better than his doctor. It is one of the quiet indignities of small-town pharmacy work: you become an unwilling intimate of every body in town.

I sit in his chair. The leather protests, a slow groan of adjustment, shaping itself around a frame twenty pounds lighter and nine inches shorter than the one it memorized over two decades. The desk is enormous. Oak, old, scarred with coffee rings and pen marks. A desk that has been negotiated across, argued over, and, if the rumors have any architecture at all, lied behind for twenty-two years.

Three days ago, Dale Hendricks sat in this chair, at this desk, and his heart stopped. That is the official version. Cardiac arrest, natural causes, called in by the night janitor at 11:47 p.m. The coroner in the county seat signed the certificate without requesting an autopsy. Dale was sixty-four, overweight, a drinker. The math was simple. Everyone accepted it. I did too, at first.

The manila folders are still where he left them. I open the top one. Budget projections. The second: water main repair estimates. The third: a vendor invoice for the Fourth of July fireworks display, which Dale approved every year and which always cost exactly $4,200, a number I once joked was suspiciously round. Dale had laughed. "Round numbers mean honest people," he said, and I believed him because I wanted to, because Dale Hendricks had the kind of laugh that made you complicit in whatever he was selling.

The fourth folder is different. It is not labeled. Inside, there is a single sheet of paper, and on that sheet of paper there is a list of numbers. Not a budget. Not an invoice. A ledger — handwritten, in Dale's cramped, backward-slanting script. Two columns. On the left: dates, going back seven years. On the right: amounts. $340,000. $215,000. $478,000. $89,000. $512,000. The amounts vary, but they are all large, and they all flow in one direction — into the Harrow General Fund from an account I have never seen referenced in any public filing I reviewed during my three months on the town council.

I flip the page. There are more entries. Pages of them. I do the rough math in my head because I am a pharmacist and pharmacists count — it is what we do, we count pills and milligrams and refill dates, we are professional counters — and the rough math tells me that over the past seven years, approximately four million dollars has moved through this account.

Four million dollars.

Harrow's entire annual budget is $2.6 million.

I close the folder. Open it again. The numbers haven't changed. They won't change because they were written in ink, in a dead man's handwriting, and dead men don't correct their records.

That is when I notice the drawer. The bottom-right drawer of the desk, the one that sits below the file cabinet shelf and above the space heater outlet. It has a lock. A small brass lock, the kind you see on diaries, entirely inadequate for the seriousness of whatever it guards. I pull the handle. Locked. I pull again, harder. The drawer does not move. Inside it, something shifts — the muffled sound of paper resettling.

I leave it. Not because I am not curious but because there is a protocol for inheriting a dead man's office, and I am nothing if not a woman of protocol. I file his personal effects. I will call his widow, Carol, and ask if she wants the photograph, the coffee mug, the Mont Blanc pen that sits next to a legal pad covered in doodles — spirals, mostly, the kind of aimless geometry a man draws when he is on hold or when he is deciding something.

But the ledger. The four million dollars. The account with no name.

I should call someone. I should call Marcus Webb, my old classmate from Albany, who does forensic accounting for the state comptroller's office. I should call the town clerk and ask about this account. I should call the county DA. I should call anyone.

I do not call anyone.

Instead, I sit at Dale Hendricks' desk and stare at the numbers and listen to the building settle around me — the tick of pipes, the hum of the fluorescent lights in the hallway, the distant click of the front door locking on its automatic timer. It is after hours. I am alone in the municipal building where a man died three days ago, and the only sound is the sound of a building doing what buildings do when no one is watching: breathing, expanding, keeping its own counsel.

There is an envelope on the far-left corner of the desk. I missed it at first because it was underneath the Fourth of July invoice folder. A standard white business envelope, sealed. On the front, in the same cramped handwriting as the ledger, one word:

Alma.

My name. In Dale Hendricks' handwriting. On a sealed envelope in the office where he died.

I pick it up. It is light — a single sheet inside, maybe two. I hold it up to the fluorescent light. I can see the shadow of text but not the words. The seal is secure. He licked it shut, or someone did. The gum is unbroken.

I should open it.

I put it down.

I open the ledger instead. I turn to the first page and I begin to read, because that is what I do. I follow the numbers. I count. I inventory. I organize the known quantities of the world into rows and columns and dosages and expiration dates, and I have built my entire life on the principle that if you count carefully enough, the truth reveals itself.

Dale's envelope sits on the corner of the desk. It will wait. Envelopes are patient.

I turn the page. I read the next entry. I read the one after that.

The space heater's coil has gone cold, but I don't notice.

I won't open that envelope for three weeks. By then, I will have uncovered enough about the ledger to understand what Dale built, what Dale hid, and who helped him do it. By then, I will have suspects and theories and a forensic accountant running numbers that will keep him up at night. By then, I will have received a threat, lost an ally, and sat across from the woman who runs Harrow's school board while she smiled at me with a warmth that had the exact temperature and sincerity of a space heater left running in a dead man's office.

By then, the questions I should have asked on this first night — Why is this envelope addressed to me? Who sealed it? Was it Dale, or someone who came after? — will matter more than anything in the ledger. More than the four million dollars. More than the fraud. More than the ruined town.

But I don't know that yet. I am sitting at a dead man's desk, reading his secrets, and I am thinking about numbers because numbers are safe. Numbers are honest. Numbers do not look at you across a kitchen table with your mother's eyes and lie.

I turn the page.

Act I

The Surface
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The Pharmacist

Two weeks before the desk, before the ledger, before any of it, I am standing behind the counter at Vicario Family Pharmacy and counting Ambien.

Fourteen tablets. Mrs. Delaney's monthly refill. She takes one every night at nine and watches Jeopardy! reruns until the drug pulls her under, usually somewhere around Final Jeopardy, which means she has never in four years learned the answer to a Final Jeopardy question. I know this because she told me once, laughing about it, standing right where the hand sanitizer dispenser is now, and I filed it in the part of my brain that stores the intimate, useless facts about Harrow's residents that accumulate when you are the person who hands them their pills.

Fourteen tablets. Bottle. Label. Bag. Register.

I am good at this. I am good at this the way some people are good at crossword puzzles or parallel parking — not naturally, but through the relentless application of attention. Every label checked twice. Every interaction logged. Every milligram accounted for. My mother says I was born counting. She is wrong. I was born watching my mother count — the change in her cleaning service cash box, the coins she separated into neat stacks on the kitchen table every Sunday, the way she subtracted grocery costs from what was left and then stood very still for a moment, doing math in her head that had nothing to do with math.

The pharmacy is quiet at four-fifteen on a Tuesday afternoon. Main Street, Harrow, New York, is the kind of quiet that travel websites describe as "charming" and residents describe as "dead." The town sits at the bottom of a valley in the southern tier, two hours from Albany, three from the city, and approximately one thousand years from relevance. Population 4,200, down from 6,100 in 1995, the year the Amsler Plastics factory on Route 11 closed and took with it forty percent of the town's tax revenue and a hundred percent of its optimism.

I was ten when the factory closed. I remember it the way you remember weather — not the specific day but the change in atmosphere. Fathers who used to leave the house at seven started leaving at nine, then noon, then not at all. The diner on Oak Street cut its hours. The movie theater shut down. And the women my mother cleaned for began, one by one, to cancel their standing appointments. "We're going to handle it ourselves for a while, Elena." As if scrubbing their own toilets was a temporary adventure and not a verdict on my mother's expendability.

The pharmacy survived because people still get sick. That is the grim economy of my profession: decline is good for business. Harrow lost its factory, its theater, its second grocery store, and its sense of purpose, but it kept its diabetes and its blood pressure and its insomnia, and so Gil Obermeyer's pharmacy on Main Street stayed open, and when Gil retired twelve years ago, I bought it from him with a loan from the credit union that took me nine years to pay off. The sign out front still says VICARIO FAMILY PHARMACY in letters my mother painted, standing on a stepladder, the summer I took over. The V is slightly larger than the other letters. I have never asked her if that was intentional.

"Alma."

My mother's voice comes from the back room, where she does the pharmacy's bookkeeping three afternoons a week. She is sixty-six, five feet and change, and she has a voice that carries through walls the way certain radio frequencies carry through mountains — not loud, but impossible to ignore.

"The council meeting is at six. You need to eat something."

"I'll eat after."

"You always say that. Then after becomes tomorrow and tomorrow becomes a granola bar in the car." She appears in the doorway, holding a Tupperware container. Arepas. She makes them every Tuesday, the same way she has made them every Tuesday since I was old enough to remember Tuesdays. She sets the container on the counter beside the register. "Eat."

I eat. The arepas are perfect — crisp on the outside, soft inside, the corn flour she orders from a specialty supplier in Queens because the supermarket brand "tastes like cardboard, and I did not raise you on cardboard." She watches me eat with the particular satisfaction of a woman who has decided that feeding her daughter is a political act.

"You're going to tell them tonight," she says. It is not a question.

"Yes."

"You're sure."

"Mamá."

"I'm asking. I'm allowed to ask." She picks up a cloth and wipes a counter that is already clean. "Dale Hendricks has been mayor since before you could vote. People here don't like change. You know that."

"That's exactly why someone needs to run against him."

She hums. A melody I almost recognize — something from her childhood in Medellín, something she hums when she is processing information she does not want to process. The humming is faster than usual. I notice this the way I notice the RPMs on a car engine: automatically, without attaching meaning.

"Eat your arepa," she says, and disappears into the back room.

* * *
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THE HARROW TOWN COUNCIL meets in the community room at the back of the municipal building, a cinder-block addition from the 1970s that smells, permanently, of industrial carpet cleaner and burned coffee. There are twelve folding chairs for the public, arranged in two rows of six. Tonight, nine of them are occupied, which constitutes a crowd.

I know every person in this room by prescription.

Glen Feeney, front row left: Metformin, 1000mg twice daily. Type 2 diabetes, diagnosed six years ago, manages it poorly. His wife, Linda, beside him: Sertraline, 50mg. Depression she calls "the winter blues" regardless of season. Behind them: Bev Hopwood, the town clerk, who takes nothing stronger than a daily multivitamin but who once asked me, in a whisper, whether melatonin was "habit-forming." I told her no. She bought a bottle. She has not slept better.

Dale Hendricks sits at the front table with the four other council members. He is large — not fat, but large the way certain men are large, occupying space with the confidence of someone who has never been asked to make room. His hands rest on the table, the gold class ring from Harrow Regional High catching the fluorescent light. He has a pocketknife in his left hand, and he is opening and closing it in a rhythm that matches no music I can identify. Click-open. Click-close. Click-open.

I am sitting in the second row, between Linda Feeney and a man I don't recognize who is reading something on his phone. My hands are in my lap. My thumbnail is pressing into the pad of my index finger. I can feel the crescent forming.

The meeting runs through its usual business. Water main update. Road paving schedule. A discussion about whether the Fourth of July fireworks should be moved from the high school field to the lakefront, which generates more passion than any other agenda item because Harrow's residents have strong opinions about exactly three things: fireworks, snow removal, and other people's property values.

When old business is concluded, Council President Marion Torres asks if there is any new business. This is the moment. I have rehearsed what I will say fourteen times — in the shower, in the car, in my head while filling prescriptions. Fourteen times. I counted.

I stand.

"I'd like to announce my candidacy for mayor of Harrow."

The room does not gasp. Harrow is not a gasping town. What it does is go quiet in a specific way — the way a room goes quiet when someone says something that everyone heard but nobody expected, and now they need a moment to decide what it means.

Dale Hendricks stops clicking his knife. He looks at me, and his face does something complicated — surprise, then calculation, then a warmth that settles over his features like a curtain being drawn. He smiles.

"Well," he says. "That's wonderful, Alma. Really wonderful." He stands, walks around the table, and extends his hand. I shake it. His grip is firm and dry and practiced. "Democracy needs participation. I welcome the competition."

He means it. I can tell because his eyes stay on mine for exactly the right length of time — not too long, not too short — and because his left hand, the one not shaking mine, is perfectly still at his side, the pocketknife tucked away. Dale Hendricks is a man who controls his tells.

Or almost all of them. There is one he cannot control: the flush. It starts at his collar and rises up his neck, a slow tide of red that reaches his ears before his smile fades. I have seen this flush before, in the pharmacy, when Dale came to pick up his prescriptions himself instead of sending Carol. The flush that says: I am performing ease while my circulatory system registers threat.

"Thank you, Mayor Hendricks," I say.

"Dale. Please. We're neighbors."

We are not neighbors. Dale lives on Birch Hill Road, in a renovated farmhouse with a wraparound porch and a two-car garage. I live on Oleander Street, in a clapboard house painted yellow in 2004. But in Harrow, "neighbors" is not a geographic term. It is a contract. It means: we are part of the same organism. It means: do not disrupt the body.

After the meeting, people approach me. Some offer congratulations that sound genuine. Some offer congratulations that sound like questions. Glen Feeney shakes my hand and says, "Your daddy would be proud," which is kind because my father has been dead for twenty-four years, and Glen remembers him, which is more than most people here can say.

Noreen Oakes, who chairs the school board and who was observing tonight from the back row, catches my arm on the way out. She is tall, silver-haired, precise in the way a scalpel is precise. Her reading glasses hang on a beaded chain around her neck. She puts them on — which means she is about to listen — and says: "Bold move, Alma. The schools could use an advocate in that office. Let's have coffee."

I say yes because Noreen Oakes is the kind of woman you say yes to, not because she threatens but because she radiates a competence so thorough it feels like warmth. She has run the school board for fifteen years. She has raised test scores, kept the elementary school open when the county wanted to consolidate, and done it all with a budget she describes as "creative." I admire her. Everyone in Harrow admires her. She is proof that institutions can work, even here.

My mother is waiting in the car. She does not come inside for town council meetings. She came once, in 2019, to speak during public comment about a sidewalk repair on Oleander Street, and Tom Hardesty, who sat on the council then, mispronounced her name three times. Afterwards, she said, "I am not going back in that room until someone in it can say Vicario without making it sound like a disease."

I get in the car. She is humming again. Different tune. Slower.

"How did it go?"

"I did it."

"And?"

"Dale shook my hand. Said he welcomed the competition."

She makes a sound that is almost a laugh but stops short of one. "Dale Hendricks does not welcome anything he cannot control." She puts the car in reverse. The headlights sweep across the parking lot. "Some doors should stay closed, mija."

I watch the municipal building shrink in the side mirror. The lights in the community room are going off, one by one, as Bev closes up. Dale's truck is still in the lot — the big Ford he drives everywhere, mud-spattered even in summer, the unofficial motorcade of Harrow's longest-serving mayor.

"He's just a man, Mamá. He holds an office. I'm running for that office. This is how democracy works."

She does not respond. She drives. The humming continues. On Oleander Street, she parks, turns off the engine, and sits for a moment in the dark car, her hands on the wheel.

"Your father ran for school board once. Did I ever tell you that?"

"No."

"He lost. But not because of the votes." She opens her door. The dome light turns on, and for a moment her face is fully illuminated — the deep lines around her mouth, the silver-white hair she keeps short, the eyes that have been watching this town for thirty years from the other side of every clean window. "He lost because he learned what it cost. And the cost was too high."

She goes inside. I sit in the car and press my thumbnail into my index finger and listen to the engine tick as it cools.

In the parking lot of the municipal building, the last light goes off. Dale Hendricks' truck has not moved.

I should drive back and ask why he is still there at eight-thirty on a Tuesday, sitting alone in a building that just heard the first challenge to his authority in twenty-two years. I should knock on his office door and say, "Dale, are you all right?" I should be a neighbor.

Instead, I go inside, wash the Tupperware, and set my alarm for five-fifteen. There are prescriptions to fill tomorrow. Mrs. Delaney's Ambien. Glen Feeney's Metformin. Dale Hendricks' cardiac medication, which I flagged three months ago to Dr. Loomis as being at a dangerously low
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