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​Chapter One - Admin Announcement
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The first notification arrived at 5:58 a.m., which was unusual because Connie was always the one who posted at 6 a.m. sharp, and Connie was not the one posting now.

Priya saw it through her eyelids. The screen-glow of her phone on the nightstand, pulsing. She had silenced the group notifications six months ago after a particularly grim thread about a neighbor's unleashed dog had generated 847 comments between 11 p.m. and 2 a.m., and she had lain there cataloguing every new response like a woman conducting an autopsy in real time. The silence had been a reasonable adaptation. The phone still lit up for direct messages, for her own tagged posts, for things the algorithm decided were urgent in its approximate and unhelpful way.

She reached for it without opening her eyes and then opened her eyes because there were seventeen notifications, and then there were forty, and then there were more than she could count before the screen locked again.

She sat up.

Rohan was still asleep on his side, one arm stretched into the space she'd just vacated, the way he always did, as if sleeping were a collaborative project he refused to quit. She watched him for a moment. Then she took her phone to the bathroom, closed the door, and turned on the light.

The group was called "Eastside Neighbors REAL Talk"—the REAL insisted upon in capitals by Connie, who had strong opinions about the word and what it implied about every other neighborhood group—and it had 12,042 members as of last week's count, which Priya tracked in a private spreadsheet the way another person might track her investments. She was the co-moderator. Connie was the founder and primary moderator and, in practice, the thing that held the whole apparatus together, the way a single corroded bolt can hold an unreasonable amount of weight until it doesn't.

The posts were vague, the way these things always were in the first hour. Something has happened. Has anyone heard? The building on Crestline. I can't believe it. Someone's saying the stairwell. This is a tragic day for our community. Priya read them in the fast, skimming way of a woman who has spent four years processing this specific volume of human reaction, and she began deleting the ones that named specifics before she had fully absorbed what the specifics were.

She deleted a post that said she fell. She deleted a post with a blurry photograph of an ambulance, taken at distance, by someone who had apparently been walking their dog at six in the morning and had decided documentation was the appropriate response. She deleted a comment thread that had already reached thirty-two responses and was organizing itself into a theory about the building's maintenance records.

She was twelve minutes into moderation before she stopped and read the original post.

It had been written by a woman named Deanna Marsh—no relation to anyone important, just a neighbor, a woman Priya knew only as a reliable source of lost-cat posts—and it said: Terrible news this morning. Our founder Connie Ferrante has passed away. She was found at the bottom of the main stairwell in her building this morning. The building manager has confirmed. Please keep her family in your thoughts.

Priya sat down on the edge of the tub.

She sat there for what she later estimated was four minutes, though she did not check the time. Outside the door, she could hear Rohan's breathing, which meant he was still asleep, which meant she did not have to say anything to anyone yet. This felt important. She was not sure what she felt and she wanted to know before she was asked to report it.

What she felt, she decided, when she got around to deciding it, was not grief exactly. It was something adjacent to grief—the particular vertigo of learning that someone you have spent years in a relationship with, even a complicated and often adversarial relationship, has simply stopped existing. There was a Connie-shaped absence in the group already, a silence where the 6 a.m. post should have been, and Priya could feel it the way you feel a missing tooth with your tongue. Over and over. Finding the same gap.

She had not liked Connie.

She had not liked Connie, and she had admired Connie, and she had resented the admiration, and none of this was simple or particularly flattering, and she was not going to perform simplicity about it.

She opened her laptop because she could think more clearly with her hands moving.

The group had 312 new posts in the time it had taken her to read Deanna's announcement and sit on the tub and take the four unmeasured minutes. This was not unusual. The group was a living organism with a strong instinct for sensation—it could generate 500 posts in an afternoon over a parking dispute, and Connie's death was not a parking dispute. Priya began working from the top.

She deleted the ones that named specifics the police had not confirmed. She deleted a comment speculating about medication. She left up the tributes, even the ones that were performatively long, because the group needed somewhere to put this and the tributes were, if not useful, at least benign. She flagged a post for review that was already—twelve minutes in, the sun not fully up—advancing a theory about the councilman.

Councilman Gerard Falk had been in a very public dispute with Connie for the better part of two years, ever since she had begun filing complaints about a particular apartment complex whose inspection records she believed were fraudulent. The rezoning battle alone had generated forty-seven group threads. Priya had moderated all of them. She was aware of the politics. She was also aware, reading the comment now, that linking Connie's death to a rezoning dispute in the first hour of the morning, before the police had said anything about cause of death, was the kind of move that felt like information and was actually noise.

She left the post up. She noted, as she always noted, the username. She would come back to it.

At some point Rohan appeared in the kitchen doorway in the way he had, quiet and unhurried, holding his own phone and looking at her with the expression that meant he knew and was waiting to see how she needed him to know.

"You saw," she said.

"Someone from the building texted." He set his phone down on the counter and leaned against the doorframe. "Are you all right?"

"I'm moderating."

"I can see that."

"The group is—" She gestured at the laptop screen, where the posts were still arriving in a steady accumulation, grief and speculation and community identity braiding together into something that looked like mourning but functioned more like weather. "It's a lot."

"It is," Rohan said. "Priya. Are you all right?"

She thought about the question with the seriousness it deserved. She did not believe in performing the answer to this kind of question.

"I don't know yet," she said. "I'm going to need a while before I know."

He nodded, and went to make coffee, and that was the correct response, and she loved him for it without saying so.

The thread that snagged her attention—the one she would come back to later, in the way that certain things catch in your coat when you walk past them and you don't notice until you're halfway down the street—appeared at 7:23 a.m. It was a comment reply, nested three deep in a tribute thread, from a user she didn't recognize. The username was LindaM_Eastside, the account two months old, the profile photo a stock image of a garden. The comment said: Did anyone else see her post from this morning? The one she deleted? It named someone.

The comment got four replies before Priya caught it. She deleted all five.

But someone, in those few minutes, had read them.

And somewhere, she did not yet know where, people had already begun taking screenshots.

By 8 a.m. the group had 12,044 members, two more than the day before, because catastrophe is a reliable recruitment engine and Eastside Neighbors REAL Talk was good at catastrophe. Priya had deleted sixty-three posts, approved thirty-one, and flagged four for secondary review. She had not eaten anything. She had not called anyone. She had not, she realized, cried, and she was not sure if this was composure or something less flattering, and she decided not to examine it yet.

She opened a new tab and began making a list.

At the top of the list, she wrote: What did the post say?

Below that, she wrote: Who saw it?

She had been a journalist once, in the specific way of someone who has the degree and the instincts and has spent a decade using them for something adjacent to journalism but not quite journalism itself. The instincts were still there. They activated in the presence of a question the way a dog orients toward a scent—automatic, animal, before the rest of her had decided anything.

Connie was dead.

The post had named someone.

And someone had made sure it wasn't there anymore.

Priya set her coffee down. She turned the laptop slightly, angling the screen away from the kitchen, though Rohan was not looking. She began.
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​Chapter Two - The Post That Isn't There
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Nadia Ferrante was sitting on the front steps of the building when Priya arrived, which Priya had not expected. She had expected police tape, or a neighbor hovering with casserole intentions, or some visible sign of the bureaucratic machinery that attaches itself to sudden death. There was some of that—a patrol car idling at the curb, the building manager visible through the glass lobby door, talking to someone in a dark jacket—but Nadia was sitting apart from all of it, on the second step, in a coat that was slightly too light for the morning and a posture that suggested she had made a conscious decision to be where the activity was not.

Priya had met Nadia three times before. Once at a community meeting about the rezoning, where Connie had brought her as a kind of reserve force and she had spent the evening looking like she wished she were somewhere else. Once when Priya had come by to drop off some documents Connie had asked for, and Nadia had answered the door holding a mug with both hands and had looked at Priya with the particular wariness of someone deciding whether to trust the mail. And once at a neighborhood block party where they had stood next to each other at the drinks table for ninety seconds and said very little of consequence.

She was 34, Priya knew. An art teacher. She had moved to the neighborhood two years ago—from Brooklyn, or maybe the Bronx, somewhere New York—to be closer to her mother.

Priya had often wondered, moderating threads about Connie's campaigns and counter-campaigns, what it was like to move across the country for someone and then spend most of your time arguing with them.

Nadia looked up as Priya came up the path, and the look she gave her was not unfriendly and not warm and very direct. It said: I know who you are and I know what you thought of her and we are going to have to deal with each other anyway.

"You came fast," Nadia said.

"I was already up." Priya stopped at the bottom of the steps, not climbing them. Not imposing. "I'm sorry. About your mother. I'm genuinely sorry."

Nadia studied her for a moment. "You didn't like her."

It was said without cruelty. It was said the way you say something you've thought about long enough that stating it feels like housekeeping.

"No," Priya said. "Not always. It was complicated."

"She didn't always like you either. She said you were the most useful person she'd ever co-moderated with and that you had a chip on your shoulder the size of a car." A pause. "She meant it as a compliment. Sort of."

Priya absorbed this. "It's accurate," she said.

Nadia almost smiled. "She was usually accurate about people. Not always fair. But accurate." She looked away, at the street, at the patrol car. "I don't know what I'm doing sitting here. The detective said I should stay nearby but not go in until they're done. So I'm sitting here."

"I know about the deleted post," Priya said. She had decided on the walk over that if she was going to be honest about anything, she should be honest about the thing she most wanted access to. It was the kind of honesty that served her, and she knew it, and she did it anyway.

Nadia turned back. "How much do you know?"

"That there was one. That she deleted it herself, this morning, before—" Priya stopped. Before she died was the phrase. She was not going to soften it into something else. "That it named someone. I don't know who or what."

"I don't know either." Nadia's jaw tightened. "I didn't even know about it until someone messaged me this morning asking if my mother had really written what she wrote. I said what did she write. They sent me a screenshot but then panicked and deleted their account before I could respond. So now I have nothing." A beat. "Do you have access to the group's deletion records?"

"I'm a co-moderator. Yes."

The pause that followed was the kind that closes a negotiation. Nadia looked at her hands, at the steps, at some middle distance that contained whatever calculation she was running.

"Then we need each other," she said. "Which I find annoying. For the record."

"For the record," Priya said, "I find it complicated. But I'll take it."

They did not shake hands. They didn't need to. There are kinds of agreements that don't require ceremony.

Priya went home.

She opened the group's administrative backend with the particular efficiency of someone who has navigated the same cluttered interface so many times she no longer sees the clutter. As a co-moderator, she had access to the deletion log—a running record of every post and comment removed from the group, by whom, and when. Most of what appeared in the log was routine: the spam, the off-topic posts, the occasional truly unhinged rant that had to come down before it metastasized. It was the archaeology of a community's worst impulses, and Priya had spent four years in it.

She sorted by timestamp. She was looking for this morning.

There it was.

6:47:03 a.m. Post removed by original poster. Member: Connie Ferrante.

Priya stared at the line. She had assumed, in the loose way you assume things before you check them, that someone else had deleted the post—a moderator responding to flags, or a platform action, or some procedural thing. It had not fully occurred to her that Connie had deleted it herself.

She deleted it herself. At 6:47 in the morning. And by 9:59 a.m., Connie was dead.

Three hours and twelve minutes.

Priya wrote the timestamp in her notebook. She wrote it twice, the second time underlining it. There was something in that deliberate act of deletion—Connie choosing, at the last moment, to pull the post back—that felt like information. Not just about the post, but about what Connie knew. She had not been naive about the post's reach. She had understood what she was doing, and she had done it anyway, and then at 6:47 a.m. she had changed her mind. Or been frightened. Or been told something that made her think pulling it was still possible, still useful.

You can't unpublish a thought from twelve thousand people's feeds, Priya thought. You can only make yourself feel better about trying.

The log showed something else.

She had to scroll back three days to find them, but they were there: three more entries with Connie's name beside them. Three more posts created and deleted, never published, content unrecoverable. The timestamps stretched across the 48 hours before her death—one late at night, two in the morning, the last one nine hours before the published post that had gone up and come down the same day.

She had been trying to write it. She had been drafting and backing away, three times, before she finally let it go live.

Whatever the post said, Connie had not written it easily.

Priya pulled up the member activity log and sorted by interactions on the deleted post. She was looking for who had reacted or commented in the window before the deletion—before 6:47 a.m.—and what she found was a number.

Fourteen.

Fourteen accounts had interacted with the post before it disappeared.

She wrote the number in the notebook and circled it. Then she wrote the usernames beneath it: a column of names, some familiar, some not, three that resolved immediately to real people she knew and nine that were going to require work. She drew a line down the margin and wrote next to each name: screenshotted? don't know yet.

This was the list. She understood, looking at it, that the list was the investigation.

She was not calling it an investigation. She was calling it gathering information, which was what she had always called it, in all the years of moderation, all the threads she had pulled on that turned out to have more on the other end than she'd expected. It was tidier that way. Easier to sustain.

She made a fresh pot of coffee and began with the names she recognized.
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​Chapter Three - The Rules of the Group
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The group had rules. Connie had written them in 2015, in the first flush of the thing she was building, and had updated them seventeen times since, each revision quietly reflecting some catastrophe the previous version hadn't anticipated. Rule Four used to say members should "be kind and charitable." After a thread in 2018 that had led, incrementally and by degrees, to a local business being review-bombed into closure, Rule Four said members should "be kind, charitable, and aware that individual comments in a group of 12,000 people function differently than individual comments in a conversation of two." Rule Nine, which governed the posting of photographs, had been updated four times and still wasn't right, and Priya and Connie had argued about it twice a year for as long as Priya had been co-moderating.

The rules lived in the group description, pinned at the top, where approximately 4% of members had ever read them.

Priya had read them enough times to have memorized most of them, which was part of why the group functioned as well as it did and part of why she was good at what she did here and part of what made her resentment of Connie so precise: she had learned this entire language and Connie was the one who got to be its author.

She was thinking about this—not productively, just chewing on it the way you chew on things that don't resolve—when Kevin Tse messaged her back.

He had been third on the list. She had identified him easily: 27, a UX designer who had joined the group for restaurant recommendations four years ago and posted occasionally, usually to the "local finds" threads, always with a slightly self-aware tone that suggested he knew neighborhood groups were a little absurd and had made peace with enjoying them anyway. She had DMed him at 10 a.m. and he had responded by 10:17, which was either enthusiasm or anxiety and probably both.

He wrote: I saw your message. Yes I have it. I wasn't sure what to do with it. Can we talk today?

They met at the coffee shop on Fenwick—his suggestion, which meant either he was comfortable there or he needed somewhere neutral—and he was already at a corner table when she arrived, his laptop open, a half-finished cold brew at his elbow. He was slight, sharp-featured, the kind of person who looked young enough that strangers sometimes corrected him about things he already knew. He was also visibly relieved to see her, in the way of someone who has been carrying something awkward and is glad to hand it off.

"I screenshotted it automatically," he said, before she had fully sat down. "I just want to be clear about that. It's a reflex. I grew up online and you see something and you screenshot it and then five minutes later you have, like, a folder of things you don't remember deciding to keep."

"I know," Priya said. "You don't need to justify it."

"I just don't want to be the guy who—" He stopped. "She's dead. I keep thinking about that. She posted this thing and she deleted it and she's dead."

"What did she post?"

He turned the laptop to face her.

It was longer than she had expected. She had been imagining something sharp and brief, the way Connie's posts sometimes were when she was angry—declarative sentences, named names, no flourish. But this was four dense paragraphs, and the voice in it was the voice of a woman who had been building toward something for a long time and had finally decided the time was now. 

The first paragraph was about a counter-complaint campaign. Someone had been systematically filing complaints with the city against Connie's complaints, attempting to have her designated a vexatious complainant under a provision of city code that allowed the city to deprioritize persistent filers it deemed unreasonable. Connie had documented eight months of it. The names of the filings, the dates, the city clerk she'd spoken to. The name of the person doing it appeared in the second paragraph: Dale Moffett, Granger Street, nine-year resident.

Priya noted the name. She did not recognize it. She kept reading.

The second paragraph was about Dale Moffett—his pattern, his comment history in the group, his counter-complaint campaign—but Priya was already moving past it because the third paragraph was where the temperature changed. The third paragraph named Councilman Gerard Falk in connection with the building inspection fraud. It named dollar amounts. It named dates. It named the inspector.

It read like a document that had been prepared for publication—edited, structured, with the particular deliberateness of someone who knows that what they're putting down is going to travel. The Falk paragraph was incendiary in the specific way that makes people reach for their phones. The kind of thing that moves fast.

Priya sat with it for a moment.

"When did you screenshot it?" she asked.

"Right away. It came up in my feed and I started reading and I just—" He made a gesture. "It looked important. So I screenshotted it before I'd even finished reading."

"Who else have you shown it to?"

"Nobody. I mean—I forwarded it to a friend in the group. In a DM. She said she was going to screenshot it herself."

"What's her name?"

He hesitated.

"Kevin," Priya said. "I'm trying to understand who has this and who's talking about it. I'm not trying to get anyone in trouble."

"Sandra Osei," he said. "She's one of the regulars. She'll talk to you."

Priya wrote Sandra's name in her notebook. "Did Connie know you? Personally?"

"We'd talked a few times. In the comments. She seemed—" He thought about it. "She seemed like a lot. Like, a lot of person. She was very certain about things."

"She was," Priya said.

"Did you like her?"

People kept asking her this. She supposed she was going to have to develop a consistent answer.

"I respected her," Priya said, which was true. "It's different."

He nodded as if this made complete sense to him, which perhaps it did.

Walking back to the car, Priya turned over the two names from the post. Falk. She had expected Falk; everyone had expected Falk; the group had been generating theories about Falk for two days. The inspection fraud thread alone had 340 comments before she'd closed it to new replies.

But the other name—Dale Moffett, Granger Street, nine years in the neighborhood—she turned that one over more carefully. Not because she thought it mattered more than Falk. Because she didn't recognize him at all, and she usually recognized everyone.

She sat in the car and typed his name into the group's member directory.

The profile was there. Nine years, as the post said. Retired. No profile photo. He had posted three times in the last year, all in the general-advice threads—plumber recommendations, noise ordinance questions, a comment on a fire safety post that was pleasant and unremarkable. He had reacted to dozens of other posts. He was the kind of member the group depended on and never noticed: present, ambient, unspectacular.

She googled his name. She found a ten-year-old reference to him in a city employee newsletter—something about a postal service retirement party, a photo caption listing names she didn't recognize, his among them. She found nothing else.

She noted him. She labeled the note: background only. Probably nothing.

She put the car in reverse and drove home.

The group, when she checked it at the stoplight, had 12,047 members.

"Probably nothing" was the phrase she had used in her notebook. She would think about that later—how quickly she had written it, how little she had questioned it, how thoroughly the Falk paragraph had arranged her attention around itself and left everything else in the peripheral dark.

She would think about it later.

Right now, she had thirteen more names on her list.
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