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Chapter 1: The Sunflower at Noon

[image: ]


The gardening glove was green, left-handed, and unlikely to be missed until someone needed to do something unpleasant.

“Not a matching pair,” Della Quade said into the microphone. “I’m told the right glove made it home. This one was found on the bench near the allotment gate, and it’s waiting in the pavilion. If you recognize the description, you don’t need to ring us. You need to collect your glove.”

Through the glass, Mina Pruitt raised one finger. Not a correction. One minute before the next item. Della had worked with producers who signaled time as if attempting to land an aircraft. Mina could convey an approaching deadline by lifting an eyebrow. The finger meant she was giving Della a fair chance.

“There is a small hole near the thumb,” Della added. “So if yours was immaculate, this probably isn’t it. That’s Monday’s lost property, and I hope the most complicated matter we bring you before eleven.”

Mina’s eyebrow rose.

Della turned the running order over. On its back she had written the glove’s distinguishing marks beside a reminder to buy mustard. On its front, between a community-hall notice and the gardening conversation, Mina had clipped a narrow page headed Listener puzzle.

They had discussed it before the program. A screened recorded contribution, name-free at the contributor’s request, intended as a little puzzle for listeners. Mina had checked the proposed use and the participating venues. No surprise for an unwilling shopkeeper, no claim of an actual prediction. There were further clips queued for later in the week. Today’s was short enough to leave room for the gardener, who had promised to explain why Della’s beans behaved as if disappointed in her.

Della adjusted her bright reading glasses. “Now, a contribution that came through our recording line. Mina has checked it before we play it. The contributor has asked listeners to work out who sent this and what it describes. We’ll test the evidence and explain the answer.”

Mina’s hand moved, and a voice entered the little studio.

“By noon, the sunflower faces the wall.”

That was all.

Della waited an extra moment. The voice had a comfortable, unhurried warmth, as if the speaker had pulled out a chair for someone. A small roughness surrounded it, unlike the clean sound of her own words in the headphones. She found herself wanting the speaker to continue.

“Well,” she said, “there’s a confident sentence.”

Beyond the glass, Mina pointed to the page. Listener puzzle. Della had not forgotten, but the confidence was catching.

“We’re not offering predictions. This is a puzzle about a display, and a permitted one. I suspect someone is challenging me to pay attention.”

Mina glanced up. Della could have said us. It would have been more accurate, since the contributor’s notice expressly included the listeners. But the sentence had already left her mouth, and it sounded pleasantly like an invitation.

“If you’ve seen an enormous sunflower on your errands, you may have a head start. I’ll go and look when we’ve finished here. In the meantime, the community hall would like its borrowed folding tables returned, preferably with their legs attached.”

She gave the number from the notice, checked it against the large figures Mina had printed, and moved on.

The gardener was an excellent guest. He refused to accuse her beans of anything and asked instead how often she watered them. Della admitted that she had been erratic. He considered the word with more restraint than it deserved.

“So when you remember?”

“Sometimes before I remember. Rain has helped.”

“Rain has done the work.”

“That’s what I was trying to say.”

He laughed, and the conversation loosened into things listeners could actually use: looking at the soil instead of the calendar, reading the packet before planting the whole row, not assuming a plant was improved by daily encouragement from a radio host. Della let him finish his answers. She had learned, occasionally at another person’s expense, that an attractive summary could leave out the part that mattered.

Even so, while he described a sensible pot, she could see paper petals in a window she passed often. Errol Hesk’s print shop had acquired an enormous sunflower late the previous week. She had noticed it without noticing much else. Gold-yellow petals, dark center, a stem thick enough for a fairy-tale vegetable. Except it was no vegetable, and she had no interest in fairy tales this morning. Someone had made a thing and sent a sentence ahead of it. There was a person behind that choice.

At ten forty-eight, Mina held up two fingers. Della thanked the gardener, repeated the pavilion’s glove arrangement without embroidering it, and closed At Ten with Della at ten fifty as she had promised.

When the next program’s opening came through, she took off her headphones.

Mina stepped into Studio A carrying the clip page. Her dark curls had escaped above one ear; her expression was tidier.

“Us,” she said.

“I heard myself.”

“Good.”

“It may include me.”

“It certainly includes you. You have ears.” Mina collected the gardener’s notes. “The print shop knows people might look. Keep their door clear.”

Della looked again at the solitary sentence. Someone had put enough thought into this to ask for particular days, to offer an odd little question rather than a notice. It would be rude not to give it proper attention.

That was a defensible reason to go. She liked it almost as much as the other one.
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AT ELEVEN TWENTY-FIVE, Della left her jacket hanging behind her chair and put the running order in her bag. She passed the reception noticeboard, where a curling poster invited people to contribute early station memories to the anniversary collection. Ternwick Community Radio had begun in 1988, long before she joined. The public collection was already giving people reasons to remember what they had saved and reasons to discover how badly they had labeled it.

Today the reception volunteer was helping a visitor fit a notice onto the board without covering three others. Della held one corner while the pin went in, then escaped before she could be asked to judge which date should be in the largest type.

Outside, May warmth lay across the sidewalk. A bus pulled away with two people still debating whether they had wanted it. Someone at the garden center’s delivery entrance was counting trays. Ternwick was fully occupied with Monday, and the idea that the whole town might be awaiting a sunflower was plainly extravagant.

The twelve-minute walk took her past familiar windows and one unfamiliar arrangement of shoes. She considered stopping to look at a pair, decided the heels were optimistic, and continued. When she reached the print shop, Errol Hesk was moving a low display of invitations away from the entrance.

“You’ve come to inspect our horticulture,” he said.

“I’m hoping it doesn’t require watering.”

“Not since Hollis told me what the paper cost.”

Inside the window, Hollis Granter knelt beside a broad support, turning something small between finger and thumb. Della knew him as a maker of temporary displays and signs that generally looked simple until she tried to work out how they had been made. Today he wore a smear of yellow on one wrist. He looked up at Errol’s remark and shook his head.

“I told you what replacing it would cost.”

“That’s what made it memorable.” Errol moved the invitations another inch. “There. People can admire without keeping anyone out.”

The sunflower filled most of the window’s height. Its petals were broad enough to be read from the other side of the street, some tipped forward, others slightly back. From a distance the dark center had seemed solid brown. Nearer, Della could see rings of folded paper, a patient accumulation of ordinary pieces.

“It’s rather wonderful,” she said.

Hollis rose from the base. “You haven’t seen it do anything yet.”

“It doesn’t have to do something to be wonderful.”

He smiled, looking directly at the flower for a moment instead of at her. “Thank you.”

Della liked that better than a clever answer.

Errol followed her glance to the support. “All ours by agreement. Nobody’s arrived overnight and planted it in the cash register. I asked for something people would stop for. Now I’m hoping they’ll stop to one side.”

“I can manage one person.”

“Start with yourself. That bit of pavement there.”

She moved where he indicated. From the new position she had a good view through the window without obstructing the entrance. A customer carrying a flat parcel came out, paused to look up, and said the flower seemed larger than it had on Friday.

“Same flower,” Hollis said.

“Then it’s me.”

“Could be the parcel,” Errol offered, and the customer went away laughing.

Della checked the time. Eleven forty-six. She had fourteen minutes, no microphone, and two men who were quite entitled to finish their work. She could begin asking questions now. Instead she watched Hollis test that the base sat squarely and saw Errol tilt one invitation in his other display.

“That’s crooked,” she said.

“It’s inviting the eye to move.”

“Mine has moved to the crooked invitation.”

“Then it works.”

She tucked the running order farther into her bag. For once, she could let a thing happen before introducing it.

***
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BY TEN MINUTES TO NOON, four people had stopped near the window. Four was a gratifying audience for a paper flower, though not a crowd. An older man had heard the program; a woman with a shopping bag had seen the others looking and decided to join them. The remaining two were discussing the paper work, which Della found slightly salutary.

The print-shop assistant came to the window from inside, placed a cloth on the counter, and checked the space around the support. Hollis stepped out of the display area. Nothing was concealed except whatever the sunflower’s enormous face happened to obscure.

“Did you make it?” the woman with the bag asked Della.

“No. Hollis did.”

The woman nodded to him. “Lovely.”

Della was absurdly pleased that she had answered without adding why she was there.

Errol brought a chair to the shop doorway, but sat just inside it, clear of anyone coming through. “I thought I’d have the indoor view.”

“Do you know what’s going to happen?” Della asked.

“Yes.”

His readiness made her laugh. She had been approaching the question as if he might guard the answer for the pleasure of watching her guess. He was only taking his lunch break beside a display he had agreed to host.

“Then I won’t ask you to spoil it.”

“You can ask afterward. I’d sooner have a question than a theory about my motives.”

“That sounds like experience.”

“I sell wedding invitations.”

Hollis checked the street, then the flower, as if deciding which view would be best. Della could not tell whether he was watching his work or watching her watch it. The distinction seemed worth keeping, although she promptly found the second possibility more interesting.

The last minute passed without an announcement. Somewhere along the street a door slammed, a delivery van reversed out of a space, and the man beside Della consulted his watch twice. At noon the assistant reached toward the support.

The flower began to turn.

Not jerk, not quiver in a breeze. Its great yellow face moved steadily sideways. The deep center narrowed; the broad petals overlapped into a thick bright edge. Then the plain back came into view, pale paper and sensible bracing where a moment earlier there had been all that patient beauty.

The assistant completed the half-turn and let go. The sunflower now faced the interior wall. From the street, it offered a remarkably large and uninterested back.

Errol laughed first. Inside the shop he had acquired the flower’s full attention.

The woman with the bag laughed next. “Oh, it’s sulking.”

“It has every right,” the older man said. “People have been staring at it all morning.”

Della laughed too, with the unexpected delight of seeing a sentence become quite literally true. She had watched an ordinary hand turn an ordinary support. There was no mystery in the movement, and yet the exactness of it made her want to hear the recorded voice again.

“By noon, the sunflower faces the wall,” she said softly.

Hollis had heard. “Does it?”

“It certainly does.”

He was smiling. She could not object to that. A maker was allowed to enjoy his flower.

The little gathering dispersed by degrees. The woman continued her shopping; one of the paper enthusiasts went inside to ask about a print job. Errol returned his chair behind the counter and invited Della in before she became a permanent part of the window.

Up close, the flower’s face looked almost conspiratorial, directed away from the passing street. Della refused the word. It was paper, not a plotter. She looked instead at the assistant’s hand resting on the support.

“Thank you for letting us watch.”

“You’re welcome. It’s nicer with an audience.”

Errol picked up a leaflet. “That’s the hope for the Makers Walk. We’ve got good work people don’t necessarily know is here. Registration closes June eleventh. Enough notice for people to make a plan, instead of saying afterward that they would have come.”

Della took the leaflet without unfolding it yet. “And this is one of the displays?”

“One of them. Hollis has been busy.”

She glanced toward the door. Hollis was talking to a customer about the petal folds, holding his hands apart to show a shape. No furtive glance, no mysterious departure. He was available, pleased, and clearly responsible for the object in front of her.

But making a flower and sending a voice to the station were not necessarily the same job.

“I’d like to come back and ask what you arranged,” she told Errol. “When you have a little time.”

“Tomorrow morning after your show. Not before. I have a customer who understands eleven o’clock as a personal invitation to arrive at ten thirty.”

She agreed and put the leaflet beside the running order.

The sunflower had done precisely what the voice said. Now Della wanted to know who had put those two things together—and whether the person had been waiting for her to notice.
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Chapter 2: The Chair Squeak
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Hugh Bexley listened to Della’s account of the sunflower with his hands flat on the table, allowing her to finish before he asked his question.

“Did it turn by itself?”

“No. The assistant turned it. I saw.”

“Good.”

“Not as interesting as a flower with opinions?”

“More interesting. Somebody made a flower large enough to turn.”

Della had brought the leaflets and her curiosity back from the print shop, walking slowly enough to look in the shoe window on the return journey. She had not bought anything. Now, at one o’clock in Studio B, she found Hugh waiting beside a laptop with two clearly labeled recordings open. Mina sat at the end of the table, keeping her own notes out of his reach. He tended to straighten papers while thinking.

Della knew Hugh’s habits better than she knew what he did with a free evening. She knew that his small notebook held actual measurements, that a temporary label without a date annoyed him, and that he could explain a fault without making the person who reported it feel foolish. She also knew his laugh was warmer in the room than it ever seemed when it escaped from behind the control-room glass.

She would have liked to know more about the evenings. At present she had asked him about a flower.

“Mina said you could use part of this afternoon’s check,” he said. “We have until half past.”

“And five minutes to put the table back,” Mina added. “Training at two.”

Hugh clicked the first recording. A small intake of breath, a short squeak, and then the words Della had already heard twice: once through her headphones, once in her own head while the enormous flower rotated.

“By noon, the sunflower faces the wall.”

“Here’s Wednesday’s,” Mina said. “Already in the queue. Not something that arrived after your visit.”

Hugh played it.

“Under the roof, three umbrellas open without a drop of rain.”

Della leaned forward. “The market?”

“That’s the participating venue,” Mina said. “I checked their permission before I put it in the program.”

“Three umbrellas under the roof.” Della pictured them and smiled. “It’s a very particular sort of nonsense.”

“Listen to the beginning again,” Hugh said.

He returned to the first clip but stopped it before the sunflower sentence. The intake of breath came first, quiet but distinct; after it, a brief squeak rose and settled. He played the start of the second clip, again stopping before the words.

The same intake. The same short lift and settling sound.

Della glanced at the chairs around their table. “That sounds like someone shifting in a chair.”

“It does.”

“Same person, same chair?”

“That would give you similar noises. Listen to the spacing.”

He played the two starts directly after each other. Della did not need to hear some tiny detail only an engineer could detect. The breath and the chair squeak arrived in the same order with the same little interval, and the squeak had the same two-part shape: up, then down. At the second repetition she could have tapped the table where each would fall.

“You’ve just played the same one twice,” she said.

“I’ve played the start of each incoming copy.” He pointed to the labels, then let both run into their different sentences. Sunflower first. Umbrellas second. The starts still matched.

“So part of the recording has been used twice.”

“Yes. That’s the useful observation. Not that everybody who breathes like that is the same person.”

Della sat back. She had imagined someone composing a fresh little pronouncement for each day, perhaps with a smile just before speaking. It was a pleasing picture. She had supplied the smile herself.

“Could the speaker have made the messages that way?” she asked.

“Could have. So could somebody else with the recording.”

“The voice tells us what was recorded. It doesn’t tell us who sent it.”

He said it without triumph, turning the volume down as the last clip ended. Della looked at the two labels again. Incoming copy one. Incoming copy two. Useful, unglamorous names. Nothing about a challenger.

“It sounds older than the recordings we usually get,” she said.

“The sound has passed through something. That doesn’t give me a date, or tell me how old the speaker was.”

“And you can’t tell me whether they meant it for me.”

“I was going to leave the intention to you. Once you’ve asked them.”

Mina’s pen stopped. Della caught the exchange of glances without supposing either knew more than she did. They had both noticed her choice of pronoun that morning.

“I’m not claiming to have been selected by a committee of retired broadcasters.”

“No,” Hugh said. “You’ve left room for an individual.”

She laughed despite herself.

He turned the laptop a little so she could see both filenames. There was no miraculous picture of the speaker hidden among the controls, only ordinary retained audio. She wrote down what had repeated: small inhalation, then chair squeak. Common recorded start. Not two separate live deliveries.

“Keep both incoming copies,” she said to Mina.

“I was going to.”

“Of course.”

“And the program versions stay separate.”

Della underlined recorded once, then stopped. Underlining it again would not make the unknown sender arrive any sooner.

***
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THE STATION KITCHEN had a cupboard that would not quite close over the mugs. Mina opened it, considered the problem, and removed the largest one.

“Now there’s a puzzle,” Della said.

“No. There are too many mugs.”

Mina poured coffee into the one she had rescued. Della unwrapped a sandwich that looked as if it had been packed for someone less interested in sandwiches. She had left the tomatoes out that morning to avoid wet bread and now regretted the entire philosophy.

Hugh had returned to his contracted equipment checks. The training group was beginning to arrive through reception, with the particular mixture of confidence and caution Della remembered from learning a new control desk herself. The station carried on whether or not she understood an odd recording. That ought to have been comforting. Usually it was.

Mina put three intake printouts beside the running order, away from the coffee.

“These are the requests. May seventeenth, nineteenth, twenty-first. We chose to use those program days after checking them. They didn’t buy three appointments with your microphone.”

“I know.”

“I know you know. I’m saying it now so neither of us writes the wrong thing later.”

Each entry carried the same receipt date: May 13. Last Thursday. The second and third clips were not replies to Della’s first broadcast, and the umbrella sentence had not been thought up in response to the little gathering at Errol’s window. Whoever had submitted them had supplied a sequence before she said a word about it on air.

“All three arrived before today,” Della said.

“Yes. Separate contributions, one after another. I screened them Friday.”

“And the later ones aren’t waiting for me to do something.”

“Only to finish the notices in time to play them.”

Della smiled, then studied the requests again. There was something both less and more interesting about a plan that existed without her. Less personal. More deliberate. She could recognize that and still find herself wondering whether the recorded voice belonged to someone who remembered an earlier station, before she came in 2008, before she had any notion of hosting a weekday program.

“Suppose a former broadcaster heard the anniversary material and decided to test the current host,” she said. “Not a prophecy. A game about things that used to happen here.”

“Suppose they did. What makes it addressed to the host rather than the town?”

“It came to the program.”

“So did the glove.”

“That was not a personal challenge.”

“Exactly.”

Della took a bite of her dry sandwich. Mina had an unfair advantage in this discussion: a bowl of leftovers with enough sauce to make them seem intentional.

“I like the possibility,” Della admitted.

“I can tell. I like the possibility of an item people actually answer. But the people who wrote in about the hall piano still need their turn tomorrow.”

“They’ll have it.”

“And the gardener’s follow-up.”

“He gets another chance to humiliate my beans?”

“Your beans need help.”

Della shifted the three pages into a neat line. “I’ll ask people what they contributed. Errol has offered me some time tomorrow. I can ask about the voice as a possibility, not an answer.”

“And about who made the displays.”

“And about who made the displays,” Della agreed.

Mina wrote a short appointment into her schedule, then moved the papers away before Della could improve the introduction into something requiring a fourth page.

“What are you calling it?” Della asked.

“For now? The caller puzzle.”

“Odd caller.”

“Odd recording,” Mina said. “The caller might be perfectly ordinary.”

Della hoped not too ordinary. She hoped for someone who had heard her morning voice and thought she would enjoy this. That was not evidence, and she did not write it down. It was merely the part she liked best.

***
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AT HOME, DELLA MADE a better sandwich.

She began at a quarter past six, determined that this one would repay the disappointment of lunch. There was good bread, a tomato sufficiently ripe to justify its presence, sharp cheese, and a jar of pickles that required her to use the corner of a towel for purchase. She had bought mustard on the way home. At least one note on the running order had produced a completed task.

The kitchen window was open a little, admitting the noise of someone moving a bin and the mild warm air of the evening. Her house was not arranged for photographs. A practical jacket hung over the back of one chair, and an unfinished jigsaw occupied the end of the table nearest the wall. Beyond it lay a secondhand travel guide with a cover so blue that it promised better weather than any sensible publisher could guarantee.

Della moved the guide out of the reach of the tomato juice. Inside, a penciled mark from a previous owner identified a viewpoint worth the climb. The mark offered no opinion about the return journey. She liked used travel books for that sort of incomplete advice; they left room to disagree with a stranger at considerable distance.

She carried her plate to the table, then carried it back. She had forgotten pepper. While adding it, she had an idea for an opening line.

A voice from Ternwick’s past had returned with a challenge.

It would sound good. It would fit neatly before the sunflower clip, and it would make the listener lean closer. She tried it in her head, finding the breath between past and returned. Then she pictured Hugh’s two labels on the screen.

They did not say returned. They said incoming copy.

She set the pepper down and took the sandwich to the table without bringing a pen.

The first bite rewarded her. The second displaced half the tomato, which she caught with her other hand. Culinary ambition had its structural limits. She ate the loose slice separately rather than attempt repairs, and spent a few moments looking at the jigsaw’s stubborn stretch of sky.

A pale piece she had rejected three evenings running now seemed worth trying elsewhere. It did not fit there either. She turned it twice, decided that hope was not a method, and put it back among the others. She simply wanted to finish the blue section before Dulcie visited on Sunday and told her again that sorting by shape would help.

Outside, the bin stopped moving. A car door closed, and a neighbor called goodbye to someone. Della listened to the ordinary quiet that followed. She could telephone Hugh and tell him she had finally bought the mustard, which would be a very poor pretext even by her standards. Or she could ask a technical question whose answer she already knew.

She did neither.

Instead she opened the guide at its extravagant coastal walk and read the first paragraph while her plate still held half a sandwich. There was a café at the far end of the route, apparently, though the previous owner had added a doubtful question mark. Della appreciated that more than the viewpoint recommendation.

By the time she finished eating, she had put four pieces into the jigsaw and developed an entirely untested objection to the guide’s idea of a leisurely afternoon. The sunflower could remain facing its wall until tomorrow. The umbrella clip was safely in Mina’s queue. Nobody needed her to solve either one before the dishes were done.

Still, when she switched off the kitchen light, the warm recorded voice returned to her—not its sound this time, but the certainty with which it had offered a thing to notice.

The words were copied. Someone had chosen to send them now.

Why did she so much want that choice to have been made for her?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: Windows and Rehearsals

[image: ]


By Tuesday morning, the sunflower had acquired six reported motives and no new leaves.

Mina laid the screened responses beside Della’s running order. One listener thought the display advertised paper flowers. Another wondered whether it marked a retirement. A third had written, Someone knows how to get your attention, Della, which was gratifying until Della saw that Mina had drawn no line beneath it at all.

“The last one has an observation,” Mina said. “They were there.”

Della read it. The contributor described the assistant turning the support and Errol laughing inside the shop. Nothing she had not seen herself, but she was pleased to have a second person say it plainly. The display had happened in a shop window, not in a sealed room belonging to her imagination.

At ten, she welcomed listeners to the program and began with the hall’s piano. A volunteer had sent a careful account of which notes were unreliable and which booking groups needed to know. Della read the practical information instead of making the old instrument into a character with intentions. The volunteer had supplied enough personality in a remark about the stool, which was apparently the most dependable member of the ensemble.

Later, with Mina ready at the controls, Della returned to the flower.

“For those who missed yesterday’s item, a recorded contribution said, ‘By noon, the sunflower faces the wall.’ At noon, the large paper sunflower in Errol Hesk’s print-shop window was turned toward the inside wall. His assistant turned it. The shop knew about it, the display was agreed, and the people watching enjoyed themselves.”

She could hear how much less mysterious this sounded than the prediction came true. It also sounded like what had happened.

“The contribution wasn’t a live caller. We kept the incoming recording, and Hugh has compared it with another clip already queued for this week. They reuse the same short recorded beginning—a breath and a chair squeak—before the different words. That tells us something about the sound. It doesn’t tell us who sent it.”

She paused, looking at her next sentence.

“Our question is who submitted these three messages, and how the events they describe were arranged.”

There it was, small enough to fit between a piano and a gardening question. A perfectly respectable mystery without anyone needing to whisper.

“If you know a practical detail about the displays, you can leave us a contribution through the usual line. Mina will listen before we use anything. Please don’t send guesses about how old the voice sounds. I wouldn’t want my age estimated from a bad recording, and I doubt you would either.”

Mina smiled through the glass, then pointed Della toward the gardener’s follow-up. That occupied more of the show than the puzzle, as promised. Della read a listener’s question about a plant that was flourishing in the wrong container and resisted the easy joke about people doing the same.

Afterward, she looked over the responses once more. Someone knew how to get her attention. That was certainly true. It was also true that the flower had attracted a woman who had not known Della had anything to do with it.

She folded the response rather than selecting it for tomorrow.

“Errol at eleven twenty?” Mina asked.

“Yes. I’ll be back for Cressida’s visit.”

“Her room question, not a general invitation to interview her.”

“I can ask whether she has time.”

Mina handed over a pencil. Della’s own was under the running order, where she had already looked for it twice. Being reminded of ordinary limitations before an investigation was probably healthy. She would have preferred some other evidence of health.

***
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ERROL HAD A ROUTE PROOF on the counter and a camera bag occupying the chair he had used in the doorway the previous day.

“The bag isn’t mine,” he said as Della entered. “It doesn’t know how to sit quietly.”

Keaton Nibbs stood at the far end of the counter, reviewing something on a small screen. He looked up and lifted the bag to the floor.

“It’s quieter than your paper trimmer.”

“My paper trimmer has a purpose.”

“So does the bag. It keeps people from sitting on the camera.”

Della knew Keaton’s local films, including one in which an unpromising row of workshop doors had become an absorbing account of what happened behind them. He could find a useful angle where she saw a wall. That did not mean he had no interest in the sound that might bring people to look.

“I’m asking a direct question before we spend twenty minutes being polite,” she said. “Did either of you submit the recorded puzzle to the station?”

“No,” Errol said.

“I didn’t,” Keaton said. “Though I’ve been told I should have thought of it.”

“By whom?”

“Me. It’s irritating when somebody else has a good idea.”

Errol pushed the proof away from a cup. “I provided a window, not a caller.”

Della wrote both answers, without putting a check mark beside either. A denial deserved to be heard, but she had asked the question because she wanted to understand the work, not because one syllable would settle it.

“Do you know the old station recordings people have been sharing for the anniversary?”

“The public sampler?” Keaton asked. “Yes. Useful material. I’ve listened.”

“So have I,” Errol said. “Some of it sounds as though the furniture was joining in.”

“And the present displays?”

“Hollis made the flower,” Errol said. “You’ve met the flower. I agreed to the window, and we arranged the turning. I’m doing the printed visitor route for the Walk as well.”

He touched the proof rather than offer it as a solution. Della saw little blocks of text and a line connecting the venues. She did not try to read a whole route while he was answering another question.

“Would you show me the current version when I compare the plans?”

“Gladly. This one still has a line break that makes the market seem to be inside a sentence about the hall.”

“That would shorten the walk.”

“It would improve my deadline.”

Keaton put his screen down. “My bit is filming what’s there. Hollis and the venues had agreed their displays before I planned coverage. I’m interested in seeing the objects work, not just taking a picture of somebody smiling in front of them.”

“Would audio teasers be useful to that?” Della asked.

“Of course. So would a bus arriving exactly when I needed an empty road. Useful doesn’t mean I arranged it.”

The answer was sharp but not unreasonable. Della had asked about a benefit as though it might contain a confession. She softened the next question without abandoning it.

“What are you actually making?”

“A short piece about the displays. The hard part is showing the scale and the person doing the work in the same view. If I point the camera straight at that flower, you get a flower. If I stand farther back, you get the window and the person looking up at it. Then you understand why it stops anyone.”

He showed her a view on his screen. The flower’s broad back filled less of it than she expected; Errol’s amused face, reflected faintly in the glass, gave the image its human point.

“That’s good,” she said.

“I thought so.”

He did not make the admission apologetic. Della liked that. She also noted that a man capable of such framing was capable of selecting three old sentences. The question remained what he had done, not what she thought he could do.

Errol gathered a stack of sample cards into a box. Underneath lay several miniature stage flats, no higher than his hand, one painted as a doorway.

“Another window?” Della asked.

“Only for me. I make small stage sets when I ought to be labeling things.”

“Like these?”

“Like my local recordings. I label them for whatever music I wanted to keep. Years later somebody asks what occasion it was and I find I’ve written ‘piano, good bit.’”

Keaton laughed. “That’s a review, not a catalog.”

“It was adequate at the time.”

Della smiled at the tiny doorway. She could imagine Errol preferring a beautiful invitation to the filing system that kept its history straight. That was not evidence against him. Neither was the satisfaction he took in his window attracting a new customer while they talked.

She closed her notebook. “I’d like the permission dates and the finished route when you have time. Not everything you own.”

“Good,” Errol said. “I’d have to label it first.”

***
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CRESSIDA TULLY ARRIVED at reception carrying a folder against her chest and wearing the expression of someone trying to make a small request before it became a large inconvenience.

Della had been back long enough to put down her bag and discover the
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