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Introduction

The photograph shouldn't have existed — and yet it stared up at me like a dare.
Glossy paper, the cheap kind that curls at the edges, catching the kitchen light in a
thin, oily sheen. Two women on a platform at dusk. One is me, shoulders hunched in a
battered field jacket, hair pinned back with a clip | lost years ago. The other is a
smudge at my side, a suggestion of a face that my mind resolves and the world
refuses. | know her. | know the shape of her laugh in the tilt of her chin. The name
rises sure and warm to my tongue, and then the room goes cold.

Lena, | think, and the radiator coughs like it's choking on the word. Outside, the city
exhales in wet gusts that carry the smell of metal and old leaves. Rain threads down
the window in lines that remind me of the map | keep taped to the wall — the red
route that splits the city where factories turn to condos, where alleys end at chain link.
The line that people ride and sometimes don't come back from, if you believe in that
kind of folklore. If you don't, the numbers still don't add up.

| hold the photo by its edges, fighting the urge to press my thumb over the blur and
smooth her back into focus. My coffee has gone stale and bitter. The clock says 2:13
a.m., which is when the trains cut their speed and their brakes start to sing — a long,
thin scream that pulls through the bones of the old buildings like the city talking in its
sleep. | should sleep. | don't. | haven't slept right since the blackout four years ago, the
night that folded over on itself and left a seam in my head | can feel but can't open.

A year after that, Lena vanished. That's the accepted word people use when they're
being kind. Vanished sounds like fog. It doesn't sound like phones that ring twice then
die, or a bank account that stops moving, or an apartment door that never opens
again. It doesn't sound like the way a name can be here and then not, like a trick of
light. But that's what happened. One day there were messages and receipts and dumb
photos of cheap takeout. The next there was nothing. And now there is this photo, and
the feeling in my chest like a bruise when | say her name even in my head.

| tried to fix it the way I fix everything: | called. Old friends, the neighbor with the dog,
the woman at the corner store who always asked about the sister with the dark hair.
"You mean you?" she said, puzzled, as if | were speaking a language she used to know.
| searched. Social media turned up blank spaces and error codes. No Lena. No tagged
photos, no ID, no forwarding address, no nothing. The city clerk on night shift listened
to me with the careful expression people use when they don't want to make you cry.
"There's no record of a sibling," she said. Her screen threw blue light across her hands.
She offered me a number to call in the morning.
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In the photo, a tram idles on the far track. The destination board is a blur of yellow.
The rails shine like wet teeth. If | lean close enough, if | tilt the paper just so, | see the
edge of a blue cap in the reflection of the station glass, a slash of color like an
underline. My mouth dries out. | touch the clip in my hair, feel the ghost of the old one,
feel the snag. Every sense has its hooks in me: the tin taste of fear, the hum of the
fridge, the distant brakes, the rain. Memory doesn't arrive; it ambushes. It doesn't ask
permission; it rewrites.

| tell myself the city is not a person, but it acts like one. It has moods. It keeps secrets.
It decides who gets remembered and who doesn't. It's in the rivulets of rain that carry
soot off the girders and into the river; it's in the boarded-up windows and the new
coffee bars with Edison bulbs and carefully cracked plaster. | have spent years
photographing its skin. | thought that meant | could read its face. Lately, it won't look
me in the eye.

This is how it begins: with a picture that shouldn't be, a name lodged under my tongue
like a seed hull, and the sense of a line drawn somewhere | can't see yet. | can follow
it by sound — metal on metal, a whisper under static — and by the absences it leaves
behind: data that won't load, doors that won't remember me, faces that don't light
when | say "my sister." The map on my wall is a dare, the same as the photo. Ride the
line. Count the stops. Listen to what the city tries not to say.

| carry the photo to the sink and don't drop it. | tuck it into my jacket instead. The
jacket is old enough to remember me before the blackout, before the gaps. It smells
like rain and film chemicals that aren't there anymore. | slide my keys into my pocket,
feel the way they press against my thigh. | say her name out loud, once, in the empty
kitchen, just to hear it bounce back. | wait for the echo. The radiator clanks. The train
screams. The city swallows. And somewhere along that red route, the line goes out,
and then back in again, like a heartbeat | can't quite catch.
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CHAPTER ONE: A Name That Won't Stay

The thrift shop smelled like dust and peppermint, a combination that made Mara’s
nose itch and her stomach clench with a weird, nostalgic hunger. She’d been inside for
twenty minutes, rifling through racks of other people’s memories, when she found the
folder. It was wedged between a stack of warped vinyl and a cracked ceramic frog, the
kind of cheap cardboard folder that held developing prints from a pharmacy kiosk. The
cover was blank. Her fingers knew the texture before her eyes confirmed it; the slight
grain, the way it bent stiffly at the corners.

Inside, there were twelve photographs. They were arranged in a neat grid, edges
aligned with the precision of someone who liked order. Mara’s breath caught when she
saw the first one. It was a shot of the old market, the one they’d torn down two years
ago to make way for the glass-and-steel complex that now loomed over the riverfront.
In the picture, a hand reached into the frame, fingers hooked around a paper bag
heavy with oranges. Mara knew that hand. She knew the chipped red nail polish, the
small white scar across the knuckle from a kitchen knife slip in college.

She flipped to the next photo. A blurry selfie in a bathroom mirror, two faces squeezed
into the corner of the frame. Her own face was younger, softer, but that wasn’t what
stopped her. It was the other face, pressed against her cheek, dark hair falling into the
camera lens. The image was overexposed, the features washed out by the flash, but
Mara could see the shape of a smile, the hint of a dimple. Her mind supplied the
details instantly, like a reflex: Lena. The name landed on her tongue with the weight of
a stone.

But when she looked closer, she realized the face wasn’t just blurry. It was missing.
There was a smear of light where a cheek should be, a dark void where an eye should
have caught the flash. It was as if the photo had been burned from the inside out, a
chemical leak that ate the subject but left everything around it intact. Mara flipped
through the rest of the stack. Each one had it: a figure that was there and not there. A
shadow in a doorway, a footprint in wet sand, a reflection in a window that showed
nothing but the street behind it.

The last photo was different. It was a simple portrait, or it should have been. A woman
stood on a tram platform, shoulders squared against the wind. The background was
sharp—the rusted girders of the station, the yellow smear of the destination board, the
wet rails shining under sodium lights. But the woman’s face was a blur. Not out of
focus, not motion-smeared. It was simply erased, a smooth oval of skin-tone paint that
covered her features like a thick, clumsy brushstroke. Mara stared at it until her eyes
watered. She could feel the woman’s posture, the set of her jaw, the way she held her
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bag against her hip. She knew who it was. The name pushed against the roof of her
mouth.

“Lena,” she whispered.

The sound was small in the cluttered shop, but it felt loud enough to break something.
A clerk behind the counter glanced up, an older woman with gray hair braided down
her back. She offered a polite, disinterested smile and went back to sorting price tags.
Mara closed the folder carefully, as if the photos might shatter. She didn’t know why
she was holding her breath, but her chest was tight, and there was a ringing in her
ears that wasn’t the shop’s muzak.

She bought the folder for three dollars. The clerk slid it into a plastic bag that crinkled
like dry leaves. Outside, the afternoon air was damp and heavy with exhaust. The
thrift shop sat on the edge of the warehouse district, a strip of storefronts that had
survived the last wave of renovations by staying shabby enough to be ignored. Mara
walked one block north and stopped at the corner of Cedar and Third, in front of her
building. It was a brick walk-up, three stories, with a green door and a window box that
held dead geraniums. She’d lived there for six years. It felt longer.

On the second floor, Mrs. Kowalski was watering her plants in the window. She was a
woman of routine and suspicion, whose knowledge of the building’s residents was
more accurate than the city’s census. Mara waved, and Mrs. Kowalski waved back with
a look that suggested she was being polite to a stranger. Mara took the stairs slowly,
the folder bumping against her leg with each step. She let herself into her apartment,
kicked off her boots, and went straight to the kitchen table.

She spread the photos out under the weak light of the single bulb that hung over the
table. The apartment was quiet, save for the hum of the refrigerator and the distant
rumble of the Number 7 tram as it rattled past the end of the street. She took out her
phone and scrolled through her photo app, past the shots she’d taken for the
community center’s newsletter, past the series of cracked sidewalks and graffiti she
collected for her own project. She found the one she was looking for: a shot of her and
Lena at the market, the one from last summer, the one that used to exist on her social
media, in her cloud, in the folder on her laptop.

She looked from the phone screen to the thrift shop print. The hand reaching for the
oranges was the same. The bag was the same. The market behind it was the same.
But on her phone, the face that should have been next to the hand was gone. Not
blurred. Gone. Replaced by a gray patch that matched the surrounding pixels so
perfectly it looked like a software correction. Mara’s thumb hovered over the image.
She swiped to the next photo. A shot of Lena at a street festival, laughing with a
plastic cup in her hand. It was there on her phone, but when she zoomed in, the face
became a mosaic of tan squares. The app didn’t flag it as corrupted. It just displayed
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the void like it belonged there.

“No,” Mara said. She didn't mean to say it aloud, but the word came out sharp, a
refusal. She tried Lena’s number. It had been a year since she’d dialed it, but her
fingers still knew the sequence. The phone rang once, then clicked into a recorded
message. The number you have reached is not in service. The voice was flat,
automated, like a machine that had no memory of the person who used to own the
number.

She tried the bank. The one where Lena had her checking account, the one Mara had
co-signed for when Lena moved back to the city. The automated system asked for an
account number. She didn’t have it. She tried to verify with a social security number.
She gave it without thinking. The system paused, then asked her to repeat the last
four digits. She did. The system asked for the account holder’s name. She said, “Lena
Quinn.” The system said, “I'm sorry, we don’t have a record of that name. Please
check your entry and try again.”

Mara put the phone down on the table. It felt heavy, like a stone. She looked at the
folder, at the smear of paint on the platform photo. She thought of the way Lena used
to braid her hair when she was nervous, the way she tapped her fingers against her
knee when she rode the bus. She thought of the scar on her knuckle, the red nail
polish, the oranges. These were facts. They were not the kind of things that could be
deleted.

She stood, grabbed her keys, and went back out into the hall. Mrs. Kowalski was still at
her window, watching the street. Mara knocked on her door. The sound echoed in the
quiet hallway. Mrs. Kowalski opened the door a few inches, chain still on. She looked at
Mara with the same polite confusion she’d shown in the shop.

“Yes?” she said.
“Mrs. Kowalski, it's Mara. From 2B.”

The woman blinked. “lI know who you are, dear. You watered my plants when | was in
the hospital last spring.”

Mara felt a knot in her chest loosen. “Right. Yes. | need to ask you something. It's
about my sister, Lena. She used to visit me, all the time. You remember her? Dark
hair, kind of a loud laugh. She borrowed your corkscrew once.”

Mrs. Kowalski’s face remained blank. Not hostile, not suspicious. Just blank. “l don’t

think so, dear. | would remember. You’'ve always been alone, haven’t you? Since you
moved in. Quiet neighbor. | appreciate that.”
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The knot tightened again, pulling sharp. “No,” Mara said, too quickly. “No, | haven't.
She stayed here. She had a key. She—" She stopped. The woman’s expression hadn’t
changed. There was no flicker of recognition, no softening. She looked at Mara like she
was a polite stranger with a strange story.

“Are you feeling alright?” Mrs. Kowalski asked. Her voice was gentle, the kind of gentle
that made Mara’s skin prickle. “You look a bit pale. Maybe you should sit down.”

Mara took a step back. “I'm fine. Sorry to bother you.”

She turned and walked back to her apartment before the woman could say anything
else. Inside, she pressed her back to the door and slid down until she was sitting on
the floor. The folder was still on the table, the photos spread like tarot cards. She
looked at her hands. She looked at the space around her, the air that Lena had once
occupied. It was just air. There was no echo, no lingering scent of Lena’s cheap vanilla
shampoo.

She stood up and went to the closet in the hallway. Lena’s coat had hung there, a
battered denim jacket with patches sewn on the sleeves. It was gone. She pulled the
door open wider. There were two winter coats, one gray, one black. Both hers. The
hooks were empty. She moved to the bedroom, opened the dresser. Lena had kept a
drawer, the top one, full of band T-shirts and old jeans. The drawer slid out easily. It
was empty, lined with fresh contact paper that squeaked under her fingers.

Mara stood in the middle of the room. Her breath came fast. She thought of the
blackout four years ago, the night the city went dark and her memory split like a
seam. She’d woken up in her bed at dawn, fully dressed, her phone dead, the clocks
blinking. She’d never known what happened in those eight hours. But she had lived
with the absence like a splinter under the skin. Now it felt like the splinter had grown,
pushing up through her, reshaping the wood around it.

She went back to the kitchen and picked up the thrift shop folder. She touched the
photo of the platform, the blurred figure. The name was still there, lodged in her
throat. Lena. She said it again, out loud, in the empty apartment. The radiator
coughed. The fridge hummed. The city outside went on with its business. She put the
folder in her jacket pocket, grabbed her keys, and walked out the door. She didn’t
know where she was going, but she knew she couldn’t stay there. The absence was
too loud. She needed to find a place where the name would stick, where someone
would hear it and say it back.
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