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The Registry
Sylvia Orrin
In a town where civic papers anchor reality, records clerk Mara Lyle finds her sister’s file erased and memories fading. She uncovers an Index that trades names like currency. Determined to restore Liza, Mara confronts a ledger that balances existence with ruthless arithmetic.
ProseHub


    
Filing
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Mara Lyle kept the keys on a ring that sang against her thumb as she walked the Registry’s corridor. The sound was small and ordinary, exactly the kind of ordinary that had trained itself into the office’s bones: the steady tick of fluorescent lights above the file cabinets, the whisper of pages when a drawer opened, the faint, clean smell of paper and toner and older dust. She had learned to read the building like a transcript. The Registry was a ledger in motion; its clerks turned lives into entries and in that small, clerical miracle gave the town the illusion of permanence.
She expected, this morning, to find Liza’s paper in its accustomed slot. Liza had been a knot in Mara’s life for years—impatient, bright, the sister who left her notes in pockets and stole spoons from teacups. After the funeral, which had been polite and measured and punctuated by those unhelpful words people offer when they do not know how to hold another’s grief, Mara had told herself the Registry would be a place of proof. If memory frayed, she thought, the ledger would not.
The drawer stuck a little when she slid it open. Mara’s fingertips paused on the metal lip. The row was as it always was: neat index cards, stapled annotations, the place where people sometimes tucked small photographs. But when she found where Lyle, Liza should have been, there was nothing—no stub, no folded certificate, only a narrow, precise gap where a card would have sat. It looked as if someone had plucked a tooth from an otherwise healthy mouth.
She removed the drawer entirely and set it on the long steel table beneath the microfiche reader. The hum of the machines seemed suddenly too loud, an animal’s throat cleared just beyond the glass. She slid her hand along the card slots; other names had the little clerical marks everyone understood: moved, deceased, amended. Her mouth went dry. The fibers around the empty place had the faint sheen of paper that had been handled differently, smoothed by pressure or time. Mara had worked with records long enough to read the history of a document in its edges. This felt deliberate.
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Tess Reed looked up from her stapler when Mara made a small sound—half a laugh, half a sob that she tried to disguise. Tess had bright eyes and a practised calm that made most people relax in her presence. She approached as if the morning were merely another set of errands waiting to be ticked off.
"Everything all right?" Tess asked, rubbing at her thumb where a ring had rubbed the skin. The Registry’s routine smoothed her like a domestic rhythm.
"There’s no file," Mara said. It felt like saying a spell and having the spell recoil. "Liza’s card is gone."
Tess knelt and peered. For a breath she frowned, a crease at the bridge of her nose. Then she straightened and smiled in that small, ordinary way. "They probably misfiled it. Transfers do that. Someone will spot it by lunch. Don’t worry so much. You should take the day. Rest."
Mara pressed a photograph into her hands—a Polaroid she had tucked into a book for safekeeping, Liza by the river with ice cream smeared at the corner of her mouth. Tess held the small square like one might hold an insect in a cupped palm.
"Who is this?" Tess asked, almost gently.
Mara’s chest tightened. "Liza. She—she’s my sister. You met her, at the market. You drank tea at her flat." The words piled and tripped; she scolded herself for the plainness of the explanation. Names were stubborn, she thought, like knots you could keep feeling even when the thread had been cut.
Tess’s face blurred for a moment as if a pane of glass fogged over. She blinked and looked back at Mara with a politeness that had slipped the seam of memory. "Mara," she said slowly, as if trying to find a ledger entry in her head, "you don’t have a sister. You live with your mother, and you come here early. You should take the day. It will pass."
No one in the office remembered Liza’s name for long. A man at the intake window who usually smiled and remembered faces like inventory misfired when Mara mentioned Liza; the woman at the counter answered questions as if Mara were inquiring after last week’s weather. The Registry’s walls were neutral; they reflected whatever was asked of them, and for reasons Mara could not name the town seemed to be answering with a dull, polite forgetfulness.
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The ledger had always been, for Mara, a kind of map: names and dates and addresses arranged like a grid that made lives navigable. You followed its lines and you could find a person again. She had guided people through corrections and disputes, had watched relatives’ faces as a clerk annotated an amendment that made all the difference—an adoption, a death. To see an absence where there should be presence felt like a fundamental miscount, a subtraction that left a residue of wrongness behind.
She spent the day tracing backwards. She opened other drawers and photographed them with her phone, not trusting the Registry’s scanners to see what her eyes saw. Somewhere, on paper, a person had been excised. She spoke to Mrs. Greeves, who came in mid-morning to ask about an exemption form. The old woman’s fingers were knotted and thin but she remembered the names of neighbors from forty years ago like hymns. When Mara asked about Liza, the old woman's forehead smoothed and she coughed once.
"There’s a lot forgotten lately," Mrs. Greeves said. "It starts in small things, like a teacup or a face. But a person—" She shook her head and set the papers down. "It’s dangerous to say too much. Keep to the forms, child. Keep to the forms."
Dangerous. The word tasted metallic in Mara’s mouth. Dangerous to remember. Dangerous to ask. She thought of the ledger’s oil-dark index she had only seen once, during a records audit years ago, a book bound in something like skin and always kept locked. The thought of a book so central that it could carve a life into the town's ledger made her stomach roll. Yet what else could explain the metallic neatness of the empty slot?
She went home with the Polaroid face like a small, hot thing in her pocket. The city around her seemed to contract; shops closed their shutters early and the river glinted as if lit by someone else’s lantern. She called old friends—people who might have been close to Liza—and left messages, each with the same small grief: hello, do you remember Liza? Most did not return the call. One friend answered in a voice that belonged to someone in a different country.
"Are you all right?" he asked. "Do you need me to come by?"
"Do you remember Liza?" Mara asked.
There was a pause, a subtle shift in the cadence of his breathing. "No, Mara. I’m sorry. I don’t. Maybe you should get some sleep."
She slept badly, dreaming of filing cabinets stretched into endless rooms where names hung like coats. In the dream hands moved through sleeves and the fabric came away with no sound. She woke at three in the morning in a sweat and turned on the kitchen light and looked at the Polaroid on the table until the face in it looked like a foreign country she could not find on any map.
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By the Thursday after the funeral the Registry hummed along as if nothing had changed. The morning crowd came and signed petitions and asked for copies of old deeds. Mara did what she had always done: she stamped, she sorted, she corrected typos with a small red stamp that clicked like a metronome. The ritual steadied her, but it did not stitch the place of Liza back into the weave. People who once said her name now called up other memories—market stalls, a song that belonged to someone else. A man who had once shared a bus with Liza had no recollection of her. Her mother cocked her head and looked at her as if the name were a kitchen utensil misplaced.
Holloway, the head registrar, watched the office with a particular kind of neutral intensity that suggested he believed in the Registry like a doctrine. He had the clinical courtesy of someone who handled unpleasantness daily and had learned to emote the exact ration of comfort expected. Mara requested an appointment politely and then refused to be fobbed off. He invited her into his private office—book-lined, the kind of room that smelled faintly of lemon oil and old paper—and sat across from her with a pad of forms unread.
"We process corrections every day," Holloway said. "Misfiles happen. We can run a trace, a paper trail, but there are protocols for restoring entries. You understand that, yes?" His voice was flat as a stamped letter.
"I understand protocols," Mara said. "I understand handwriting. I understand what files look like when someone tries to hide them. This is not a misfile."
Page 5
Holloway’s eyes narrowed in a way that made Mara suddenly aware of all the places the Registry's gaze could land. "We cannot—" he began, and then stopped as if the words had been measured and found wanting. "There are circumstances," he said carefully, "in which records are removed. The town maintains order by keeping an accurate ledger. Sometimes that requires difficult decisions."
Mara felt the floor slide. "You removed her?" The accusation felt obscene in its simplicity. "You all did. You took her out of the record."
"Removed suggests malice," he said, as if parsing for sin. "We make adjustments. We protect the continuity of civic life. It would be imprudent to give examples off the cuff. If you wish to contest a removal, you must submit a petition to the Board. It will be considered in due course."
"Will be considered?" Mara echoed. "You have a ledger space where her card was. It is blank as if a blade passed across it. You’ve written nothing."
Holloway was patient. "We have processes. If you file for restoration there are forms—" He tapped his pad as if the motions alone might complete an argument. "I can give you the forms."
She refused the forms. She refused the official patience and the smell of lemon oil. She wanted to rip the ledger open and find the seam where the town’s memory had been undone. That night she did not sleep; she sat at her kitchen table and wrote Liza’s name over and over on scrap paper until the letters looked ridiculous and then sacred. The handwriting blurred at the edges of her eyes. She slid one final scrap—the smallest square of paper she had folded again and again—into her pocket and walked the half-mile back to the Registry under lights that felt like a challenge.
When she came through the door the building smelled of dust and the distant sourness of old glue. Tess glanced up as she entered and frowned in a way Mara had yet to map. At the far end of the archive table, where the boxes of old records lived like time-scented corpses, someone had placed a scrap of paper. It lay face-up against a small stack of index cards. On it, in Mara’s own handwriting, was Liza’s name: Liza Marie Lyle, the letters careful and familiar. A straight machine line ran exactly through the middle of the name as if a precise blade or the edge of a machine had scored it, and where the pen had stopped the ink seemed to have been washed out by something that did not behave like water.
Mara felt a current go under her ribs, a sharpness that was at once vindication and terror. Someone, she thought, had prepared a space. Someone had taken the measure of erasure and left a notation in a hand she recognized too well. She folded her hands until her knuckles whitened and picked up the scrap. The edges were warm from being held. The line through the name gleamed faintly in the office light. She had the terrible, giddy certainty that the Registry had noticed her noticing.
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Mara did not tell herself she was breaking the rules when she let herself into the Registry after midnight. She told herself she was following a pattern, a logic: files always had traces, and traces were evidence. The night desk was a pocket of breath under the building’s skin, the fluorescent hum a thin insistence. She padded past the intake window where the security camera’s red eye blinked and took the stairwell she had seldom used in daylight. The air grew cooler as she descended to where the older records lived—the part of the Registry that smelled of glue and old ink, of forgotten marriages and worn-out deeds.
Boxes leaned like small houses along the corridor and the microfiche machine stood like a sentinel, its screen sleeping pale and blue. The scrap of paper with Liza’s name in her pocket was a heat against Mara’s thigh. She had not expected to find the door easily; she had expected a lock and a key and some bureaucratic finality. What she had not expected was the way an unpaid filament of light seemed to shift when she passed the microfiche, as if a breath had moved across the screen. Behind a ragged shelf of past annual reports there was a narrow hatch, and when she pulled it the sound was not the crack of old wood but a muted, internal click like a file drawer closing.
The room beyond the hatch was titled on its brass plate Index—Internal Records. The letters were understated, as if not to draw attention, and the door had the patient weight of things that would not be bargained with. Mara’s fingers fumbled for the ring of keys she had taken from Holloway’s desk earlier that week when she had pretended to fetch extra forms and had noticed a tiny key tucked into his drawer like an afterthought. She had taken it impulsively then and told herself she would return it. The key turned with a reluctant whisper and the lock sighed open.
Inside the Index the light had been dimmed to a soft amber; lamps hovered over heavy wooden tables and a single, immense book sat on a raised plinth at the center. It was larger than any ledger Mara had seen—bound in a black leather that drank light and left a faint oily sheen under her fingertips. Names crowded its margins in inks of different ages, tiny script like insect tracks. The air tasted of varnish and something else—old iron, or something like the memory of rain on soil. Shelves rose in dim tiers around the room, each labeled with tidy brass plaques: Unlisted, Compensated, Provisional, Considered. Some slots held photographs with faces scored in a horizontal cut, the paper beneath pale where a blade had been run. Mara’s breath hitched; what she had suspected of absence in the morning revealed itself here as a practice.
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She moved from shelf to shelf like someone reading a prayer book backwards. There were names she recognized—old families whose histories had been part of local lore—and beside them, sharp, cold notes: 1971 — unlisted; 1984 — compensated: city housing. There was a ledger card for a woman Mara had never heard of; beside the typed name in a different hand someone had penciled an apology and a date. A photograph tucked into a packet showed a young man with a confident smile; someone had made a small notation: “Balanced with three minor entries — 12/09/1990.” The arithmetic of living had been reduced to columns and ticks.
Under a lamp’s cone she found a bound packet of loose notes, collated and marked with a hand that trembled. The name on their cover was Darren K. Intern — Index Support. Her heart seized at the familiarity—she remembered the awkward kid who had run copies for her years ago, who had been laid off after a budget cull. She opened his packet with fingers that did not trust themselves.
Darren’s handwriting was small and urgent. He wrote of nights like this, of the ledger as an instrument that did not simply record but reconciled. There was a technical vocabulary—“congruence,” “ledger-weight,” “continuity field”—and then, in the margins, a panic that had been underlined until the ink bit the paper. He described a rule he had been shown on his first week: whenever an entry was restored, the Index required an equal subtraction. The town, Holloway had told him, had limited ledger capacity; names were threads in a weave. To mend one tear, you had to cut elsewhere. The ink used for such reconciliations was not ordinary; the catalogkeeper had used the phrase "registrar's seal" and in parentheses, in a different ink, Darren had scribbled: (it stains like blood).
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Darren’s confession became more personal the further Mara read. He had tried to restore a childhood neighbor who had been unlisted after a dispute with the council. The ledger allowed the attempt—assigned a page, provided the forms—but demanded a balancing removal. Darren wrote of choosing; of how what you chose ceased to be even in the memories of those who mourned them. He spoke of a woman, M. Cavendish, whose name had been used to anchor a favored councillor’s restoration; Mara read the word used in the ledger next to Cavendish's thin photograph: Compensated. Next to it someone had penciled a small angry note: not innocent. Someone else, in a neater hand, had cross-checked and circled a cluster of municipal records that vanished clean as a strike of a pen.
The notes ended with a smear, and beneath it a single line: If you ask, you will be listed for asking. Darren had fled the Registry a week after writing that and had not been seen; his last line read like a plea: Do not let them conflate order with rightness. There were names stamped into the pages of the Index—signatures that curled like vines, officials who had authorized reconciliations. Mara could feel the ledger’s gravity like the aftertaste of a strong drug. It was not simply a book. It was a machine for choosing who the town would remember.
She photographed pages with her phone, though the images came back as small, static-scorched frames where letters refused to hold. When she tried to copy Darren’s notes into her own pad, the words slipped from her mind like reflections. It was as if the room did not want this knowledge carried out into daylight. When she straightened under the lamp’s circle she noticed, at the far end of the table, a cluster of recent filings: a blank card labeled with a birthdate and beside it a small notation in a pencil so pale she almost missed it—Liza Marie Lyle — provisional. The breeze from nowhere seemed to shift the page and a faint, almost magnetic tick threaded the air, like the click of a seal drawing to.
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She read until the Index blurred. The concept that the Registry conserved some kind of civic balance—tallied names like ledgers of grain—was obscene and precise. Restoration required a sacrifice the ledger itself determined could be made: a life’s place in the town’s topology, traded like a commodity. There was a ritual to it, official and ceremonial, described in instructions Darren had copied: fill forms, choose the candidate for compensation, present witnesses, sign with the registrar’s ink. The ink, he had written, was preserved in a small vial beneath the plinth; it had to be warmed to the hand and offered in a steady stroke. He had tried to refuse. He had been warned.
She thumbed the seam of the great ledger and felt a faint abrasion where a column of names had once been forced away. In a place near the back—someone had kept meticulous notes—she found an entry where a woman called Hester O’Neil had been unlisted in a cluster of reconciliations in 1978. Next to Hester’s name was the name of a man who had been powerful in the town: an ex-councillor, later promoted in the civic records until his house plaque was polished and his visage small and official on the history wall. The arithmetic of the town was clinical: when Hester’s page went, someone else’s climb smoothed.
When Mara stepped from the Index into the stairwell the lamps seemed a shade colder. She had expected to be discovered, to be dragged into a corridor and given reprimand, but the building’s night air was just as indifferent as it had been when she had entered. She put the scrap with Liza’s scored name back into her pocket like a talisman and felt something she had not anticipated—fear not only for Liza but for herself. On the stair she stopped and pressed the small maintenance key into her palm and saw, as if projected onto the brass, a faint penciled note on the Index’s inner ledger: Candidate: Lyle, Mara — provisional. She read it twice as if the letters might rearrange themselves. The room did not remember her there; she did not feel as if she had been a thief but as if she had leaned too close to a border and the border had measured her.
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Mara returned to Holloway’s office in daylight with a hunger sharpened into something like calculation. The Registry’s afternoon light had a milky quality that made the ledgers’ pages look like soft bone. She closed Holloway’s door and placed her palms on the desk until the varnish browned at the edges. He watched her in a way that had the authority of someone who had learned the right distance to keep from pain.
"You were in the Index," he said. He did not ask. It was a statement that carried no judgement but a precise diagnosis.
"Yes," Mara said. "I read what’s there. I know what you do to people."
Holloway adjusted his glasses and folded his hands. Around them the office breathed in its neat geometry. "We maintain continuity," he said. "Decisions are never taken lightly. When discrepancies occur, the Board convenes. There is a process."
"There is a ledger that balances names like a ledger balances accounts," Mara said. "It demands a cost. Which life did you take for mine? For Liza’s?"
He regarded her for a time as if considering whether she was fit for the truth. "You know the language of the office," he murmured. "You have the right to petition. But restoration is not a simple reversal. The Index uses a reconciliation method. A restoration requires a compensatory removal. The town does not expand its memory; it reallocates it."
Her voice was thinner than she intended. "Choose someone else. A criminal. Someone else’s life—"
Holloway’s expression blurred into the neutral patience he kept like a pleated sleeve. "It is not about moral calculus in those terms," he said. "There are legal and administrative frameworks. The Board considers context, social weight, municipal need. In practice—"
"In practice you choose who is expendable," Mara finished. "You make the poor disappear so the comfortable may remain."
He did not deny it. "The town must function. Chaos is worse than pain. We weigh consequences."
A small, nasty laugh escaped her. "You use the word 'weigh' as if it were a scale when it is a blade."
There was a pause, and Holloway reached below his desk. He produced a small vial wrapped in soft paper, the glass dark as if it held night. "This is the registrar's ink," he said quietly. "The signature binds. It is warmed to the hand before use. It is recorded in the Index as a reconciliation. The forms you requested are available if you wish to attempt restoration through channels. Or—" He regarded her with a faint, not unkind curiosity—"you could do it yourself. The ritual, as you read, requires a name and a compensation. The Index will accept a candidate if the reconciliation criteria are met."
Mara felt the room pivot. The option he presented was both monstrous and simple: restore Liza by naming a compensatory life, or refuse and leave a sister to a paper void. She thought of the Polaroid in her drawer and of the way Liza’s laugh had once filled a flat. She thought of the ledger’s cold arithmetic and of Darren’s plea. She thought of her own name penciled as provisional in the Index. The idea that she might write her own name as the trade rose in her like a tide. She forced her mouth to form a question that might buy time.
"If I sign—if I write a name—what happens?"
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Holloway’s face was unreadable. "If you follow procedure and the Board approves, the Index incorporates the restoration and issues a reconciliation. The compensatory entry ceases to be part of civic memory; its traces scrub. The people who knew them will cease to recognize. The Registry takes care to make the transition administratively seamless."
"And if I do not follow procedure?"
"The Index is less forgiving of improvisation," he said. "Unauthorised restorations lead to... anomalies. People forget particulars, objects lose record, photographs alter. The Index defends its balance. It will correct. The corrective actions are not always predictable."
That night, Mara attempted improvisation. She returned to the Index with a satchel of loose pages she had written with Liza’s full name and dates, signatures she had practiced in the mirror until the strokes looked the same as her hand had written a hundred forms. She brought a small press from the office, the sort the Registry used for embossing seals, and the vial Holloway had left with her—how, she did not allow herself to consider; perhaps in his curiosity he wanted her to see the mechanics, to understand the choice he hoped she would not make. The Index sat like a heart in a chest of rooms, and as Mara set the press she became aware of the room’s indifference folding over her like a glove.
She fed the scrap into the press and stamped Liza’s name onto a prepared ledger page in the practiced coils of her hand. The ink felt wrong—cool and viscous, like winter blood—but the script held. She signed the compensatory form she had drafted with trembling lines and tried to designate a name for removal: a man listed in the Index as a decades-old file, a name associated with a forgotten dispute. She told herself this was less monstrous than choosing herself. She rubbed the ink with the pad of her thumb and felt it drip like a small dark warmth into the crease of her nail.
At dawn, something in the building shifted. A woman in the coffee queue spilled her cup and stared as the liquid seemed to gutter toward a thin absence, as if the coffee had brushed where a body no longer wanted to be remembered. A photograph pinned to the staff noticeboard smudged and then showed a different face entirely. Tess came to Mara and asked for the morning roster; when Mara said she had a day off to deal with family, Tess looked at her as if she were asking after a lonely neighbor. "Do you mean your mother?" Tess said. "You don’t have a sister, Mara. You live with your mother. You were very young when you came to the Registry."
The more Mara tried to undo the wrong with a bandage of forms and forged signatures, the more the Index seemed to take measures. People who had only vague recollections of Liza lost them entirely. Objects she had known for years flickered in and out of constancy. She found the man she had named for compensation; his packet in the Index was clean, and where his name had been there was nothing but a faint ghost of glue. No one remembered him. He had been unmade without committee or ceremony. The ledger had taken her token sacrifice and made it complete without asking for consent. A cold terror clawed up her spine. She had tried to give someone else for Liza's life and the system had accepted her offering the way a machine accepts a coin.
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The moment of choice came with a quiet as precise as a surgical gloved hand. The Index recorded processes like a priest marks confession: the steps were clinical, the instruments unshowy. Mara sat before the plinth, the great ledger open like an aperture. Beside her was the vial of ink, warmed now in her palm until it thinned and the glass fogged faintly from the heat of her skin. She had expected an epiphany or a cry. Instead there was a silence that felt like an audience held at the brink.
She thought of Liza—how she had once hummed off-key under a kettle’s whistle, how she had tucked coins into Mara’s palm and grinned when no one was looking. She thought of the Polaroid that had once been a talisman, of the weight of the empty slot in the drawer. She looked down at the line on the scrap where a mechanical blade had scored Liza’s name and felt, absurdly, that the line was a fragile thread the ledger had left dangling for her to pluck.
There was another name on the table. It was in her hand by practice: Mara Lyle, written in the same small curled script she used for filing. She had written her sister’s details a hundred times, but the last sheet she had folded into a small square and placed face-down with the intent she could not name. She dug the square out with fingers that trembled and saw the faint graphite notation she had not remembered making: Candidate: Self — voluntary. The page before her hummed with a gravity that was both terrible and intimate. She recognized the meaning with a clarity that had nothing to do with bureaucracy: the Index would accept a restoration if a life of equal ledger weight were surrendered. She could assign the compensation to herself.
There was a whisper at the back of the room—perhaps the building settling, perhaps her own breath. Her hand closed around the pen. The registrar’s ink sat warm and hungry at the nib, and when she pressed the name to the page the blackness spread like a wound. The first stroke felt like cold water, the second the pressure of a pulse. She signed her full name and then, with a shaking steadiness, she pressed Liza’s identity into the ledger. The book drank the letters. Light seemed to leak from the seams of the plinth; the air tasted like iron and snow. There was a sound like a small deep bell and the pages of the ledger fluttered, then stilled. Mara felt, for an instant, as if something had unclasped within her chest.
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Afterward, the world rearranged itself with the smooth cruelty of paperwork. Liza came to the Registry door at ten in the morning as if she had been on an errand. She smelled of rain and cheap perfume and of the riverbank—they greeted her with a mixture of curiosity and routine. Holloway opened the door with his usual measured expression, and for a moment the office seemed to hold its breath. Liza smiled at him the way she always had, as if their absence had been nothing more than a scheduling error. She stepped inside and the room took her; her laugh slipped into the air like a thread reknotted.
Mara stood in the doorway, watching Liza cross the threshold. She put her hand out, intending to reach for her sister, to take the Polaroid from her pocket and press it into Liza’s palm as proof. When she spoke, Liza turned to her and smiled in recognition that felt real enough to split Mara open.
"You wanted me here," Liza said. "I’m glad you did."
Mara wanted to tell her everything—about the ledger, the Index, the way she had bled her name into a book to make a life return. Instead she nodded and tried to keep the smile small and ordinary. Around them, colleagues praised the Registry’s efficiency and asked after Liza’s wellbeing. Holloway arranged tea. Tess hugged Liza as if she were an old neighbor newly returned. But there was a peculiar, rising distance: when Mara moved to explain where she had been, people asked what she meant as if she had spoken a foreign idiom. Her mother called that evening and asked for the name of the person who had been visiting—someone to whom she now attached an odd, polite description: a helpful person, a neighbor. She referred to Mara by the roles she performed in the household rather than the name the ledger had given her.
The smaller erasures accumulated like dust. The name on Mara’s pay stub altered; signatures on recent forms blurred when someone tried to read them and then appeared as anonymous initials. She found, one afternoon, a photograph in a box of family things where she once had been in the background of a holiday; the face had been smudged away, as if a careful hand had taken a wet cloth and wiped at the paper until the paper no longer wanted to carry her.
Mara took Liza to the river the next weekend. Liza talked of new work and of silly neighbors and of a recipe for a stew she wanted Mara to try. She took Mara’s hand in the manner of a sister leaning across a counter; the contact felt solid, warm, impossibly bright. But when Mara tried to tell Liza about the ledger, about the book bound in black and the ink that had tasted of iron, Liza blinked and cocked her head, as if hearing an old folk tale. "That sounds like paperwork," Liza said lightly. "You always did like dramatic stories."
Mara found that she could remember everything—her mother’s face at breakfast, the exact sound Liza made when she laughed, the precise timbre of Holloway’s voice. She could read the signatures she had made in the ledger with a clarity that felt like ache. But memory was only part of existence. The Registry had taken something else from her: the social proof that stitched her through other lives. She could see her handwriting in the big book, but outside of the Index the thread that tied her name to the town’s web frayed. People met her gaze and turned away as if she were a misplaced footnote.
In the Index, weeks later when she found the strength to go, there was no record of her being present in daily life. Her page existed in the ledger—her name neat and black, followed by a small administrative notation: Compensation accepted; Liza Marie Lyle reinstated. Beside it, in a different, hurried pencil, someone had written a new entry and left the page unsealed: Candidate: Unlisted. The letters were small and the margin cramped as if the hand that wrote them did not expect to be seen. Mara traced the word with a fingertip and felt, like a bruise, the knowledge that the Registry’s appetite remained; the mechanism worked on, methodical and indifferent.
She had given her life to bring a sister back into place and in doing so had become a quiet absence. Liza lived and the town’s ledger flowed onward as it always had, sorting and trading, balancing and erasing. The Index closed around its tasks, and life in the Registry carried the peculiar serenity of the efficient. Mara could read her own name in the ledger, could recite dates and signatures with a fidelity that made her chest ache. She could not compel the town to remember the shape she had been. She watched Liza’s laughter and felt a strange tenderness that had the edges of denial: she had chosen, and the choice had been precise and terrible.
In the office that evening a new small scrap appeared on the archive table where she had once found the scored Polaroid. On it, in a clerk’s tiny, hurried script, someone had written: Candidate: Unlisted. The paper shivered faintly in the lamplight, and Mara, who had stepped to the doorway like a person not wholly needed, read the note and felt the old machinery of the Registry grind on. The ledger would ask again. The index would measure the town and mark what must be surrendered so that other lives could hold. Mara put her hand to the table and, for an instant, felt the brief, private proof that she had been: the faint warmth of the scrap she had touched, the graphite smear at the corner of her thumb. Then it cooled. The office light hummed. Outside, the town went on.

    OEBPS/nav.xhtml


    Contents


    
            		Filing


            		Cross-Reference


            		The Index


    



    

OEBPS/cover.jpg





