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I wander the Chicago streets unseen. I'm plain, drab, faceless. I'm a shadow drifting through the world of form. It isn't all bad, being this way. I ghost into theaters and museums and concerts without paying. Guards see me bypass the lines and slip through the doors, yet I somehow never quite register. 

Being nobody has its perks, but now I hunger to be somebody once more, to have a name again. To do this I must find the right man to follow. I wander the Chicago Loop looking for certain telltale signs of pain, longing, emptiness. 

We live in a world of grief, and so it doesn't take long to find him. He carries himself with an undefined heaviness and peers through a fog of yesterdays. His emptiness drags me along. 

I follow him into a coffee shop and stand behind him in line. He doesn't notice me because there is nothing to notice. I am nobody. I am soft clay in search of a potter. I won't know who I am until he shows me. I touch his hand. He glances back, but I still don't register on his radar. 

And yet, in that brief touch I feel his longing. I loop my finger around one of his, and this time he finally fixes his gaze on me. I peer up at him, only now I have a freckled face with a cute nose, framed with auburn hair. He gasps. They usually do. I smile, just the way she used to smile. 

My God, he says. 

Then we're at a table, my small hands enveloped in his large ones, coffee all but forgotten, our eyes locked. I become more her by the second. Elsa is her name. His memories of Elsa blaze to life. I become a little shorter and plumper. I grow to like strawberry ice cream and mystery novels with cats in them. I fell off a horse when I was a little girl. 

I hear it like a rolling echo in my head, the same words, said to me by a hundred men: Is it really you? It can't be!

You're right. It isn't.

I pull my hands away and return to being plain, drab, soft clay. 

No. I'm not her. But I can become her. 

He glances about, like they all do, and I know what he's thinking: Are there hidden cameras? Is this some reality TV show? A prank? A sick joke?  

I take his hands and become her once again, even more so this time, and his doubts vanish. He is hooked. We talk. We make a deal. Money is passed from him to me. I don't tell him the truth: that I need to become Elsa as much as he needs me to be her. 

We go to his Michigan Avenue hotel room and sit on the queen-size bed. We hold hands, and I swim in his memories.

I say: Tell me about her.

We were in love but never got married. Then she died. It was so sudden. I married somebody else but—

He stops. 

But your wife can never know how much you miss her.

God no.

We're quiet for a long time. Then he speaks again, only this time he isn't talking about her but to her. To me. To Elsa.

I've missed you so fucking much! All the stupid, silly little things you did. You would piss me off sometimes because there was that crazy energy between us. And the way you laughed! You know what I used to say about you? That you were one half sweetheart and one half lunatic.

I laugh, just like Elsa. Because I am her, more and more and more with each passing minute. 

Why the fuck did you have to go and die like that? I didn't even know you were sick. I married somebody else, you never knew her. I go away on business, like now. I never cheat. Not because of her, though. My God! It's because of you, Elsa. Because of you. 

His cell phone rings.

I tell him to answer the phone, that I'll be quiet as a mouse. Something Elsa used to say all the time. She had lots of cute sayings like that. I let go of his hand and scootch away from him. 

He answers and talks to his wife for a few minutes. I don't really listen. I feel Elsa slipping from me. I try to hold on. Elsa had parents and went to school and held down jobs, but those memories wisp away like dandelion seeds in the wind. I search my mind for my own past, as I have so often before, and come up empty. 

He hangs up the phone and looks at me, a drab and pale thing sitting on the bed of his fancy hotel room. I need to become somebody, need to be molded and directed, but it's a strain. It takes a lot of energy. 

I reach for him again. He pulls away. He's wondering, What is this creature beside me? I'm floating away. I need to become Elsa again. 

He demands, how did you do that? Did you drug me? What the hell is going on?

I have no idea how I do it. I only know this hunger to become somebody, to feel, to live. For a short time, I felt his love for Elsa, poor dead Elsa, and could almost believe that love belonged to me. I ache to be her again. 

I reach for him, quicker this time. I latch onto his hands, my small fingers clamping so tight he shouts. I don't let go until I'm Elsa again, sitting on the bed. He still has questions, but they don't matter. Elsa is with him. I look like her, smell like her. My skin is soft and warm, just as Elsa's was. He throws his arms around me and says my name: Elsa, oh Elsa! 

We talk, we embrace, we order room service, we make love. We talk deep into the night and fall asleep in each other's arms, with him still murmuring my name over and over. 

Elsa, Elsa, Elsa.
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I AWAKE, NO LONGER Elsa, and slip away while he sleeps. I have money now. I leave this fancy hotel and check into a cheap dive, one of those TRANSIENTS WELCOME places, where I don’t have to show ID. I get my key and go upstairs. 

I enjoyed being Elsa, but the strain has been great. I sleep for a long time. 

––––––––
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SOMETIMES I'M THE ONE Who Got Away. 

Other times I'm the Childhood Sweetheart. 

Or the Dearly Departed.

I sift through the remnants of other peoples' memories. I think about the names I had. The memories and the names fade because they don't belong to me. They are merely heirlooms I borrow. I have no name of my own, not that anybody ever asks.

After some time in the cheap hotel, I emerge and walk through the Loop once again. I'm merely wandering, not yet looking for somebody new to follow. Being Elsa was nice. The warm glow of her energy has stayed with me. 

But now, as I wander through downtown Chicago, I'm back to being nobody. It seems like it has always been this way: me spotting the right man, following after, dipping into his mind, and becoming the love of his life for one glorious night. It feels like I was made for this. 

I go to a bagel shop. It always surprises people when I talk to them. The young lady behind the counter punches my order into her machine. She looks so confused, wondering why this drab, formless shape is talking to her. She seems like a nice person, though, and I want to hug her. She asks my name, so they can call it when my order is ready. I tell her Elsa. I feel like a thief, stealing Elsa's name like this, but it's so delicious! I have a name. 

When my order is ready, the girl calls my stolen identity: Elsa? I get my food and say awesomesauce! Because that's another cute thing Elsa used to say. But Elsa is a faded memory. 

When I sit down, a man looks my way. He's somebody I've seen before. Something stirs inside me. Nobody ever looks at me when I wander alone, but he does. Tall, sharply-dressed, distinguished gray hair that lends him a quiet authority. 

He has a laptop open but keeps stealing glances my way. Does he need me to become somebody? No, I don't think so. Why does he look familiar? 

It comes to me: He's been following me. Just as I've followed so many people. How could that be? Nobody ever sees me, let alone follows. I'm not used to this. My heart pounds, and I don't know what to feel. 

I pick up my bagel and step over to his table. He looks up and sees me
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