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Dedication

For the women who learned that being seen is not the same as being helped. For those who discovered that visibility can be another form of invisibility, that documentation is not the same as justice, that performance exhausts in ways cold never did. For the ones who understood too late that the camera was the cage.
And for the people still scrolling, still watching, still believing that likes equal action—may you eventually understand what you're actually looking at, and may that understanding change something.
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Intake

      The form had been redesigned since last month. Different sections, same questions, the date field still refusing to understand that Maren wasn't certain what day she'd lost her lease. She filled in December 3rd because that's when the eviction notice had been served, not when she'd actually left. The coordinator didn't ask; the form didn't allow for nuance.

      She'd been working in marketing for nine years before the fracture. She knew forms. She knew how they coded behavior, how they sorted people into categories, how the branching logic of a form created narratives that had nothing to do with actual experience. This form was crude—a decades-old template probably never updated since some grant writer had modeled it in the nineties. But it worked. It worked because Maren knew how to read it, and knowing how to read it meant understanding that certain answers led to resources while others led nowhere. The form was a test, and most people took it without understanding they were being tested.

      "Name?"

      "Maren Kelly."

      The coordinator typed. His name tag said Victor. He'd been working here—at St. Dominic's, which was the third shelter in four weeks—for long enough that the intake questions had become a rhythm, each pause calculated to seem compassionate when it was actually just the speed of someone entering data into a system that would never speak to the last system that had entered her data. His fingers were fast but accurate, the movements of someone who'd done this thousands of times. No hesitation. No empathy required.

      "Date of birth?"

      "March 17, 1987."

      "That makes you thirty-seven."

      "Yes."

      She wondered if he was testing whether she'd correct him, whether she'd object to being summed up in a single number. People did object sometimes. She'd seen it during her weeks cycling through intake appointments. They'd resist the reduction. Victor's pauses were designed to catch that resistance, to document it. Client shows defensiveness. Client expresses frustration with process. The form had space for narrative observations. All of it went somewhere.

      "Employment status?"

      "Unemployed."

      "Seeking employment?"

      Maren knew the answer he wanted. The form was a tree of if-thens, and if you were thirty-seven and unemployed but not seeking, the system calculated you differently. She'd learned this in her previous life—how data moved, how algorithms weighted categories, how a single checkbox could determine your tier of access. "Yes."

      Victor typed. The computer—an ancient Dell that had probably been someone's office castoff in 2015—made a sound like it was sighing. Victor moved his mouse, clicked, sighed back at it. The machine was struggling. So was he, probably, working a job that paid barely enough to justify showing up, watching people file through the intake process, knowing that most of them would cycle back through again in a few weeks. The whole apparatus was designed for rotation, not resolution.

      "Why are you not staying with family?"

      This was the question. Maren had constructed her answer months ago, had refined it through repetitions at the Day Resource Center and the women's outreach office and the intake line at Riverside Temporary Housing. It was the answer designed to end questions fastest, to close off the narrative before it could sprawl into complications. "My family isn't in a position to provide housing."

      Victor waited. This was the moment where some coordinators would push, would ask follow-up questions that the form didn't explicitly require. Maren could see him considering it—the slight lean forward, the hesitation before the next question. He was human enough to sense there was more to this. But he was also tired enough not to pursue it.

      "Are there no safe relationships you could turn to?"

      "No."

      The word was clean. It was the word that meant: stop asking. Victor typed it. He didn't ask what had happened. They never did. The form had space for narrative, but it was always pre-checked as "N/A." He was simply documenting her state as a data point: unhoused, no support network, seeking employment. The computer needed categories, not stories. The system was allergic to complexity.

      "Any substance abuse?"

      "No."

      "Mental health diagnosis?"

      "No."

      "Have you ever attempted—"

      "No."

      He continued down the form. She continued answering what he asked, not what she needed. The computer froze halfway through. Victor restarted it. Maren's information, which he'd already entered, had to be re-entered because the system had no memory beyond its own visible screen. She watched him type her name again. Maren Kelly. The keys made small clicking sounds, each letter a small failure of the apparatus, the system that was supposed to be helping her unable to hold her information long enough to process it. It was almost poetic. Almost too on-the-nose.

      When he finished, he printed something, handed it to her. A referral list. It included St. Dominic's (where she was sitting), Riverside Temporary Housing (which had a six-month waitlist), the Day Resource Center (which opened at 7 a.m.), Mercy Hospital Emergency Room (which was free and open all night but after three visits they started checking your vitals faster), and a shelter in the industrial district called Harbor House.

      Harbor House had closed four months ago. Maren had been there; she remembered the day they'd locked the doors, the announcement that funding had been redirected, the caseworkers' sad faces as if the lack of beds was somehow tragic to them. The referral list included a dead location. The system didn't update in real time. She was being handed a map of shelter that no longer existed.

      "We're at capacity tonight," Victor said. "But the list will help."

      The list was the no disguised as paperwork. The list was how they said we can't help you without saying we can't help you.

      "Is there a bed tomorrow?"

      "Occupancy changes daily. You can call ahead, or you can try to come first thing in the morning."

      First thing in the morning meant arriving before the turnover, before new people checked out, before the beds became available in that narrow window between 6 a.m. and 7 a.m. First thing in the morning meant not sleeping tonight, or sleeping somewhere else and arriving exhausted.

      "What about the other locations?"

      "Call ahead if you can."

      Maren didn't have a phone. She'd had one for the first three weeks, but the payment plan had lapsed and the minutes had run out and then the phone itself had been stolen from her bag at the library. She'd filed a report. The police had treated it as inevitable, the kind of loss that happened to people like her, the kind of crime they weren't equipped to investigate. The form at the police station had asked for details. She'd understood while filling it out that the information was being entered into a system that would never follow up, that existed only to generate statistics about crime in the downtown core, not to recover stolen property.

      She left the form on Victor's desk—he was already looking past her at the next person in line—and walked out into the December air. The shelter exit faced a side street. She stopped, assessing the light. Golden hour, the photographers called it. The best light of the day. Good shadows, good contrast. The kind of light that made ordinary things readable. The kind of light that made suffering look staged.

      A woman stood across the street, phone up, camera angle low. Maren recognized her from last week—the same woman, or maybe a different one, she couldn't be sure because they all pointed phones at the same thing and Maren had stopped trying to track which documentation belonged to which observer. The woman moved slightly, adjusting her position for a better angle. She was framing the shelter's door, the exit, the moment when people emerged into the outside world. She was looking for the look on their faces—the particular exhaustion of people being turned away.

      Maren didn't react. The exposure was already happening. Reacting to it wouldn't change it. She walked toward the corner, intending to take the long way to the library, and saw the phone swivel to follow her. She kept walking. Saw the shutter button pressed—not the mechanical sound of older cameras but the soft click of a thumb against glass. The sound of data being captured, moment being converted to image.

      She crossed the street anyway, committing herself to the direction, and at the corner she turned to look back. The woman was photographing her leaving. The angle was positioned to catch Maren's posture: shoulders down, gait slow, the weight of something invisible but readable on her frame. The narrative was already being constructed. She was being captured in the moment of her own defeat.

      Maren adjusted her coat and kept walking. The adjustment was too late; she knew it had already been captured in whatever form this was—Instagram, Facebook, a blog titled something like "City Stories" or "Unseen Lives" or "The Hidden Homeless Crisis." She'd seen them before, the accounts that documented marginality like field researchers, like Maren was anthropology rather than a person who could see them seeing her. The accounts that took the shape of advocacy but functioned as tourism, turning other people's survival into content, other people's desperation into narrative.

      The library would be open until six. She had two hours of warmth guaranteed, two hours of space where she could sit without being asked to leave, two hours of existing without explicit transaction. Then the slow rotation would begin: the diner on Fifth that stayed open late, the bus shelter if the weather held, the all-night CVS where she could pretend to shop until security asked her to leave. The hospital waiting room was also always open, but she'd been there twice in the last two weeks and the staff had started finishing sentences faster when she gave her symptoms, discharging her with increasing efficiency, as if they could outpace her need simply by moving quickly enough.

      She walked toward the library, and behind her she could feel the phone's eye still pointed, documenting the moment she became unavailable, which was probably the best moment of all, the moment when what the camera wanted most was the subject's absence. The image of someone leaving was always more compelling than the image of someone staying. Departure suggested a story. Departure meant transformation, which could be narrated, which could be made to mean something.

      She didn't look back again. She walked the familiar route to the library, muscle memory now, every corner mapped, every timing calculated. The library was warm. The library was free. The library didn't photograph you. That was enough to justify the walk.

    


Visible/Invisible

      The message came through a library computer, an old one with the keyboard worn smooth in the spots where thousands of fingers had typed the same searches: housing assistance, food banks, social security login, how to get an ID without an address, whether it was possible to survive on this amount of money. The keys had a particular feel—the slight give of ones worn down by use, the stickiness of ones that had absorbed years of anxiety.

      It was from Marcus, who had been her colleague at the marketing firm seven years ago, before everything had fractured in ways that she'd never fully explained to anyone. They'd been friendly in the way coworkers are—close enough to chat by the coffee machine, distant enough that his message now felt like it arrived from another planet where she still had a fixed address and the ability to receive packages. Where she still had a life that could be intervened in.

      "Saw your photo, are you okay, do you need anything?"

      Maren stared at it. The concern was real. Marcus's intention was good. He had not, as far as she could tell, waited for her response before moving on with his day. The message existed; it had done its work of making him feel like he'd helped; her reply or non-reply was already irrelevant. He'd probably felt good about himself for sending it. He'd probably mentioned it to someone: I reached out to someone I knew who was struggling. The message
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