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The box smelled like her grandmother’s death.


That’s the only way Mara could describe it — not unpleasantly, not like rot or decay, but like the specific stillness of a room where someone has recently stopped breathing. Cedar and lavender and something underneath those, something older, like stone left in shadow for a century. She’d found it tucked behind the water heater in her mother’s basement, wrapped in a dish towel printed with roosters that she remembered from childhood, and she almost put it back. Almost.


The movers were coming Thursday. She had forty-three boxes labeled and stacked in the living room, a lease signed on an apartment she’d chosen mostly because it was far from everything she’d known, and a life that had quietly, without drama, come completely undone. Her marriage — well. Her marriage had been like watching a houseplant die. You see it happening, day by day, and you keep meaning to water it, and then one morning you realize the thing has been dead for months and you’ve just been living with a dry brown stalk on the windowsill out of stubbornness or inertia or maybe just the dull comfort of pretending.


She put the box on the washing machine and unwound the dish towel.


It was a mirror. About the size of a hardcover novel, framed in tarnished silver that had been worked into a pattern she couldn’t quite follow — vines, she thought, or maybe serpents, or something that switched between the two depending on the angle of the light. The glass itself was dark. Not reflective dark, not the dimness of a mirror in a poorly lit room. Dark in the way deep water is dark, suggesting depth and movement and the presence of things that don’t rise to the surface unless they choose to.


Mara had never seen it before in her life.


She turned it over. On the back, scratched into the silver in handwriting she recognized as her grandmother’s — recognizable because it had appeared on birthday cards and grocery lists and that one devastating letter she’d found in her mother’s underwear drawer when she was sixteen — were six words. *Do not show this to him.*


Him. Definite article, no name, no qualifier. Just him.


Mara sat down on the basement floor, which was cold and faintly damp, and held the mirror in her lap.


Her grandmother, Oksana, had died in March of 1994 when Mara was four years old. She had no real memories of the woman, only impressions — height, a smell of rose water, a heaviness of gold jewelry that had seemed enormous and serious to a small child. Her mother didn’t talk about her much. Mara had always assumed this was grief, the ordinary unspeakable kind, but she was starting to wonder if it had been something else. Deliberately unspeakable. She was starting to wonder about a lot of things she’d put away without examining, the way you put boxes behind water heaters and leave them there for decades.


She carried the mirror upstairs.


The house looked ransacked in the particular way of a life being dismantled — drawers left open after everything had been taken out, pale rectangles on the walls where pictures used to hang. Her mother had moved to Phoenix the previous spring, following the sun and a man named Gerald who sold insurance and seemed blandly kind in a way that still surprised Mara when she thought about it. The house had been sitting empty for eight months. Mara had avoided dealing with it for most of that time, which was not, she would admit, her finest quality. She was good at avoiding things. She’d gotten quite practiced at it.


She sat at the kitchen table — the only piece of furniture remaining, a round oak table she’d eaten ten thousand meals at — and set the mirror face up in front of her.


Still dark. Still that impossible depth.


She angled it toward the overhead light. Nothing happened. No reflection, no shift in the darkness, no change. She pulled out her phone and turned on the flashlight and held it directly at the glass surface, and it swallowed the light like it was hungry.


“Okay,” she said aloud, because she’d picked up the habit of talking to herself sometime in the last two years of living alone, and it didn’t embarrass her anymore. “Okay.”


She put her phone down and looked at the mirror without the light, just looked at it the way you look at something you’re trying to understand. Her own face was not there. The glass was not reflecting. And yet it was clearly glass — she’d tapped it with a fingernail and felt the solidity, the faint ring of it — so by every law of physics she’d learned in a high school classroom by a man named Mr. Polzak who wore the same green cardigan every single day, it should be giving her back her own image. The angles should be working. Light should be bouncing.


It wasn’t.


She almost looked away. That was the moment — she felt it afterward, could identify it with the precision of someone retracing a path after they’ve gotten lost — where her life divided. The her who looked away would have put the mirror in a box labeled DONATE and moved to her new apartment and gotten on with the business of surviving her thirties. That version of her was plausible. She’d been that version her whole life, more or less.


Instead, she touched the glass.


Her fingertip went through.


Not through as in broke, not through as in shattered or cracked or any of the things that happen when glass fails. Through as in passed through, as in the surface accepted her like water accepts a stone, a brief resistance and then a yielding, and she felt coolness on the other side of her fingertip that was not the coolness of the basement air or the kitchen air or any air she’d ever put her hand into. It was cool the way the space under a very old forest is cool — layered, slow, smelling of things that don’t have names in ordinary language.


She pulled her hand back.


Her fingertip was dry. Unmarked. She pressed it against her palm and then against the table and it worked exactly like a fingertip should work. Nothing was wrong with it.


She sat very still for a moment.


Then she pressed her whole hand against the mirror.


It gave. The glass surface bent around her fingers like a membrane, like the surface tension of the deepest, most patient water in the world, and she felt the cool settle over her knuckles and wrist and she thought, with a clarity that surprised her given the circumstances, this is the least frightened I’ve been in years.


That thought alarmed her more than the mirror.


She withdrew her hand. It came back clean. She pressed her palm flat on the kitchen table and felt the grain of the wood, real and gritty and present, and took a long breath through her nose. What she needed, she decided, was not to put her hand into a magic mirror at — she checked her phone — 4:47 on a Tuesday in November. What she needed was to call someone.


The question was who.


Her best friend since college, Deb, would listen carefully and then express concern about Mara’s mental health with the particular gentleness of someone who’d been worried about it for a while and was relieved to finally have a concrete incident to point to. Her mother would get very quiet on the phone and then change the subject to Gerald’s new kayak. Her ex-husband, Marcus, would make a face she could picture exactly, a patient, slightly pained expression that meant he was already composing a reasonable response, and she’d feel the particular shame of having presented something messy and strange to a person who preferred the world tidy.


She didn’t call anyone.


Instead she went to her car and got the box of things she’d been driving around with for three weeks because she hadn’t decided what to do with them yet — notebooks, some old photographs, a coffee mug shaped like a cat that she’d bought herself as a joke and then genuinely liked. She carried the box inside and set it on the table beside the mirror and sat back down.


She was staying the night. She didn’t fully decide this consciously; it just became the thing she was doing.


She’d bought a sandwich from a gas station earlier that day and she ate it now, looking at the mirror. The mirror stayed dark. Occasionally — or maybe she imagined this — something moved at the edges of the darkness, a slow current, the way water moves just beneath the surface of a lake when you watch it long enough. She wasn’t sure if she was imagining it. She ate the sandwich. It was a bad sandwich, turkey and something yellow, and she thought about how this was not how she’d imagined the interesting moments of her life would feel when she was young. She’d imagined them accompanied by something more momentous. Music, maybe. A sense of readiness.


Instead there was a gas station sandwich and a cold kitchen floor and the faint sound of wind finding the gaps in a house she’d grown up in.


She found the photographs in the box. Old ones, printed on thick paper the way they used to be, with white borders and slightly washed-out colors. Her grandmother at various ages — young, middle-aged, old. Oksana, who’d come from somewhere in Ukraine that Mara couldn’t have pointed to on a map, who’d arrived in this country in 1962 with two suitcases and a husband who died young and a silence around her past that the family had always treated as a kind of weather, something to be endured rather than questioned.


In one photograph, Oksana was holding the mirror.


Mara went very still.


She brought the photograph close to her face and looked at it in the yellow overhead light. Yes. That frame, those twisting vines or serpents, that dark glass. And Oksana was not holding it carefully, not treating it like a precious object. She was holding it with the casual confidence of someone holding something that belonged to them, the way you hold your own face when you’re washing it. She was maybe thirty in the picture. She was looking at the camera with an expression Mara had never seen in any other photograph of anyone — not happy exactly, not proud exactly, but certain. Absolutely, quietly, unshakeably certain.


On the back of the photograph, in the same handwriting as the mirror’s inscription, one word.


*Soon.*


Mara put the photograph down.


The wind found another gap in the house.


She turned back to the mirror, and this time when she looked at the darkness in the glass it was different. She’d been looking at it as an absence before — the absence of reflection, the absence of light, the absence of normal behavior. Now she looked at it as a presence. Something that was there rather than something that wasn’t. And when she shifted her perspective that way, the small movements she’d noticed before resolved into something more definite. Not currents. Depth. She was looking down into something. Through it. The glass was not a surface at all; it was an aperture, a threshold, and the darkness beyond it had dimension and distance and maybe, at what she could only call the bottom of it, the faintest suggestion of light.


Blue light. Cold and old and thin as thread.


“Okay,” she said again.


She stood up from the table. Her knees ached from the cold, and she rolled them out the way the physical therapist had shown her the previous year, a small absurd gesture in the middle of everything. She picked the mirror up with both hands and held it level, face up, and looked down into it the way you’d look down into a well.


The light at the bottom was brighter now. Or closer.


She tilted the mirror slightly, and the light tilted with it, which meant it was not a reflection of something in the kitchen. It existed inside the mirror. Independently. Moving according to its own physics while remaining oriented to her eyes, to her face bent over it, to whatever it was reading in her attention.


She heard, very faintly, what might have been a voice.


Not words. Not yet. Just the shape of a voice — the cadence of human speech moving through water, the rhythm of meaning without its content. And it was familiar in the way that a smell is familiar before you can name the memory it belongs to. She knew that cadence. She was almost sure she knew it.


She held the mirror steady and leaned closer.


The kitchen disappeared.


Not violently. Not the way things in films disappear, in noise and light and spectacle. It went quietly, the way the last of the light goes on a winter afternoon — one moment it’s there and then, without marking the transition, it isn’t. The kitchen was gone and she was somewhere else, or she was nowhere
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