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    For those who were present before the record learned their names.

      

    



  	
        
            
            A map can show what is owned; it cannot show everything that will be lost.

      

    

Dedication

For everyone a clean map leaves out.

Epigraph

A boundary is also an account of who was permitted to disappear.
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THE BLUE LINE

The consultant offered three blues.

The first was pale enough to look apologetic. It followed the median flood surface from the current model and cut through thirty-eight titled parcels. The second was darker and wider. It included the uncertainty band, the cemetery road, part of the boat yard and a strip of municipal land beside the market channel. The third was a narrow, decisive stroke that stopped at the exact point where the resilience grant stopped being affordable.

On the wall screen, Harrow Reach became a set of shapes waiting to be chosen.

Iris Kelm sat at the end of the map-room table with the parcel register open on her laptop. Seventy-three property folios. Eighty-six buildings. Fifty-nine current owner addresses. Eleven deceased estates. Three corporate titles. Two disputed boundaries. The numbers had taken four months to verify and less than four minutes to turn into a political problem.

“Which line can we defend?” Deputy Mayor Caro Dey asked.

The consultant, a compact man with silver glasses and a voice trained never to hurry, enlarged the map. “Defend in what sense?”

“In the sense that council can adopt it, the grant agency can fund it, and the public can understand why their house is inside or outside.”

“Those are three different defences.”

Caro looked at Tarin Bell, the coastal risk lead. “Engineering.”

Tarin had spent the meeting with his arms folded, not from hostility but to keep himself from pointing at every simplification. He rose and indicated the pale line.

“This is the central estimate under the agreed event sequence. It is not the maximum credible extent. It is not a prediction of the next flood. It is one surface produced from rainfall, surge, tide, groundwater and drainage assumptions.”

“And the dark one?”

“A planning envelope. It retains more uncertainty.”

“And the narrow one?”

“A funding boundary.”

The room quieted, although nothing he had said was new.

The grant would cover acquisition, basic moving assistance, first-phase demolition and a limited amount of receiving-ground construction. It would not cover the full planning envelope. It would not cover every household dependent on a parcel. It would not cover the schools, moorings, workshops, prayer room, cemetery access, shared storage or road alterations that appeared only when the city stopped looking at Harrow Reach as real estate.

Caro tapped the narrow line. “If we begin here, can the remaining measures still form a pathway?”

Tarin did not answer immediately. “Yes, if ‘begin’ does not become ‘complete.’ The lowest streets can move first. Drainage and evacuation work must continue outside the line. The wetland corridor needs more space than this. The receiving ground needs to exist before utility withdrawal.”

“Can we write that into the report?”

“We can write anything into a report.”

Iris looked up. Tarin’s anger always arrived as exactness.

Caro turned to her. “Registry certification?”

Iris projected the parcel layer. Thin black boundaries appeared beneath the blue. “I can certify that these are the current registered extents, subject to the qualifications already listed. I cannot certify residence, use, access dependence or consent from this layer.”

“Nobody is asking you to.”

The sentence was meant as reassurance. Iris heard the future footnote inside it.

The consultant switched on building codes. Green for occupied. Grey for vacant. Amber for uncertain use. A grey rectangle appeared behind Number Fourteen, Salt Lane.

Iris knew the room. She had passed it during a site inspection three weeks earlier. A curtain had moved behind the glass. Two pairs of work shoes stood beneath the window. The tax record called the rear extension uninhabitable. The utility meter served the whole property. The title listed one owner at an address inland.

She enlarged the record.

VACANT ANCILLARY SPACE.

No current occupant.

No independent postal point.

No separate rate account.

Every source supported the code. The room was still occupied.

“We need a line today,” Caro said. “Not because the weather will honour our timetable. Because procurement, notice and the appropriation cycle will not wait for a perfect map.”

Iris placed a comment beside the room: occupancy status requires field verification. The note would not print on the public map. It would remain in the restricted project layer until someone assigned it.

“I can certify the parcels,” she said.

Caro nodded to the consultant. “Use the narrow boundary. Add the pathway language and the uncertainty note.”

Tarin said, “The public legend must call it an acquisition boundary, not the flood line.”

“Agreed.”

“And the cemetery road stays in the emergency review.”

“Agreed.”

The consultant changed the label.

HARROW REACH RESILIENCE ACQUISITION AREA - PHASE ONE

The blue line crossed the lower streets, clipped the boat yard, avoided the cemetery and followed the market channel until it reached the budget. It looked neither cruel nor kind. It looked legible.

Iris applied her digital signature to the parcel schedule. Tarin attached his technical note. Caro approved publication.

In the print room, the first notices began before dawn. Machines folded the pages, pressed them into windowed envelopes and sorted them by title address. At Number Fourteen, Salt Lane, the woman in the grey-coded room was asleep after a night shift.

Her envelope went to the owner.
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THE MAP
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THE VACANCY CODE

By nine the next morning, Iris had six emails asking why garages had received letters and tenants had not.

The seventh came from Leonie Rusk and contained no greeting.

Your map says the rear room at 14 Salt Lane is empty. It is not. Do not contact the owner before speaking to the occupant.

Attached was a photograph of a rent receipt. The payer’s name had been covered by a thumb.

Iris opened the property file. The title belonged to Marek Sile, whose boat yard occupied the eastern edge of Harrow Reach and whose other holdings had accumulated through inheritance, unpaid debts and what local papers called patient investment. Number Fourteen had once been a chandlery. The upper floor was divided into two legal flats. The rear room had no approved use.

Iris called the tax office. No separate account. Housing enforcement. No open case. Electoral services. One registered voter in the front flat. Utilities. One meter, account holder withheld. None of the systems was wrong within its own purpose.

At ten twenty, Leonie arrived in the Land Registry Unit carrying a clear plastic folder and the smell of onions from the school kitchen.

The reception officer told her appointments were required.

“The person you called vacant did not require an appointment to vanish,” Leonie said.

Iris came to the desk before the exchange became memorable.

“Ms Rusk. Conference room three.”

Leonie remained standing until Iris closed the door. She was thirty-nine, broad-shouldered, still in black kitchen trousers, with a hair net folded into one pocket. She placed the folder on the table but kept her hand over it.

“Her name is Nadiya,” she said. “You do not need the rest yet.”

“I need enough to verify that the record is inaccurate.”

“The record is accurate. The category is the problem.”

Iris disliked a strong sentence delivered before the documents. “What is her relationship to the property?”

“She pays weekly for the room. Cash until January, bank transfer since. She has a key. She receives no mail there because Mr Sile opens it. She works nights at the packing depot. She does not want housing enforcement, benefits, immigration staff or the owner told anything not needed to make sure she is included in safety and relocation support.”

“The programme cannot promise immunity from every lawful use of evidence.”

“Then it should not demand every private fact as the price of being counted.”

Iris pulled the keyboard closer. “What outcome is she seeking?”

“Notice in her own name. An evacuation contact. The right to apply for moving help. And no public list saying how she lives.”

Those were four different data functions. The project had one occupancy field.

Iris opened the system configuration. She could change the code to occupied - unverified, but the public owner schedule would then invite questions. She could open an enforcement flag, which would do exactly what Nadiya feared. She could leave the property vacant and put a note in the assistance file, but the emergency team did not read that file.

“Does she consent to her name being used by emergency planning?”

“Yes, if it stays with people who need it to find her.”

“Assistance eligibility?”

“Yes.”

“Public consultation statistics?”

“Count her, do not name her.”

“Tenancy enforcement?”

“No.”

Iris created a restricted person record linked to the parcel but not visible in the title layer. She added purpose permissions separately: emergency contact, assistance assessment, aggregate reporting. The software warned that the data architecture did not support partial disclosure across all connected departments.

“This is temporary,” Iris said.

“So is being alive. That does not make it optional.”

Iris looked at her.

Leonie gave a tired shrug. “A man said something like that at the library last month. It sounded better before breakfast.”

Iris saved the record. “The system will not automatically send a notice. I will arrange one through the programme office.”

“Address it to her at the school kitchen. Sealed.”

“That will make you an intermediary.”

“I already am.”

“Intermediaries become gatekeepers.”

For the first time, Leonie smiled. “Good. You are not as easy as they said.”

She uncovered the receipt. Nadiya’s full name, the amount, the dates. Marek Sile’s initials appeared beside each payment. Iris scanned only what was needed and recorded the source as resident-provided, restricted, disputed by no party yet.

Before Leonie left, Iris asked, “How many more?”

“Rooms? People? Households? Workers? Which list are you asking about?”

“People who depend on property inside the line and are not in the owner schedule.”

Leonie considered the question. “More than you have fields for. Fewer than you are afraid of.”

After she left, Iris revised the vacancy code.

TITLE USE: ANCILLARY / UNAPPROVED

CURRENT OCCUPANCY: RESTRICTED RECORD EXISTS

The public map remained unchanged. The operational system now contained a person it had not contained that morning.

It was not correction enough. It was the first correction the programme could survive.

Before closing the file, Iris tested the restricted annotation from three user profiles. Emergency planning could see Nadiya’s contact route. The acquisition team could see that an affected-person record existed but not its contents. Housing enforcement saw nothing. The controls worked until she exported the parcel schedule to a spreadsheet. The export replaced the restriction with a blank.

Blank was dangerous because it looked like nothing rather than withheld information.

She called the software supplier. A support engineer explained that masked linked records were not included in standard exports. A custom flag could be developed under change control. Estimated delivery: six weeks.

“The notices are already out,” Iris said.

“Then use an interim manual process.”

Manual meant a person remembering to check another system every time a decision occurred. Iris created a bold warning field in the parcel schedule: RESTRICTED AFFECTED-PERSON RECORD - CHECK AUTHORISED VIEW BEFORE ACTION. She required a second sign-off before offers, closure or emergency extraction. It was inelegant, labour-intensive and dependent on training.

Leonie, when told, said, “So the person is safe while you remember the red words.”

“Until the architecture changes.”

“And who owns that change?”

Iris assigned it to herself and the programme data lead, with a date. The act felt smaller than the problem and more honest than calling the problem solved.
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HARROW REACH

Leonie counted envelopes over porridge.

The school kitchen served one hundred and forty breakfasts before eight forty-five. Children carried programme letters folded into book bags because their parents’ names appeared on titles. Others knew about the blue line only because a neighbour had shown them a map on a phone. One boy said his grandmother had received two envelopes for the same house, both addressed to her dead husband.

Leonie wrote numbers on the back of the dry-goods order.

Owner notice received: nineteen.

Tenant heard directly: three.

Tenant informed by owner: one.

People using sheds, rooms or yards: unknown.

At lunch, she asked staff whether the council had contacted them. Sana, who rented above the repair shop, had no letter. Joe, who lived inland but stored fishing gear in a Harrow shed, had no letter. Meera’s mother owned her house and had received a valuation appointment before Meera, who cared for her, had been told what assistance covered.

“Do not make a list with my name,” the dishwasher said quietly.

Leonie lowered her pen. “I was not going to without asking.”

“You always make lists.”

The accusation was fair. Leonie had organised the food bank rota, the damp complaints, the school-uniform exchange and the petition that kept the evening bus. A list made absence countable. It also made people findable by whoever obtained it next.

“What do you need me to know?” Leonie asked.

“That there are two of us. Not who. Not yet.”

Leonie wrote: one household reports two affected adults; names withheld.

After her shift, she walked the lower streets with a packet of chalk and the public map.

Harrow Reach had been built in refusals. Houses sat on stone plinths because builders had refused the first water. Porches stood on concrete blocks because owners had refused the second. Doorways carried tide stains beneath new paint. A line of washing moved above a yard where old oystershells had been crushed into the mud. Every adaptation had an owner until it failed; then it became a neighbourhood problem.

At Salt Lane she met Nadiya near the side gate, still in her depot coat. Leonie gave her the sealed notice Iris had arranged.

Nadiya read it without opening the gate. “It says I may be eligible.”

“That is more than yesterday.”

“It says I must provide satisfactory evidence.”

“We can argue about what satisfies them.”

“Will Marek know?”

“Not from this letter.”

“Will he know later?”

Leonie did not promise what she could not control. “He may learn that someone is receiving assistance connected to his property. We are trying to separate that from enforcement and public disclosure.”

Nadiya folded the notice. “You say ‘we.’ Who is we?”

Leonie looked down the street. People had begun to place blue ribbons on fences in protest. Others had removed them during the night. “That is not settled either.”

At the boat-yard edge, a welded gate blocked a route children used from the lower streets to the school. A new sign read PRIVATE - NO ACCESS. The public evacuation map showed the gate open.

A teenager named Sol climbed the fence while Leonie watched.

“It is quicker,” he said.

“It is locked.”

“Only from the map side.”

He dropped into the yard and lifted a loose panel from within. The path continued between stacked hulls to the rail embankment, higher than the main road.

Leonie marked it in chalk on her map: dry route / private / physically passable from inside / gate locked.

She continued to the prayer room, the oyster sheds, the cemetery wall. At every stop, people described Harrow Reach differently. A home. A bad investment. A workplace. A route. A set of rooms. A debt. A place to bury family. A place to leave before the next large water.

At dusk she returned to the school kitchen. She spread the map on a preparation table cleaned of flour and wrote names only where she had consent. Elsewhere she drew small pencil marks: two adults, child every second week, night worker, equipment only, care route, unknown occupant.

The official map had seventy-three parcels.

Leonie’s map had no total.

On her walk home, Leonie passed three houses already displaying estate-agent boards. Owners had not signed the programme agreement, but the announcement had altered the market. One board advertised “future resilience potential” as if public acquisition were an amenity.

At the corner shop, two men argued about leaving. One had wanted a buyout for years. The other said accepting would give the city permission to abandon every poor district. Leonie was asked which side the assembly supported.

“There is no assembly yet,” she said.

“There will be after you organise it.”

The prediction sounded like praise and conscription.

At home, she found her own landlord’s programme letter pushed beneath the door. The flat was outside Phase One by twelve metres. The blue line crossed the yard and included the shed where she stored boxes from her mother’s house. Her home was outside; part of her life was inside.

The letter was not addressed to her.

She placed it beside the pencil map and wrote her first personal entry: tenant outside boundary / storage and access inside / no notice. Then she covered her name.

If she expected others to tolerate incomplete representation, she would begin with herself.
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