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The Missing Hours

I wake to the smell of burnt coffee and the low hum of the refrigerator. My hands are braced on the kitchen counter, knuckles white, as if I’ve been holding myself upright for hours. The desert light outside is already sharp—late morning, maybe—but my body feels like it’s still caught in the thick of night. There’s a rust-colored stain on my apron, dried and stiff near the pocket. I touch it with two fingers, then bring them to my nose. Iron. Blood? Or just dirt from the yard, tracked in after watering the brittle succulents Jonah insists on keeping alive despite the heat.

I don’t remember coming home last night.

That’s not entirely true. I remember leaving the Monroe Gallery. The benefit for June Avery’s community land trust—the one Mayor Calloway tried to shut down three times before Beatrice Monroe stepped in with “cultural preservation” funding. I remember the string lights strung between adobe walls, the clink of ice in glasses, the way June’s voice cut through polite chatter like she was used to being ignored but refused to stay that way. She wore those silver hoop earrings, wide as half-dollars, catching the neon glow from the Prada Marfa sign someone had jury-rigged onto a lamppost for the night. I remember thinking how strange it was that she’d worn them to a fundraiser about displacement. Like jewelry could anchor her to this place when everything else was being priced out.

But after that—nothing.

No walk home through the quiet streets, no brushing my teeth, no slipping into bed beside Jonah’s steady breathing. Just this: standing in the kitchen, apron stained, mouth dry, heart thudding like I’ve run all the way from the gallery and forgotten why.

I check my phone. No missed calls. One text from Marcus, sent at 10:47 p.m.: You still at the benefit? I never replied. My screen shows I opened it—but didn’t answer. Why wouldn’t I answer? I scroll back. Earlier that evening, I’d texted Jonah: Leaving now. Back by 11. He’d replied with a thumbs-up emoji. Simple. Normal.

But my location history shows I left the gallery at 11:42 p.m. Then nothing until 6:18 a.m., when my phone pinged a cell tower half a mile from our house. Seven hours unaccounted for. Seven hours during which June Avery vanished.

The news alert popped up while I was still blinking sleep from my eyes—or whatever this fog is. Local Activist Missing After Gallery Benefit. No details yet. Just that she was last seen arguing with “an unidentified woman” near the alley behind Monroe’s. That they’re treating it as suspicious. That Sheriff Whitaker is asking anyone with information to come forward.

My stomach clenches. I haven’t told anyone I can’t remember last night. Not Jonah—he’s already gone to work, his toolbox clattering in the truck bed as he pulled away before dawn. Not Marcus, who showed up in town two days ago like a ghost I didn’t know I was waiting for. And certainly not Dr. Kline, whose voice still echoes in my head from Tuesday’s session: Memory isn’t a vault, Lena. It’s a story we tell ourselves to feel safe. Sometimes the story needs editing.

I peel off the apron and drop it in the sink. The stain doesn’t budge. I scrub it with soap, then bleach, then finally give up and stuff it into the laundry hamper. But before I close the lid, my fingers brush something in the pocket.

Small. Metallic.

I pull it out.

One silver hoop earring. June’s.

I stare at it like it might bite me. My breath hitches. How? When? I didn’t touch her last night. I swear I didn’t. We spoke—briefly—about the new zoning proposal, about how Beatrice’s “artist residencies” were just luxury condos with better lighting. June laughed, sharp and tired. “They’ll call it ‘creative housing’ while they evict Maria and her kids from that duplex on Highland.” I nodded. Said something vague about hoping the town council would listen. She gave me a look—like she knew I was lying to be polite.

But I didn’t take her earrings. I wouldn’t.

Unless I did.

I sink onto the floor, back against the cabinets, the earring cold in my palm. My pulse drums in my ears. Think. What else don’t I remember?

Then I see it.

Tucked beneath the sugar bowl—a folded slip of paper, torn from my own notebook. I recognize the handwriting instantly. Mine. Uneven, urgent, the letters slightly smudged as if written in haste or shaking hands.

I’m sorry.

That’s all it says.

No name. No explanation. Just those two words, like a confession without a crime.

I unfold it again and again, as if more words might appear. Nothing. But the paper smells faintly of lavender—June’s perfume. I used to hate that scent. Too sweet, too cloying. But she wore it like armor, she once told me. “So they remember I was here.”

Now she’s gone. And I have her earring. And an apology I don’t remember writing.

I stand abruptly, knocking over a chair. The sound is too loud in the silent house. Outside, a neighbor’s dog barks once, then stops. Marfa watches. Always watching.

I go to the bathroom and splash water on my face. Look in the mirror. My hazel eyes are bloodshot, shadows pooling beneath them. My hair is loose, tangled from sleep I don’t recall having. There’s a small scratch on my forearm—fresh, pink at the edges. Did I fall? Fight? Run?

I check my phone again. Scrolling through photos, messages, browser history. Nothing unusual. Except... wait.

A note in my voice memos. Dated 12:03 a.m.

I tap it.

Static. Then my voice, thin and distant: “I didn’t mean to—”

Cut off. Deleted mid-sentence.

Who deleted it? Me? Or someone else?

I open my journal. The one Dr. Kline suggested I keep. “To track your triggers,” he said. “To ground yourself when the past intrudes.” I flip to yesterday’s entry. Neat script, calm tone:

Benefit tonight. Nervous but okay. June seems determined. Hope it helps. Jonah made enchiladas. Felt safe.

But underneath, in darker ink, scrawled sideways in the margin—again, my handwriting—I find:

She knows what he did. I have to stop her.

Stop her from what?

And who is he?

I slam the journal shut. My hands won’t stop trembling. This isn’t dissociation. Not like the old episodes—the ones after Dad’s rages, when I’d wake up in the closet or the backyard, no idea how I got there. Those were panic, pure and simple. Flight responses carved into my nervous system.

This feels different. Calculated. Like someone walked into my mind while I was asleep and rearranged the furniture.

I think of Dr. Kline’s office—the dim lighting, the ticking clock, the way he’d lean forward when I described a memory, eyes intent, almost hungry. “Would you like to soften that recollection, Lena? Just a little? So it doesn’t hijack your present?” I’d said yes. Of course I had. Who wouldn’t want relief from the image of my father’s belt whistling through the air, my mother’s silence from the next room, the taste of blood where I bit my tongue to keep from screaming?

He called it “targeted memory attenuation.” A series of guided sessions, mild sedatives, hypnotic suggestion. “You’ll still know it happened,” he assured me. “But the emotional charge will fade. Like turning down the volume on a scream.”

I signed the consent forms. They were dense, full of clauses about “therapeutic boundaries” and “autobiographical coherence.” I didn’t read them closely. I wanted peace. I wanted to stop waking up gasping, convinced I was ten years old again.

But what if he turned the volume down on more than just childhood?

What if he erased last night?

I grab my keys. I need to talk to someone. Not Jonah—he’ll try to fix it, smooth it over, bury it in silence like he always does. Not Marcus—he’ll interrogate me like a source, not a sister. And definitely not Dr. Kline.

I drive to the Monroe Gallery.

It’s closed, of course. Yellow police tape crisscrosses the back entrance. A deputy—Pike, I think his name is—stands guard, arms crossed, scanning the street. He sees my car slow and gives me a hard look. I speed up, heart pounding.

Instead, I park near the town square and walk to Ruth Delgado’s office. The Marfa Beacon is housed in a converted gas station, its windows plastered with past headlines. Ruth’s column runs every Thursday: “Desert Truths.” She’s sharp, fair, and knows everyone’s secrets but never prints them unless they matter.

Her door is open. She’s typing, glasses perched on her nose, coffee steaming beside her.

“Lena,” she says without looking up. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I need to ask you something,” I say, voice steadier than I feel. “About last night.”

She stops typing. Looks at me fully now. “You were at the benefit.”

“Yes. But I don’t... I don’t remember leaving.”

Her expression shifts. Not surprise. Concern. “Sheriff’s asking questions. About you and June.”

“What did people say?”

“That you argued. Outside. Around midnight.”

“I didn’t argue with her.”

“Then why do three people say they saw you?”

I don’t answer. My throat is tight.

Ruth leans forward. “Lena, if you know something—”

“I don’t!” The word comes out too loud. I lower my voice. “I don’t remember anything after 11. And now I have her earring. And a note I wrote saying I’m sorry. And I don’t know why.”

She studies me. Then sighs. “Go home. Don’t talk to anyone else. Not even Jonah. And for God’s sake, don’t post anything online.”

“Why?”

“Because right now, the town needs a story. And you’re starting to look like the villain.”

I walk back to my car in a daze. The sun is brutal, bleaching the color from everything. Marfa feels smaller today, the buildings leaning in, the empty lots suddenly watchful. I pass the café where I had lunch with June last week. She’d shown me maps of the proposed retreat—how it would swallow the old trailer park, the community garden, the only affordable housing left within ten miles. “They’ll call it ‘revitalization,’” she’d said, stabbing her straw into her iced tea. “But it’s just erasure with a better PR team.”

Now she’s erased.

And I’m holding proof I was involved.

Back home, I lock the doors. Draw the blinds. Sit at the kitchen table with June’s earring and the note. I lay them side by side like evidence in a case file.

Then I notice something.

The note—the paper—is from my therapy journal. The kind Dr. Kline gives me. Watermarked with his clinic logo in the corner, faint but there.

He gave me that journal. Told me to write only during sessions, to “contain the narrative.”

But this note wasn’t written in session. It’s dated last night.

Which means either I took the journal home—which I never do—or someone put it there.

I flip through the rest of the journal. Most pages are blank. But near the end, another entry, same dark ink:

Trust no one. Not even him.

Him who?

Jonah? Marcus? Dr. Kline?

I press my palms to my eyes. Think. What would June have wanted me to do?

She’d want the truth exposed. Even if it hurt.

But what if the truth is that I hurt her?

No. I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.

Unless I was made to forget.

I go to my bedroom and pull out the shoebox from under the bed. Inside: old photos, my mother’s locket, a USB drive Marcus gave me years ago labeled “Dad’s Files.” I haven’t looked at it since I left home. Too much pain.

But now I plug it in.

Most files are corrupted. But one folder opens: Therapy Consent – Lena P.

Inside: scanned copies of the forms I signed with Dr. Kline. Buried in paragraph seven: “Patient consents to temporary memory modulation during therapeutic intervention, including but not limited to pharmacological assistance, guided reconsolidation, and post-session amnesic protocols as deemed clinically appropriate by the treating physician.”

Post-session amnesic protocols.

They didn’t just dull the memory. They erased parts of it.

And I agreed.

But why would I agree to forget last night?

Unless last night was part of the therapy.

Unless I needed to forget something I chose to do.

I sit on the floor, back against the bed, the USB drive cold in my hand. Outside, the wind picks up, rattling the windowpane. Dust swirls in the air, catching the light like ash.

I think of June’s laugh. Her earrings glinting. The way she looked at me like she saw through every lie I told myself.

And I wonder: did I help her disappear?

Or did I make her disappear?

The difference matters. To the law. To Jonah. To me.

But right now, in this silent house, with blood on my apron and apologies in my handwriting, the only thing that matters is this: I don’t know what I did.

And that uncertainty is worse than guilt.

Because guilt has edges. You can hold it, examine it, repent for it.

But not knowing? That’s a void. And I’m falling into it.

I pick up my phone. Dial Marcus.

He answers on the first ring. “Lena?”

“I need your help,” I say. “I think I did something terrible last night. And I can’t remember it.”

He doesn’t hesitate. “Where are you?”

“Home.”

“I’m coming.”

“Don’t tell anyone.”

“I won’t.”

I hang up. Wait. Listen to the house breathe around me.

Then I go to the kitchen and pour myself a glass of water. My hands are steady now. Not because I’m calm—but because fear has sharpened into focus.

If I participated in something, I need to remember it.

If I was used, I need to prove it.

And if I’m guilty... well.

At least I’ll know.

I sit at the table again. Place June’s earring in the center. The note beside it.

And I wait for my brother to arrive, hoping he can help me find the truth in the gaps.

Because in a town like Marfa, where everyone remembers everything, the most dangerous thing you can be is the one who doesn’t.
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Town That Watches

Sheriff Tom Whitaker stood at the edge of the Monroe Gallery’s back lot, hands tucked into the belt loops of his uniform pants, eyes scanning the cracked asphalt where June Avery had last been seen. The morning heat pressed down like a physical weight, already pushing ninety despite it being barely ten. Dust devils spun lazily in the distance, kicking up red grit that coated everything—the adobe walls, the windshields of parked cars, the collars of his deputies’ shirts. Marfa in late summer was a place of exposure: no shade, no secrets, nothing hidden for long.

Except, apparently, people.

June Avery had vanished between 11:45 p.m. and 12:30 a.m. during the benefit—a modest affair by big-city standards, but in Marfa, it was the social event of the season. Artists, landowners, gallery hangers-on, and a few curious tourists mingling under string lights while Beatrice Monroe toasted “cultural sustainability” and Mayor Calloway nodded along like he hadn’t spent the last six months fast-tracking permits to bulldoze half the town’s affordable housing. June had been there, sharp-eyed and unsmiling, circulating with a clipboard, asking pointed questions about easements and environmental reviews. She’d made enemies. That much was clear.

But enemies didn’t usually make people disappear.

Tom crouched beside a scuff mark near the dumpster—tire tread or boot heel, hard to tell. He snapped a photo with his phone, then straightened, wincing as his knees protested. Forty-eight years old, twenty-two on the force, seventeen as sheriff. He knew this town like the lines on his own palms. Knew who borrowed sugar from whom, who hadn’t spoken to their cousin since the water rights dispute of ’09, who showed up drunk at the VFW every third Thursday. Marfa ran on memory. On grudges held and favors repaid. On the quiet understanding that everyone saw everything, even when they pretended not to.

And right now, everyone was watching Lena Price.

He’d interviewed her an hour ago. Not formally—just a stop by her house after the call came in from Deputy Pike about the earrings. She’d answered the door barefoot, hair pulled back, eyes wide and too bright. She’d let him in without protest, offered coffee he didn’t take. Her hands shook when she spoke, but not like someone lying. More like someone trying to hold herself together while the ground gave way beneath her.

“I don’t remember leaving the gallery,” she’d said, voice low. “I swear, Sheriff. One minute I was talking to Ruth Delgado near the bar, the next I’m standing in my kitchen at dawn with blood on my apron.”

“Blood?” he’d asked.

“Rust-colored. Could be dirt. Could be... I don’t know.”

“And the earrings?”

She’d gone pale. “I found them in my pocket this morning. I don’t know how they got there.”

He’d believed her. Not because she was convincing, but because she wasn’t trying to be. There was no rehearsed defensiveness, no over-explaining. Just raw confusion, edged with fear. The kind of fear that came from not trusting your own mind.

But belief didn’t matter. Evidence did.

Three witnesses placed her arguing with June behind the gallery around midnight. One was old Mrs. Ruiz, who ran the taqueria two blocks over and claimed she’d stepped out for air and heard raised voices. “Lena sounded angry,” she’d told Tom over the phone, voice crackling with static. “Said something like, ‘You’re going to ruin everything.’ And June—she laughed. Like she didn’t care.”

Another witness was a visiting artist from Austin, staying at the Thunderbird Hotel. He’d been smoking by the alley and saw “a woman in a dark dress” shove June against the wall. “Not hard,” he clarified. “But deliberate. Then she walked off fast, toward Highland.”

The third witness was less reliable—Danny Cho, sixteen, who’d been loitering near the gallery hoping to sneak into the open bar. He claimed he saw Lena hand June something small, “like a key or a note,” before June turned and walked toward the desert road alone. Danny’s story shifted twice during questioning, but the core detail held: Lena was there. Late. Alone with June.

And then June was gone.

Tom walked back toward his cruiser, boots crunching on gravel. His radio crackled. “Sheriff? You copy?”

“Aaron,” Tom said, pressing the mic. “Go ahead.”

“We just got a call from Beatrice Monroe. She wants to know if we’ve ruled out foul play yet. Says the board’s getting nervous.”

Tom exhaled through his nose. “Tell her we’re treating it as a missing persons case with suspicious circumstances. Nothing more.”

“She also mentioned Lena Price. Said she’s been ‘unstable’ lately. Seeing Dr. Kline regularly.”

“Did she now.” Tom’s jaw tightened. Beatrice Monroe didn’t make idle observations. She planted seeds.

“Yeah. And... Jonah Hart hasn’t been answering his phone since last night. Left his job site early. No one’s seen him.”

Tom frowned. Jonah was solid. Quiet, dependable. Built half the custom homes in Presidio County. If he’d left work without notice, something was wrong.

“Find him,” Tom said. “Discreetly.”

“Copy that.”

Tom hung up and leaned against the cruiser, staring out at the town square. Tourists wandered in and out of galleries, oblivious. Locals sat on benches, sipping iced tea, eyes tracking his movements. In Marfa, law enforcement wasn’t just authority—it was theater. Every gesture read, every pause interpreted.

He thought about Lena again. Thirty-four. Worked part-time cleaning houses, part-time assisting at Monroe’s gallery. Married to Jonah Hart for eight years. No record. No history of violence. But she’d been seeing Dr. Kline for “anxiety and dissociative episodes” since she was twenty-two. According to medical records (released with her consent after Tom requested them), she’d experienced blackouts before—usually triggered by stress or loud noises. Once, she’d woken up thirty
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