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Holding Patterns
Sylvia Orrin
Ava Mercer, a paper conservator whose nights once erased fragments of her pain, discovers notebooks that map those erasures and their collateral damage. As evidence accumulates and a mandate appears in her own hand, she must decide to stop, to confess, and to rebuild the ledger of other people’s days.
ProseHub


    
The First Missing Morning
I wake to the smell of paper and coffee that has gone cold in a cup I don't remember filling. The room is the same room I've learned to fix with my hands when the world feels loose: the same narrow bed, the same crooked shelf of reference books, the same sun blot on the floorboards where the window frames the street. Still, a small, precise wrongness nudges the back of my eyes—an orientation error, the kind that comes when memory's joints have been reassembled in the dark. One of my cups faces inward instead of out. The paperweight that always sits on the left corner of my desk has been nudged three fingers farther toward the window. My pocket square is folded differently. Familiar things rearranged with the patience of someone who believes detail is a language.
I sit up because sitting still seems to coax answers into the air. I reach for the phone on the bedside table and the lockscreen shows a reminder I didn't make: an event tomorrow labeled in blunt capitals, CANCELLED. There are two unread messages, one a string of voicemail icons I do not remember receiving. The other is a folded note tucked under the phone, with my own handwriting in a slanted, impatient hand: Don't stop tonight. The letters are mine—no question—yet the sentence opens at a place in my chest that belongs to someone else. I rub my thumb over the paper and for a moment I try to recall when I wrote it, and the memory returns not as a scene but as an ache, as if I am recalling a thing through glass.
I dress in the same clothes I left on the chair last night, but my coat feels heavier, like it contains a shape I have misnamed. When I peek into its pockets on impulse, a folded photograph slides out and flutters to the rug. A child looks back at me from the glossy paper, small hands balled tight, an awkward grownup smile surfacing like bone through skin. Someone has dated the back in blue ink—an ordinary, recent date—and scribbled a name I don't know. There is a crease through the corner as though the photograph has been carried folded in a wallet. I don't remember ever seeing this child, and the bone of that fact clicks in my skull with the stubbornness of a lock.
I call Eli from the hallway, partly for the sound of someone who can confirm the contours of a day. The phone rings twice and I tell him about the cups and the calendar and the photograph like I'm naming the weather. Eli's laugh through the line is soft and practical.
"Maybe a neighbor," he says. "Or sleepwalking magic. You do these things when you're tired, Av. Remember the time you left the kettle on and painted three shelves in the wrong color?"
I let him humor me, because the idea of a neighbor rearranging my life feels less violent than the other explanation. "I set a camera last night," I tell him, the sentence meant as a bridge. "To test. It wasn't working this morning. The card is gone."
There is a pause, and in it Eli's voice sharpens with concern that smells like old loyalty. "I'll come by. Don't tear everything apart before I get there."
He lives two flights down; he will be there in twenty minutes. I tell myself I will sit and wait with the noise of the kettle, the mundane work of heating water anchoring my stomach. I stand at the window and watch a man down the street cross with two grocery bags, and I try on the possibility that this is a random incursion into my neat life. But neatness is a fabric that depends on threads I remember, and if those threads fray without my knowledge, the cloth will not hold.
My workbench is a map to me—practical, ordered, the tools arranged in the ways that make evidence legible. For years I have restored damaged papers: torn letters, wet maps, brittle pages that remember rain. My hands know how to coax a seam back together, how to lay a fragile thing on a cushion so the weight of it is even. That training creates a false confidence: I live by a belief that damage is reversible if you know how to follow the marks. This morning the knowledge feels like a costume that someone took off and left on a chair. Where do you begin when the marks are made by the person who was supposed to read them? I tell myself detective stories because they feel firmer than the alternatives. I list possible explanations: a visitor with petty curiosity, a prank from someone who knows my habits, a thief with a sense of irony. The options steady me because they put a clear agent at the other end of the oddness.
I check the places I know are important to my sense of continuity. The small note box on the shelf where I thread receipts and small scraps is empty; a small strip of tape reels from the dispenser with the edge caught on the shelf. My camera bag sits under the desk where I left it last night, the strap knotted in the way I forget to unknot things. I empty the bag onto the table with the ritual of someone who has always relied on repetition to order the world. The battery charger, the spare SD cards, a lens cloth, a piece of dried adhesive that I keep for smoothing tears—they are all as they should be, and the main camera body is lighter than I expect until I realize the card slot is open and the card itself is missing.
Of all the things to misplace, an SD card is a petty, specific wrongness. It is where a day's seeing is kept, a small, silent record of light. I think of the photograph in my coat—the child—and wonder if wherever that picture came from, its provenance lived here for a while and was moved. I run my finger over the small window into the slot as if temperature could tell me a story. There is nothing warm. There is the cool insistence of absence.
Eli arrives with a coffee in a paper cup and a face that says he has been up and down thinking about the mundane reasons for strange mornings. He moves around the apartment the way someone who has lived within a neighbor's reliable orbit will: he looks in cupboards he knows not to open and offers suggestions as if he is cataloging possibilities. I tell him about the note on my phone. He reads it once and shakes his head as if to dislodge an insect. The word tonight hangs between us like a dare.
I try to reconstruct last night because reconstruction feels like action. I imagine the last hours: a modest dinner, a small bottle of wine, a documentary I watched and then forgot to finish. I remember fumbling through mental lists with a kind of practiced sadness, a turning of small bones that has been my private ritual for years—an assessment, a decision, a small pruning. I have rituals that are meant to keep certain memory-aches from swelling into a general fever: a technique I learned to control what I carry forward. I call it a ritual because it once had the gentle geometry of something that protected me. I do not at first call it erasure. The word feels too theatrical for the way my nights have been shaped: little omissions, selective forgetting, an evening rearrangement of the past.
The photograph of the child insists on a question I can't answer: Why would I have this? I fetch a magnifier from my bench and hold it to the glossy face. Tiny specks decorate the surface like stars. A smudge of pigment along the edge looks as if it might have come from a printed page rather than a hand-applied medium. The back of the photograph has handwriting that is not quite mine. Someone else has annotated the date and a single word in a hurried scrawl. I have been trained to read the subtleties of hand and pressure; this is not my pressure. There is a small hole on the corner as if it had been pinned somewhere—an ephemeral display, perhaps.
I check the desktop for digital traces. My camera's upload folder logs stop in the middle of the night; a small file remains as if a hand had halted and taken something with it. My email has a draft I do not remember composing: a subject line with ellipses and a half-written apology. The few words on the page are raw as half-healed skin. On impulse, I call Dr. Laila's office, because the pattern of my nights often bleeding into my days is something we talk about in neutral language. A receptionist with slow, careful vowels answers and leaves a message that Laila is with a patient.
The knowledge that someone else sees the pattern too—someone who has watched me step away from old scenes—should calm me. Instead, it is an index of my dependence on a witness for the shape of my life. I fold the photograph carefully back into my pocket. When I do, something else falls into my palm, a thin strip of torn paper printed with a partial address. My name is not on it. The partial address is of a clinic across town I have never visited. The world keeps producing clues like a careful child scattering pieces of a puzzle across a floor.
I spend the mid-morning like a person studying for a test I am certain I've failed. I catalogue sensory details with the deliberate slowness of someone who hopes that accruing facts will outmaneuver the fog. The plant on the sill was trimmed clean, the soil pressed back in a perfect little trench as if someone had been patient with small, domestic care. My kettle has a ring of mineral on the inside I do not remember leaving. There is a lipstick stain on my mug that is not mine, an old, dark crescent left like a fossil. The coat pocket shows a phantom layer of lint where whatever was carried left a trace, a negative of a shape.
I find a receipt from a small café I did not visit, timestamped later than I would think plausible for the previous night, and — bizarrely — a napkin with a doodled loop in the corner that looks exactly like the way I entertain my anxious hands. The mix of the familiar and the alien is a cruelty. The mind solves puzzles by preference for cohesion; having one foot in the known and the other in the unknown feels like being asked to dance while someone is moving the music stand.
Eli offers to go through my camera's firmware and check the cloud backups with me. We sit side by side, shoulders almost touching, more accustomed to each other's presence than either of us admits. He feeds the laptop cable into the camera and opens a file I have not considered important: a folder named for a project I abandoned last year. There, among images of brittle ledger pages and faded maps, is a photograph I recognize only as a corner of a day: my hands pressing a flattened letter into a press. The file's metadata has been altered; the timestamp is something from the early morning, wrong by hours. I feel my stomach open, a familiar hollowing that happens when a steady story of myself is punctured.
I ask Eli if he remembers me that night. He looks at me as if I'd asked him about a comfortable shirt that might be missing. "You were here last night, at your desk," he says. "You were working on something and then you called me and asked if I'd stayed up later. I told you to go to bed."
I close my eyes and try to find the place inside me where memory sits like a shelf. There is a thin, resonant silence where certainty usually lives. For a moment I consider calling Dr. Laila and telling her in a voice that is steadier than I feel. Then I remember the note: Don't stop tonight. The sentence, folded into my life like a command, feels too precise to be an accident.
The more I seek external reasons, the more my own history presents itself as a suspect. I remember, with the clarity only distance can afford, a series of nights when I discovered I could misplace parts of what hurt and wake up with the world easier to bear. The first time it was small—an evening I could no longer remember a particular argument that had ballooned in my chest. I thought relief was a new muscle. Later, the gaps grew like poorly tended gardens: a name here, a photograph there, a day that seemed to slide without residue. At some point the omissions were not simply survival but habit. I shaped a nightly liturgy of forgetting, precise and ritualized, that felt cleaner than the struggles it removed. I did not invent the words for it then. I only called it sleep and woke lighter.
The act of missing becomes a private architecture. You build passageways so you can avoid a room and slowly the house changes because you never set foot where the pain remains. That's the logic I have brought to my own life like a brittle solution. But this morning the architecture has been altered from the inside: things have been moved that I would not have moved, notes left in my hand that I would not have left, photographs slipped into pockets that I cannot place. The idea that someone else might have learned my rituals and began to mirror them is a new cruelty. It implies not an accidental rearrangement but an attentive mimicry.
I think of the camera card again and its missing data. It is intimate theft: removing the record of what you saw. I imagine whoever took it was careful and quick, a hand that knows how to be small. If my ritual had been private before, now there is a trace of an auditor. There is also another possible story that my nervous system refuses to own: I might be the one who moves things at night without remembering. The notion sits in my mouth like a bitter seed. It is a possibility I do not like because it is an internal fracture rather than an external sabotage. But without isolating the evidence, I cannot pretend the fracture does not exist.
Eli suggests we set a more elaborate trap. He proposes timers and more cameras, and he looks at me with the resolve of someone who has watched me make impossible choices and wants to outflank them with technology. I say yes because action steadies me. We place small pieces of paper inside drawers and slip a ring into a book I will not open. We mark certain things with codes only I know. At night I put a slip under my pillow with the word HOLD written in capitals, a shorthand talisman to test whether I will wake remembering to keep it. We sleep in fits and starts and the house holds its breath.
I wake several times to the sensation of being studied and do not know whether the study is gentle or punitive. The traps we set are a conversation in a language of small proofs: tape on the floor, a string across a doorway, a pebble on a window ledge. Each morning I disassemble the little theatre and count the props. The first morning most things are as they should be and I feel that thin, relieved wash that has once fooled me into thinking repair is simple. On the second morning, a page is folded the wrong way on my bedside table. On the third morning the pebble has been moved from the sill to the sink. I catalog these discrepancies and present them to myself like evidence and then watch the edges of the evidence blur under the light.
My profession trained me to accept temperamental materials. Paper remembers pressure; it betrays the sequence of handling. I lay items flat and note the abrasions, the faint oil from a thumb, the way a fold softens. When you do this work long enough you develop rules for inference: if a page is torn and rejoined, consider the direction of stress; if a seal is broken, note the temperature of the glue. These rules give me a method for answering questions without surrendering to speculation. And yet some answers cannot be made from material traces because they live in motives and in internal arrangements that leave no physical mark.
The note that said Don't stop tonight is a motive shaped into a weapon of suggestion. Who would write those words to me, and why would they be in my hand? The question worries me because it implies knowledge of my private rituals, a knowledge that would be difficult unless the person had watched the routine unfold over nights. Or unless the routine themselves were not solely mine. When Eli suggests I am too ready to locate agency outside myself because it is less painful than the alternative, he is warm with diagnosis and my anger at him flares like a minor cut. He is right and yet rightness is a comfortless thing in these moments.
I find myself wanting a narrative constructed by other people because narrative is public and therefore easier to contest. If a neighbor is responsible, I can call them out and reassert boundaries. If a thief is clever, I can report it and point to the police, to invoices, to lists and receipts. But if I am the author of my own erasures, the problem's gravity belongs to me alone and its remedy will demand a stamina I do not know I have.
At some point in the fourth morning I begin to worry about the pattern of my own phrasing. The things I say aloud in the dark, the soft incantations I have practiced to move pain into a smaller room, may themselves be scripts that open doors. I lie on my back and list every incantation I have used, not to judge but to know. I remember an evening years ago when I whispered another person's name until it became a ghost that would not let me sleep. I remember sheltering from a memory by building a net of small absences. The net is useful. The net is also a trap if it changes the lives that cross it.
I go through my things again. A small address card is stuck between two volumes I seldom open. It is the kind of small administrative detail that a conservator like me would file away: a name, a number, a clinic's slip, and a time stamped in the margin. I write the details down on a card and tuck it into the pocket of my notebook. The act of writing helps, because handwriting has always been a way I have kept myself honest: my script is mapped to memory. The letters I make in deliberate ink—careful, measured—feel like anchors. I have used this strategy before. Tonight I take the precaution of photographing that card as well.
Eli comes by with two strong cups of coffee and a patience that is beginning to fray at the edges. He is practical in the way men who love you are: he fixes what he can and accepts the limits of what he cannot. "You need an outside witness," he says, and the sentence lands with a soft correctness. I think of Dr. Laila and how I always soften the facts when I speak to her because the softer things are easier to explain. The concept of an outside witness—the idea that someone could hold the shape of the events steady for me—is what I have been missing. But witnesses can also be confederates, and I have begun to fear allies who might protect me by erasing the argument.
On the fifth morning, the world presses a new detail into my hands: a torn corner of a page peeking out from the back of a book. The corner is browned with age and has a slant of handwriting I will later confuse with a type I know. I pull it free carefully, like a conservator that always remembers to think before touching. The page is folded and on the outermost fold a single line is written in my hand without the hesitation I'm used to: You promised you'd never tell.
The line hits like a physical thing, heavy and compact. My first thought is a defensive one—someone is playing with me, testing how I will respond. My second thought is quieter and more dangerous: a memory surfacing in a different syntax. There is a history to the phrasing. The words could be a message left by someone else or the residue of something I once said in a different form. The page smells faintly of the sleeve of an old coat, of rooms where conversations evaporate into petty apologies. I do not know where the page came from or when it left my hands to be folded like a secret.
I hold the paper until my fingers grow numb. It is so like my own hand that at first I believe it is a forgery of me—an attempt to make me trust a phrase that might send me away from the question. But the loops and the pressure of the letters map to a muscle memory that is mine: the small high tail of a lowercase g, the way I dip at the bottom of an s. What is impossible to read with certainty is the person the sentence names. Who promised? To whom? What silence were they negotiating?
The apartment seems to thin around me. Light in the corner looks sharper, the wooden floor more resonant. Eli hovers at the doorway with an expression I cannot decipher; he does not ask me to tell him because he knows there is something in the space between us that cannot be moved by conversation alone. He looks at the paper in my hand as if he can read the history from the grain of the fold. I cannot. I fold it back, tuck it into my palm, and feel the weight of it like a matchbox I cannot light. For the first time since these mornings began, I am not only wondering who has been in my life at night—I am wondering if I carry the architecture of those nights inside me.
There is a small sound from the closet: a shift, a soft rustle as if someone rearranged something and left it leaning differently. I move toward the closet because motion quiets me. In the dim interior, beneath a stack of old boxes and the sleeve of a coat I hardly wear, there is another folded page, its corner already exposed. I reach for it with the care of someone who handles evidence, and when I unfurl the paper the line crawls up from the crease in my own hand. The handwriting is unmistakable. The sentence reads like an accusation, an instruction, and a history all at once: You promised you'd never tell.

    
Pattern Tests
I stayed with the box until the light thinned into the color of old bone. It was not a chest or a trunk—nothing theatrical—only a cardboard banker’s box that had once held invoices, the kind of thing you shove into corners and forget. The lid had been pushed back with a single thumbprint, a crescent of oil that could have belonged to anyone. The notebooks inside had no order at first glance: some were cloth-bound, some spiral, some cheap memo pads with their edges feathered. Each cover carried a date or a scrawl; the pages smelled of dust and a sour economy of time. The first notebook I opened had three nights’ worth of entries in a hand so close to mine it felt like theft. The first line read like my own ledger: lists, times, the tiny domestic details that feel like anchors. Then the entries curved into something I had been trying not to name—procedures, described without the romanticism I would have added if the memory belonged to anyone else.
I read until my eyes blurred. The pages were microscopic records of private omissions: at midnight, write the name; fold the paper; drop the paper into the tin; burn the tin's lid in the sink to let smoke carry what we cannot shoulder. The writing was brisk, efficient, a conservator's hand cataloguing damage, except the damage catalogued was not paper but people and days. The rituals were pragmatic. There was no flourish, no apology—only the mechanics of forgetting. Names were treated like stains: lifted, sponged, rinsed out. The name of a man I had once dated appeared and then was crossed out; afterward, the entry noted a missing photograph and a dinner that none of the other notebooks mentioned. Another page listed a child's laughter as an entry, crossed and annotated with a time and the phrase, 'no residue.'
I set the notebook down on the workbench with the care I always reserve for fragile things and my fingers trembled. A conservator reads every mark on an object—pressure, fold, embedded grit—and makes an inference about the hands that handled it. The notebooks were a palimpsest of my nights and someone else’s annotations. Some entries were in the slow, careful script I use for labels; others were shorthand and clipped in a style I recognized only as urgency. A few pages bore fingerprints that did not match mine, darker and more forceful, leaving badges of presence. The pages suggested not a single actor but a collaborative choreography: a voice that planned, a voice that enacted, a voice that watched. I wanted to believe there was an external agent, a person with a motive, because it made it easier to speak of malice than of my own agency.
The notebooks were arranged in a way that felt like confession. Date headings marched on their pages like ledger entries but between the dates were cross-references to names I knew and names I didn't. There were slashes where a name should be, and then a parenthetical note: 'left at shelf' or 'photograph folded.' The thing that unmoored me most was how deliberately domestic the language was. These entries were not the fevered scribbles of a mania; they were procedure manuals—habit made efficient. One of them included a crude diagram of my apartment: couch, shelf, desk, closet. Someone had mapped out the places they used most often, and in the margin beside the closet they had written, in small letters that exact phrase: You promised you'd never tell.
I turned the page and found a list of names with odd annotations—some crossed out, some circled, one highlighted as if with urgency. There was Ruth's name, and beside it a shard of memory I did not recognize: a night in a hospital corridor, a voicemail message left unsent, a small boy's toothbrush rinsed and set in a mug that remained on a counter for days. The entry let the consequences be visible without sentimentality: how a missing call can reroute a life, how an absence can become infrastructure for someone else’s failure. I read further and found a passage that made the skin of my arms cool: the writer was explicit about cause and effect. When a name was erased, someone else’s story had to accommodate the vacuum. There were moments the notebooks named people who had lost access to certain facts about their own days. In one short paragraph an entry noted—almost clinically—that a person had stopped asking after a sibling following a gap in the records. The implication was intolerable: my nights did not merely soothe me; they altered other people's continuity.
The more I read, the less I wanted to accept the humane fiction that memory loss was a private ulcer. The notebooks documented ripple effects like footprints in a wet field. A name disappeared from a conversation and someone else rearranged their movements around the new absence; a photograph was misplaced and a child grew up with a portable ache that had no source to name. I found an index in one volume—an attempt at ordering the chaos—and under the entry for 'procedures' the writer had listed step-by-step instructions that matched the fragments I had been able to remember when I called them to mind. It read like a manual for suppression. I found contracts of self: promises written as if to a co-conspirator—'I will not tell you; you will not tell me'—and the pages were peppered with apostrophes of guilt.
What unsettled me the most was catching my own syntax in places where I had not thought I wrote like that. Occasionally a sentence would tilt into my private voice: the precise drop of an s, the long tail on a y, a way of tucking lines that I recognized like an old scar. There were also entries that betrayed an observer who was not me, who documented my nights with the bluesheeted indifference of a lab technician. Those entries referenced my hands, the way I folded a note under my pillow and the particular rhythm I used when burning a paper—facts I could neither deny nor prove I had done. A page near the back of the second volume had a notation in a different ink: 'Test tonight: insert photograph.' The next entry—again in my own hand—recounted the morning after as if from a distance: the photograph gone, the pocket warm with someone else's thumb.
Once the idea of a test was on the page it became harder to cling to the comforting idea of an intruder. Tests implied intent and forethought. They implied an experimenter and a subject. At first I clung to a model that placed me as the victim of someone else's design: a sleepless voyeur, or a roommate with a strange obsession. That model allowed me to keep walking inside my life as if the seams only pulled elsewhere. But the notebooks resisted simple narratives. They offered accounts that sometimes matched what I could piece together—like the camera card missing, like the note under my phone—and sometimes recorded things that I had no other evidence for: a day at a gallery where I did not go, a conversation I did not remember, a dinner I had no recollection of sitting through. In the margins of one entry someone had written the clinical term I had heard from Dr. Laila in passing: dissociation. The word sat like a damp bandage between the lines, a medical possibility rendered in small print.
I felt both deflated and oddly relieved reading that word. If dissociation was the mechanism, it offered a plausible psychological explanation for my holes. It also made me part of a process that was not solely malicious—it could be that my psyche had found a way to protect itself and then the protection had hardened into a method. But the other entries, the ones with directives and diagrams, suggested collaboration: either with a therapist, a friend, or a more disciplined part of myself. There were times when the notebook's voice switched to the plural: 'We will make it manageable' and 'We will agree on what to remove.' That plural pronoun unsettled me most: it implied consent, and therefore responsibility. If there was a we, then my claim of sole victimhood evaporated.
I left the box open and walked the rooms of my apartment like someone trying to listen to the grain of wood. The world is its own recorder if you know how to read the marks. There were stray ashes in the sink that smelled faintly of something floral and unfamiliar, and the tin that I have always used for preserving small things—needles, buttons—had a powder on its inside red as if something had been combusted with intention. The coat I had not worn in months was folded on a chair with the pocket turned outward, the perfect place to conceal a folded page. The detail was banal and sharp. In one notebook the writer had listed where items were commonly hidden: 'coat pocket, book spine, false bottom of tin.' The formality of the list was almost funny until I thought of how many lovers and criminals and caretakers had used such ordinary concealments for extraordinary work. The list mapped to the reality of my own life in unsettling ways.
I called Eli because he was a witness who had always been willing to be small before my tempests. He arrived with a bag of supplies and a look that carried both care and an energy that the notebooks could not replicate. He knew enough about me to be alarmed without being certain of anything. We spread the pages out on the table and began to cross-reference. He used short, practical phrases—'metadata, call logs'—and I used the vocabulary of bodies and sentences. Where I described the faint pressure of a fold, he asked to see timestamps. The laptop hummed and made literal what my hands could only infer. The metadata showed interrupted uploads and odd timestamps corresponding to hours when I had no memory. The files had been opened in the middle of the night and then altered. The differences were small but maddeningly specific: a flattening of time that made it impossible to tell if the acts were performed by a conscious agent, a dreaming mind, or some other method entirely.
We tried to speak with Dr. Laila but reached only voicemail, and when she called back an hour later the conversation had the careful cadence of a professional who knows the edge of what her training can touch. She listened while I recited the catalog of evidence as if it were an inventory. She did not pronounce a verdict. Instead she asked questions that probed the geometry of my memory—how it felt in the body, whether there were triggers, what shape the omissions had taken. She suggested sleep studies and a journal kept as close to waking as possible. 'We need an external record,' she said, 'a witness you cannot persuade.' There was a clinical calm in her voice, as if offering me a rope.
I thought then of the notebooks as another form of witness—intimate, self-produced, and therefore suspect. If I had written the entries during dissociative nights, they were both the crime and its evidence. If I had colluded with someone, they were the records of that conspiracy. Either way, the ledger kept being a ledger and that was not neutral. A record requires a querent. Someone had been keeping account and someone else had been living with the consequences. The idea of an 'outside witness' that Laila proposed felt both necessary and dangerous, because external observation could strip away the privacy that had, perversely, saved me. But the notebooks had begun to show me that privacy had its costs.
Our cross-referencing revealed something else: the notebooks were not all alike. One volume, older and bound in a soft leather that had once been black, had been annotated in a small, patient hand and packed into its margins were strips of paper—cuttings as neat as a conservator's labels. Each cutting was a fragment of an email or a printed notice: a canceled appointment, a child's school holiday, a notice from a landlord. The older volume's entries had a different tone: reflective rather than procedural, like the notes of someone who had once tried an experiment and then catalogued its moral cost. The writer had sometimes marked passages with an asterisk and the single word: regret. That word broke something in me because it insisted on an emotional architecture the procedural manuals lacked. Regret meant aftermath; regret meant that someone had considered the effect of the omissions and had not found it tolerable forever.
There was one passage in the older book that read like an epitaph. It described a particular night, cold and precise. The writer admitted that the first erasures had felt like a mercy, that some grief shrank under the removal of a name. But then the writer recorded a miscalculation: removing one small fact had ripple consequences—someone missed a train because they were not reminded, a person missed a goodbye because a picture was not on a mantle. The hard lesson recorded in careful, humble script was that memory is not only a private appetite but a public ledger. You remove an entry and you alter how others will account for their own days. The notation was a confession disguised as a cautionary note. The older notebook ended with the line: 'We did not hold the cost in mind.'
I took that last sentence into the night like a stone in my pocket. The idea that the notebooks' author had once believed in the work and then come to regret it suggested a history I had not yet owned. If someone had taught me or had been my accomplice, they had later put down their pen heavy with remorse and left the rest of the ledger for me to find. Or perhaps I had been both the teacher and the student, practicing a method until the cost revealed itself in a thousand small fractures. The thought made me dizzy because it opened a corridor in which the person who had made these instruments was not a stranger but an earlier version of myself.
I slept badly and woke to a precise plan. If the notebooks were evidence, they were also instructions; if the instructions had been followed, then the system that enabled the erasures had a logic I could follow. I wanted proof in the terms Dr. Laila had mentioned: an external record that could not be rewritten. I set up a recorder beneath the pillow and an inexpensive motion sensor in the doorway. I left a pad on the bedside table with a simple instruction written in large, deliberate letters that even in the dark I could see if I woke: HOLD THIS PAGE. I slipped the photograph of the child—the one that had come from my coat—between two thick pieces of cardboard and taped them together like a book spine, leaving the child's face visible between the boards. I sofa'd the tin into the sink and placed a strip of ash-colored paper beside it. I felt like an amateur detective and an amateur criminal at once.
That night I fell asleep with the tape recorder's red light a small, steady moon. I dreamed in fragmented sentences and woke thinking the recorder alone would be enough to exonerate me or to convict me. Eli checked the devices in the morning with fingers that were faster than mine. The motion sensor had tripped twice. The audio file had three minutes of low, breathing sound—and then a brief rustle, a wet whisper. The camera's footage, grainy and grayscale, showed a figure moving through the doorway at three in the morning. At first I thought it was a shadow, a trick of the angle, but as the figure stepped closer the gracelessness of a human shoulder and the swing of an arm became visible. The face was in shadow, but the hands were not. They moved with the precise economy of someone who knew where each object lay. They reached for the tin. They folded a piece of paper and tucked it into a coat. The figure was small enough that I concluded it could be me—or someone my size. The next file was blank where I had set the camera to record, as if whatever entered had also taken the ability to be kept.
After watching the footage I understood why it had seemed to me that the authors of the notebooks had been deliberate and patient. Whoever moved through my apartment at night knew exactly where to look, how to fold a page, what the tin would smell like when combusted. The action had choreography rather than panic; there was method in the darkness. I rewound the clip until Eli pressed his palm to the screen and asked a question I did not want to answer: 'Do you think that's you?' The question was a hinge and the air in the room felt thin because the hinge implied a choice. If it was me, then the notebooks were devices of self-creation. If not, then a person with knowledge of my rituals had been performing them in my name.
I read the notebooks again and by midafternoon my eyes had the tired glaze of someone who has held too long to evidence that refuses neat closure. On the page I had read earlier a new note had been tucked between the leaves: a small scrap, the paper rough as if torn while wet. The handwriting on it was my handwriting and the ink still smelled faintly of the cheap pen I use at the bench. The scrap was not a diary entry. It was a directive. The letters were large and spaced like an order. Tomorrow—erase her name. There was no flourish, no explanation. The sentence did not say whose name or why. It read like a mandate.
The scrap sat on the page as if it had always belonged there. My stomach folded, and I felt the room tilt in a way that made rational language slippery. Who was 'her'? Whose name did I—or whoever—intend to remove? My first impulse was to treat the scrap as the final trick of an intruder: a planted theater of accusation. But the pen and the pressure and the choice of scrap paper matched the other entries too closely to be mere mockery. The phrase announced intention and premeditation in the same breath. It refused the comfort of randomness and demanded the more toxic alternative: deliberation. I held the scrap until the edges softened from the heat of my palms and could not decide whether to burn it or to file it away. The act of tearing a page, of removing a line from a life, had become a decision that required proof and yet left nothing but ragged evidence in its wake.

    
The Decision Line
The scrap sat on the table like a small verdict. The words Tomorrow—erase her name had the blunt geometry of an order you find in a ledger, and they made the room smaller. For a long time I held it between thumb and forefinger and asked myself what the sentence required. If the notebooks were a machine for removing things, then the scrap was a switch. There were two kinds of switches in the world: those you flipped because someone else told you to, and those you flipped for yourself when the cost of remembering outweighed the cost of losing a piece of yourself. I had lived for years near that second kind of switch, making small sacrifices to my own archive so I could carry less weight the next day. The realization that a mandate—someone’s instruction—existed in my handwriting was like finding a ghost’s signature on my life.
I did not want to fold the notebooks back into cardboard and slide them under some creaking shelf. To destroy them would feel like sealing an indictment without testimony. To preserve them felt like hoarding tools that had been used to alter other people’s days. I paced until my legs were shaky. I imagined Dr. Laila's voice—measured, careful—asking me to consider witnesses, evidence, accountability. The trauma of my own erasures had always been private and tidy: remove the hurt, wake up lighter. But the notebooks said otherwise. They had records of ripple effects, small and cruel: missed trains, empty dinner places, photographs that were not on mantles the next morning. You could call those consequences trivial, but they formed the architecture of a life. You took away a calendar entry and someone missed a funeral. You removed a name from a sentence and someone grew up without a memory of being loved at a particular hour.
Eli sat with me in the kitchen and listened to the way my explanations coiled and straightened. He had an energy I recognized as steady-hand support—he would help find the pdfs and the cloud backups and he would also watch me like a person standing at a cliff with a friend who insists your feet are not yet on the edge. We talked about the logistics first—how to make copies of the notebooks, how to extract metadata from the digital files, how to write a statement that acknowledged possibility without self-incrimination. Then we talked about smaller things: what it means to face someone and say you were the source of their loss. The idea was an animal in the room. Its eyes were patient and hungry.
I called Dr. Laila and asked for the soonest appointment she could give me. The voice on the other end of the line had a kind of professional softness I could not yet afford. She was direct: we would need records, witnesses, and a plan for disclosure. But she also said something that struck me: confession requires more than demonstration; it requires a durable acceptance of consequence. That sentence landed on me like a weather change. In the heat of doing—making lists, copying, preparing—one could forget the human cost of being exposed. I thought of Ruth, of the child's toothbrush awkwardly placed in a mug in one of the notebooks' entries, of dinners gone unheld. The list of consequences felt intimate and vast. Still, at the edge of my fear there rose a simple coherency: if there was any chance I had been complicit in changing people's lives, I would rather be the person who spoke and let the world answer than remain in a quiet, tidy closet of secrecy.
I chose my first confession with a kind of private logic: start small, start where the harm might be immediate. Ruth's name appeared on the lists as an italicized entry with a note that made no effort to be gentle: missed call, hospital corridor, first aid not given. The notebooks were discreet about context, and the ambiguity left room for catastrophes in every shade. I rehearsed the words in the stairwell on the way to her building—narrow sentences I could give to a neighbor without imploding. I realized I had a view of confession that had been read to me by therapy manuals: own the fact, state the harm as you understand it, offer what you can in repair. None of that covered what it would mean for a person to watch you turn up with a box of notebooks.
Ruth opened her door and looked at me as if I had brought the weather by mistake. She wore no makeup and smiled the kind of tight smile people use when they suspect news. Her apartment had the quiet arrangement of someone who lives defensively with small reminders: framed photographs with certain corners blurred, a calendar pinned by the sink with some days conspicuously blank. I had the sense of a life that had learned scarcity—of time, of attention. She offered me a chair and then sat across from me like a judge that had declined the robe.
I placed the notebooks on the coffee table with the same care I would lay an old map. 'I have something to tell you,' I said, and my voice felt small. I told her about the mornings that began with odd misplacements, about the photocards gone and the paper scraps in my pocket. I told her about finding the notebooks and reading their procedures like a manual, and I told her the sentence that had made my decision for me: Tomorrow—erase her name. I watched her face shift through geometric stages: incredulity, a slow tightening that suggested calculation, and then a flash of an emotion I could not name—relief at finally having a shape for the thing that had hollowed her days.
She listened without interrupting and then asked me to explain what I thought 'erase' meant. I told her that I couldn't fully explain whether the actions were mine, shared, or externally imposed, only that the evidence suggested that nights had been used to remove facts from the ordinary ledger of days. I offered the notebooks and the recordings as proof and expected her to be angry—not at the idea but at me. Her first response was not fury but a tired curiosity. She wanted specifics: dates, missed events, the name that had disappeared from her life. I looked at the pages and found the entries that matched a gap I had half felt in our past. They confirmed a night where she had not received a call that would have shifted a decision. In the margins of the notebook an annotation in my handwriting suggested that the omission was deliberate.
Her hands folded and unfolded a sheet of paper until the edges softened. 'If this is true,' she said finally, 'then someone has been moving through my life at night.' The sentence was a small, correct observation. She breathed out and the room made an exhale with her. 'Were you there?' she asked, voice even. 'I don't know,' I answered. It was the first time I had admitted that the thing wasn't simply happening to me; that I might also have been the instrument of a harm I had long justified as protection. Her face changed then, not in the way rage often changes faces but in the way of someone pulled from sleep—eyes sharpening, mouth set. The first thing she did was ask to see the notebooks for herself.
She read with a steady, appraising silence that made me feel like a liar who had been caught. The words on the page were blunt; they had been written for effect rather than confession. She found small notes—names circled, photographs mentioned, an entry with the blunt line: We will not hold the cost in mind. She slid her finger along the margins and murmured at random phrases as if speaking them would make them plainer. 'There's a line here about a promise,' she said. 'You promised you'd never tell.' The paper had that weight again; it felt as if the notebooks contained not only actions but also a polity of secrecy: agreements forged in shadow that bound people to silence.
Ruth looked up, and I watched something in her rearrange as if the offer of explanation had, perversely, been an invitation to a worse clarity. She did not scream. She did not call the police. She asked instead about the missing call—what it might have meant—and whether a different morning might have set her life on a different course. She said things like, 'What would I have done if I'd been told?' and 'How do you live when someone else decides the facts of your day?' The questions were particular and terrible in that way; they pressed on the shape of how responsibility conforms to memory.
At some point Ruth reached for my hand, not in forgiveness but in a small human search for proof that the person across from her was the person she had once known. 'If you did this,' she said, 'I want to know why.' There are reasons that sit in the middle of a life like bruises: complicated, layered, impossible to fully explain without peeling back other bruises that belong to other people. I told her about the nights when forgetting had felt like balm, about the practicalities of my rituals and the way I had convinced myself that removing certain names would make the rest of the day bearable. I told her that at a point the erasures had stopped being a private mercy and become a system. 'I should have stopped,' I said. 'I should have asked for help and not made harm into a habit.'
She listened and made no motion to absolve me. Instead, she asked what repair could look like. My answers felt threadbare. I could offer records, the notebooks, the recordings; I could offer apologies and presence; I could offer to help reconstruct missing days insofar as a ledger can be reconstructed. But no accounting would give someone back a call they never received or a photograph they could not find on a mantle. Ruth's gaze concentrated on the practical: did I want to be accountable? Did I want to be known as the one who had made the decision to remove what hurt? She asked me to leave the notebooks with her for a day. 'I will read them,' she said. 'Then we will decide what happens next.' The sentence felt like a slow sentence of possibility rather than judgment.
When I left Ruth's apartment the day felt like wet pavement—reflective and cold. It was the first time someone had asked for the notebooks and not in order to deny or to laugh. Ruth had treated them like an object that might be evidence and like a wound that needed to be seen. Over the next week I performed a kind of new labor: I digitized every page, scanned every weight of ink, cataloged the notebooks' dates and cross entries. I made duplicates and copies and organized them into folders that could be shared. I spoke to Dr. Laila about custody—how to hold the documents so they could not be used to further harm, how to make them available for people who wanted truth and unavailable to anyone who wanted to weaponize memory.
I also called people I had known in small ways—neighbors, former colleagues—and told them I had questions about times when I might have been less present than I ought to have been. The reactions were a taxonomy of human responses: disbelief, anger, curiosity, and, occasionally, gratitude for being told. Some accused me of contriving drama; others were stunned to find that someone's absence might have been authored. In one case a woman, Hara from the market, hugged me and said, 'I always thought the missing postcard was an accident. If you can tell me what we lost, I can at least try to fix it.' The notion of repair in those terms was both intimate and absurd—how could a missing postcard be 'fixed'? But the attempt at repair mattered because it marked the end of secrecy.
Not everyone wanted to speak with me. One person hung up as soon as I explained I was calling to say I might have been the source of a missing call. Another demanded I get legal counsel. The possibility of legal consequences was real and never far from my mind. Dr. Laila urged carefulness and offered to be present when I spoke to people who wanted to pursue restitution. She also suggested public accountability mechanisms—an open letter, a mediated reconciliation, a support group testimony. I balked at publicity because the grief of the people involved felt intimate and I did not want to unfurl it like a flag. But the notebooks were now both an instrument of confession and a public thing by their very existence.
The town where I live has a small municipal clerk who listened with an odd, tender patience when I asked about records and the possibility of filing a public statement. 'You can't unmake a day,' he told me in the kind way of someone who has seen the arc of things. 'But you can choose to leave the ledger open.' That image lodged in me. I began to meet with a small group whom Ruth had gathered—people who had experienced gaps in their own histories and wanted to compare notes. We sat in a church basement with bad coffee and better chairs and read aloud fragments we had found. There was something precariously humane about the way strangers offered their missing pieces to one another. We were making a communal narrative out of absence.
I did not stop sleeping badly. The urge to return to the old rituals pulsed like a muscle memory after exercise. It is one thing to declare peace; it is another to feel it. Dr. Laila taught me techniques to anchor myself that did not involve erasure: writing description, leaving a recording on a device I could not tamper with, using another person as a witness and agreeing on protocols for nights when the past felt too sharp. The small daily practice of naming was humiliation and consolation in equal parts. I would write down the event—the fight with a friend, the ache over a photograph—and then read it aloud to a recorder that would upload to a cloud accessible only to Laila and the people I had harmed. The act of externalizing was both accountability and an admission of weakness: I was not strong enough to unmake the world for myself anymore.
Eli sat with me on nights when the desire to forget screamed like an insect in my skull. He did not offer platitudes. He offered ordinary help—he called my attention to the mundane world when my mind wanted to vanish. He would bring a tea or an absurdly cheerful plant and leave it on the table. Sometimes that was enough. His presence was a practical kind of love and it made the work of staying awake tolerable. But there were fractures—old intimacies that had been built around my rituals now needed renegotiation. He said once, quietly, 'I don't know all my memories of you anymore.' The sentence was small and terrifying in its intimacy because it meant he had been living with a shape of me that had been altered in secret.
There were moments of unexpected kindness. A person on the group board sent me a message with a scanned postcard I had once sent and apparently never mailed; the handwriting on the back was my own. 'Maybe this belongs to you as well,' the message read. Small returns like that built a fragile faith that some things could be restored. But there were also moments when confrontation was cruelly legalistic: a neighbor suggested I might be culpable for negligence if the erasures had led to missed medical appointments. The idea of being named in a file felt like a second erasure—of my reputation, of the human shape of my mistakes. I consulted a lawyer who recommended documenting everything and advised me to avoid unilateral destruction of any material. The notebooks had become, in an instant, both a confessional and a legal exhibit.
I decided not to destroy the notebooks. Instead I made copies, created metadata on each page, and entrusted the originals to a neutral place where they could be accessed by those who had been affected. Ruth agreed to be part of that arrangement. We created a modest agreement: a list of people who could request access, a curator (Dr. Laila) who would oversee requests, and a small fund to provide support to anyone who felt harmed by the missing days. It was not perfect. It could not rewrite a missed goodbye or restore a photograph to a mantle. But it would keep the ledger open and make us accountable to whatever the notebooks contained.
When the paperwork was done, I threw a private ritual of a different kind. I went to the sink with a match and burned the edges of a single notebook I had carried like a confession. I watched the smoke curl and thought about the old bargain between forgetting and survival. The paper charred and curled and the match died. The destruction felt ceremonial and simulacral—public enough for me to feel its catharsis, private enough to avoid erasing the testimony I had promised to others. I folded the ash into a small envelope and left it in a file with a note: 'Symbolic act—do not destroy.'
The days folded into a new shape after that. They were not lighter as I had once believed the nights would make them. They were simply denser with facts. I had to learn how to live with the full weight of details again. The notebooks, digitized and catalogued, did not disappear when I stopped using them. They sat in a file like an inventory of my failures. Sometimes I would read a page and feel a terrible intimacy: the hand that had written the procedures had once thought it could tidy sorrow into something manageable. Now the same hand had to explain itself.
The community group convened monthly and people read aloud sections of the ledger and their own fragments of missing days. These sessions were not restorative in the sense of returning what had been stolen; rather, they functioned as a public naming. 'This is what we remember was taken,' someone would say, and we would hold that together for a few minutes as if naming a wound made it less atavistic. Ruth came sometimes but not always. There were evenings she would refuse to leave her apartment; other times she would attend and read with a voice that was patient and exact. Her presence was both an accusation and a reconciliatory work. We did not forget she was harmed, but we also recognized that she had built a life from the absences. No ledger could undo that construction.
One afternoon, some months in, I was invited to speak with a small group at the university about memory and accountability. I said things I had once thought I would never own: that I had constructed a practice of private amputation to avoid pain, that the amputation had continued untended until it became a system that affected other people's days. I did not use rhetorical devices; I simply read the lines the way one reads an inventory of objects. People asked questions about the ethics of forgetting and about whether memory could be treated like a resource. There were no elegant answers. There were only practices—protocols for how to name absence and how to hold it in common.
The work of repair was not purely external. It required that I relearn how to carry myself with the facts. The first time I told someone 'I will keep it' and meant the phrase, it felt shaky and brave. The phrase was a daily ember: a small, stubborn refusal to reroute pain into erasure. I started a notebook in which I recorded every morning what I remembered from the night before. I read those notes to a recorder and sent the files to a locked drive that Laila and I had access to. When the urge came to make things disappear, I opened the drive and listened to the monotony of my voice telling what had happened. The monotony anchored me better than silence ever had.
There were ruptures with people who had been my anchors in different constellations—friends who could not abide the duplicity and neighbors who did not want to be reminded how fragile the ledger of their days had been. Eli and I had long conversations that skirted the edges of reconciliation. There was grief for what had been altered between us—the casual intimacies that had been built on omission. But there was also a surprising new intimacy: we had to relearn each other in the full light of what had been done in secret. Sometimes that meant sitting together and speaking about small domestic facts until the repetition made them sunk into our bones. Other times it meant accepting a distance that would never be bridged.
At night, I no longer lit the particular charcoal bowls I had used for burning pages as a ritual of forgetting. I would lie down and feel the old muscle spring with desire to erase and then bring my hands to the recorder and speak. There were nights when my voice cracked and I cried as I described things I had once chosen to remove. There were nights when the simple reading of a detail sufficed to make me breathe less quickly. The process was not linear and it did not promise neat closure. Instead it taught me a stamina I had never cultivated: the capacity to sit with discomfort and to let it rearrange me slowly rather than vanishing it by decree.
The notebooks remained a presence. Ruth had allowed me to place a copy of the ledger in a small community trust she helped oversee. People could request access when they believed their name might have been affected. Some requests were unremarkable and produced nothing. Others produced strange echoes: a photograph reappeared in a digital folder after someone remembered to look in a neglected email account. The ledger could not resurrect what had been missed, but it offered a map where people could at least search. That was not undoing harm; it was altering the terms of silence so others could see the work it had taken to create and to maintain.
The day I decided to stop entirely from the inside—no rituals, no hidden talismans—arrived on a rain-sheened Tuesday. I had prepared for it like someone making a pilgrimage. I placed a small scrap on my bedside table with the words I will keep it written in my steady hand. I left my phone on a charger in the living room and I placed the locked recorder on the pillow beside me. I breathed through the old muscle and let the instinct for erasure come and go as if observing a bird at a feeder. Around three in the morning I woke with a familiar ache, a temptation to reconstitute old bargains because self-protection is a powerful motive. I lay there and watched the ceiling until the light turned thin. I did not reach for the ash nor for fire. I did not fold a name into my pocket.
The morning discovered me with the slow, terrible grace of an opening room. Eli was at the sink when I came out and he gave me a small look that held questions and something like pride for the smallness of the victory. On the bedside table the scrap was untouched. The recorder blinked a modest green with the timestamp of the night. I picked it up and pressed play with fingers that trembled just enough to be honest. The file held my breathing, the throat of sleep, and then a series of words I had spoken aloud in the dark—petitions, old apologies, a child's lullaby I had hummed without remembering. Near the end there was a single, clear sentence I did not remember choosing to say: Tonight I remembered.
The sentence was both answer and question. It suggested that whatever had been cultivated for years as a dark method of protection could be met with a different muscle: the muscle of holding. I did not know if it meant the erasures had stopped, or simply that I had learned to note what I had done. The ambiguity held the story like a hinge. Ruth and others were rebuilding in small, precise ways; some relationships would not be mended, and some days would remain forever altered. But there was an emergent protocol: to make and to keep records, to speak openly when asked, to offer what repair was possible without promising resurrection.
I left a small note in the drawer of my bedside table beneath the scrap of paper: two words in my handwriting, the same steadiness I tried to carry into mornings now. I will keep it. It was a promise to memory, to the ledger, and to the people who might one day want to look back. The house felt simultaneously ordinary and new. Outside, the city unfolded like a ledger being read aloud: names, omissions, the small stitches people make to hold one another’s days together. I did not know what the future would keep, and I did not attempt to render it into a tidy sentence. I only sat at the window and listened to the ordinary hum—a kettle on somewhere, a bus braking, a neighbor laughing—and let the sound be my evidence for a new way of living: one that kept a careful account, with witnesses and care, instead of removing the worn rows to save the ledger's own spine.
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