
[image: The Unfinished Self]

    
The Unfinished Self
Bastian Kreel
A memory researcher returns to an apartment threaded with anonymous cues—notes, a hidden drive, a photograph with one face torn away—and discovers a box that points to a missing woman named Alina. As she follows the evidence through recordings, storage units, and a reluctant clinician, she must decide whether to restore a partitioned past or preserve the survival it created. The tone is tight and intimate, with procedural detail and the slow anxiety of someone piecing together a life they may have harmed.
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Residue
The kettle clicked itself off and I kept standing, because I could not remember when I had learned to wait for small machines to make decisions for me. There was a rhythm to the apartment that betrayed nothing—faded curtains, two mismatched mugs in the sink, a bookshelf overfilled with journals and novels I had not read twice. I moved through those rooms like someone returning to a borrowed body, testing the way a hand fit the edge of a table, the way light landed on the scuff of a floorboard. At some point I had convinced myself that forgetting was an annoyance, an occasional misplacement. In the kitchen a pen lay on the counter in my handwriting, thin letters looping as if after a long absence of practice. The pen’s cap was off and the end was blunted from pressing too hard. Beside it, a square of paper: words I recognized as mine—call Paul—followed by numbers I did not remember writing. I held the paper until my thumb crumpled the corner and felt the small, steady jolt that accompanied the realization that something in my life had been edited.
The photograph on the coffee table was worse. I had placed that frame myself; the backing had never been loose. On the glossy surface a woman I did not know smiled at the side of my face. She was leaning toward me, her hair tucked behind one ear, the sort of casual intimacy that implied a history I did not own. Someone, or something, had taken a knife to the other cheek of the image; fingertips of white paper frayed where a face had once been. I turned the frame over and found no note, no explanation. The glue line where the cardboard met the glass had dried into a brown crust. For a moment I thought about tossing the whole thing into the bin and walking away, letting the hole where her face had been be another successful omission. Instead I curled my hand around the edge of the frame and felt the faint resistance of glue and old salt, and then the urge to make sense of a thing that refused to be sensible.
I am precise by training, or at least I used to be. My work required that I catalogue how memory misbehaved in the lab—how a line of text could be smudged into a blank if prodded in the right place, how trauma could sequester itself in a pocket of time like a stone sunk into a riverbed. I had not expected those theories to become domestic habits.
There were other small dissonances that morning. A mug I did not own, thicker and too glossy, nested among my chipped ceramics. A receipt folded inside the pages of a book about sleep techniques; the date on the receipt was a month I could not account for. The key ring that hung by the door bore a new brass token, smooth and unmarked, that I certainly had not bought. I felt the familiar, distant preface to panic—an animal’s short calculation of proximity to danger—and I named it for myself: curiosity was safer.
I moved toward the bookshelf out of a kind of professional reflex, a scientist’s faith that objects could be interrogated. When my fingers found the spine of a well-thumbed behavioral manual, they brushed something that had been hidden between two pages. It was small and black and so banal that I felt embarrassed for being startled at its presence. Something that belonged to no ordinary day. It slid out of the book like a secret and landed in my palm.
The object was a memory stick. Plastic, matte, labeled in my handwriting. The label was short: Nora V. The letters were the same careful tilt as the note in the kitchen and the pen that had been left uncapped. I turned it in my fingers and it felt both foreign and intimate, like the texture of someone else’s palm pressed into mine and memorized. There was dust in the tiny crevice where a cap would have met plastic; someone had taken care to place it where I would find it. The absurdity of it is that I felt gratitude for an arrangement that was clearly made for me by someone who had known I would return. The thought that someone might be organizing my life in my absence was, somehow, both terrifying and oddly comforting.
For a long moment I stood at the shelf and let the room move around me. The city hummed at a distance—trains on their tracks, a neighbor’s radio, the muffled hollowness of footsteps in a stairwell—and inside the apartment the silence felt thick as a curtain. I could name my reaction; I am, after all, a cataloger. A file left for me. A breadcrumb. A contrived return. Part of me wanted to leave it there and pretend I had not seen it, to preserve the neat nothingness of my days. Part of me wanted to pry open the flap of secrecy and read the note that someone else had written for me.
The laptop was on the kitchen table because I had left it there the night before, its screen a black mirror reflecting a face that looked exhausted and slightly smaller than I remembered. I had not expected my hands to tremble when I opened it. My password came to me the way muscle memory gives up a familiar motion; I typed and the desktop assembled before me: folders with names that once made sense. Work, tax forms, recipes, old files. In the corner there was a folder I did not recognize immediately—just a plain document icon with a single word that suggested order: sessions.
I clicked it and hesitated, the cursor blinking like a patient eye. A rational voice told me to breathe, to catalogue, to treat everything as data. A private, more human voice suggested otherwise. I saved the stick to the desktop, the small block of plastic settling into the machine’s identity the way a patient accepts a prosthetic. The file list unfolded. There were audio files, labeled by dates that corresponded to weeks I did not remember living. My throat tightened in a way that was close to nausea and very close to something like anticipation.
The first file was short; I did not click it. I sat back and watched the blankness of the screen and thought about the way memory can be coaxed like a shy animal. In the lab we coaxed; we built pulses and cues and waited for the creature to appear. In the lab we documented small recoveries in spreadsheet columns and we became proud of the ways people grew tiny hairs of themselves back. The theory—my theory—had been tidy in lectures: if we isolate the triggers and then control exposure, we could manage the edge of recollection. It sounded arrogant in the quiet of my kitchen. It sounded monstrous when I imagined those protocols applied to a human life without consent.
There was a sticky note folded beneath the sink where I would not expect it. My handwriting again, but steadier in stroke, fewer loops. The message read: Start where you trust the spine. The language felt like it came from a planner or a therapist. I pressed the heel of my hand to my eyes and felt the phantom of a suggestion that had once been the kind of instruction you give to yourself during recovery: begin with what seems most solid. Begin with what you can rely on.
I made coffee because that is another kind of ritual I trust, because holding a warm mug is a way of convincing a nervous animal that heat exists and therefore life does too. The steam blurred the edges of the photograph across from me; the woman’s smile became a smudge of white. I thought of the ways we seal things away: paper folders with labels, locked cabinets, erased hours. I thought about the ethics I had lectured about, the fine print about consent that always smelled faintly like legal paper and fear. It occurred to me that perhaps I had consented once, or that someone had consented for me, or that consent had been a conversation I could not attend.
The idea of Dr. Calder visited me in the form of a remembered syllable. His name had been in my notebooks underlined in a neat, severe hand. I could see the corner of a conference poster with an institutional logo and the same surname printed beneath a title about neural plasticity. I could not, however, attach a face to the name with any certainty. That lack of closure felt like another hinge I wanted to pry apart.
Simon’s number was in my contacts under his nickname, the one he hated because it made him sound smaller. I dialed because that is what you do when the world tilts: you call the person who steadies you. The line rang and then snapped to voice mail. I left a message that started with casualness and ended in a tremor I could not hide. I told him about the photo and the stick and the receipt. I tried to keep my voice even, to sound rational enough that he would not panic in response, because his panic would reflect back on me and amplify the thing I was trying to contain.
When the call ended I walked the apartment like someone looking for a track in soft earth. I unfolded a pair of jeans that smelled faintly of another perfume and was surprised by the presence of a thread of fabric I did not know. There was a smear of coffee on the hem where someone else had rested a cup. I unfolded again thinking that maybe I had simply misplaced my own items among someone else’s, that perhaps a guest had left and I had explained their absence with relaxed forgetfulness. But I did not remember hosting anyone lately. The calendar on my wall had one entry written in heavy handwriting: therapy. The date was the following week, as if an appointment had been scheduled for me as a courtesy.
I found a letter in the drawer of my desk. It was small and folded and had no stamp. When I opened it the paper smelled like lemon cleaning spray and old books. The handwriting inside was mine and messier than the other notes; the letters looped and stumbled in places. It said: If you come back to this, be kind to yourself. There were no signatures, no explanations. The empathy of my own hand startled me; it felt like an offering from someone who had gone away and left instructions for the person who returned.
I imagined the logistics for a moment: how one arranges a lapse in memory. How a life is partitioned: here, the safe rooms; here, the doors locked. I thought of the neurochemical work we had done, the sedations and the protocols, and of the ethical debates that would end arguments in a wash of procedural language. My stomach turned as I considered the possibility that I had been both subject and scientist—a paradox I had had little difficulty maintaining in lectures but in my own life seemed morally clumsy.
Night fell in long, domestic strips across the floor, and I found myself resisting sleep the way one delays an unpleasant conversation. The apartment held its usual noises but something new threaded them—the sense that this quiet had been composed. I checked the bookshelf twice more, the way other people check locks or windows. Each time my hand landed on familiar spines I felt the small rush of seeing what I expected. Then my fingers snagged the edge of a hardcover I had not opened in months, and the book pulled free to reveal the small black stick nestled against the inside spine like a secret bookmark.
I had tucked items into books before—receipts, notes, old photographs—but this felt more deliberate. It felt like a trunk containing a single, pointed instruction. I took the stick to the table and set it beside my coffee, as if proximity to heat might coax clarity from the plastic. I ran my thumb across the label again and the letters Nora V looked no longer like a name but like a claim. For whom, I did not know.
There was a small voice inside me that argued for delay: do not open anything tonight. Let the world of ordinary forgetfulness maintain its boundaries. Some secrets, it insisted, expand in the dark. But the scientist in me, the woman who had once traced neurons like cartographers tracing shorelines, wanted to know the nature of the boundary. Where did the life I remembered end and the life someone else had placed begin? The flash drive promised an answer, however small and however dangerous.
I made a list as if the act of writing might shore up my bravery. First: backup. Second: call Simon in the morning. Third: do not delete. The list was small and ridiculous and necessary. I placed the stick into the laptop’s port and felt the familiar mechanical acceptance, the soft click that announces an exchange. Files appeared in a row like sentinels: audio recordings, documents. The names were dated across the weeks I could not account for. I breathed and then clicked on the earliest item with a hand that surprised me for its steadiness.
The file opened in a small, clinical player. The time bar at the bottom was a stranger; it suggested a length and an attention that I had not yet considered giving to whatever lay inside.
The voice that came through the speakers was my voice. I recognized cadence first—those tiny hesitations that punctuate my sentences when I talk to groups and when I talk to myself. The tone was flat, measured, the way I modulated for a lecture or a tape. I had the disorienting, detached sensation of listening to a recorded lecture of my own life. The recording began with a sentence that sounded authored by a patient, a technician, and a frightened friend all at once.
“If you are hearing this,” my voice said, precise and almost clinical, “it means the protocols functioned as expected.” A pause. My recorded breath filled the space like an annotation. The speech continued in sentences I would later memorize in fragments: descriptions of dosage, of a room with a view of a courtyard, of a consent form. I felt my grip on the mug tighten as the voice listed terms that felt familiar from grant applications—restorative, isolation, supervised recall—and then shifted into language that made my skin ache with recognition: procedure, aftercare, contingency.
I did not yet have context; I did not know whether the speaker was the woman present at the microphone or a version of me assembled for the recorder. The voice described lights and colors and the tang of antiseptic, and in the middle of technical phrasing there was a softness that did not belong to clinical detachment. “If you decide to come back,” the recording said at one point, and my throat closed with the feel of a hinge. Whoever had made this file had expected an event like mine to occur: a return to a life pricked with gaps.
The file ended with instructions I could not place. There was a fragment of laughter that might have been mine and might not have; there was the sound of a door closing. And then there was a line, simple and exacting, that anchored itself to me as if nailed into my memory by someone else's hand. But the line was not the one that would haunt me; it was an index, a promise of more.
I sat with the silence after the recording ended, listening for any echo and finding none. The cup in my hand had cooled. My skin felt as if I had been wearing someone else’s coat, the shoulders too broad and the sleeves too long for comfort.
The next file looked longer. The filename displayed a date that fell in a month I had convinced myself I had not lived through. My finger hovered over the track and then, in a gesture both impulsive and inevitable, I clicked. The audio opened in the same flat, composed tone and then moved faster, as if the narrator had decided not to waste breath on preamble. There were names in the recording—Paul Calder among them—and references to a session and consent. The voice spoke about memory partitioning like a craftsman discussing salvaged wood: this is how we can keep the useful pieces and separate the jagged ones.
I pressed my palms to my face and felt the heat of tears. The tears were not yet for guilt or grief; they were grief’s preface, the awareness of loss in the neutral register of a scientist who realizes an experiment has become an existence. My brain offered only a handful of images, brittle as dried leaves: a fluorescent room, a bed with rails, a window too bright to meet with open eyes. I saw a pair of hands, possibly my own, possibly another’s, and the sensation of being told to let go.
When the file ended there was something recorded as an instruction: “Start with the bookshelf.” The voice said it as if closing a set of simple directions in a packet of emergency supplies. The phrase landed on me with the weight of a key dropped into a lock. I walked to the shelf without recollection of moving, as if a line had been drawn from the speakers to that small black stick still resting near the laptop, the plastic under my palm like embers.
Between the files I found a brief text document. It had no header, only bullet points: emergency contacts, a list of possessions to be tracked, a note to my future self: You asked for the option to forget; this is how we honor it. I read the sentences twice and felt the small, searing dislocation that comes from reading one's own voice ordaining one’s fate. The rational parts of my brain supplied scenarios—consent forms signed under duress, the pharmacological neatness of a procedure gone private. The rest of me, the person who had not yet reconciled the moral geometry of these choices, simply sat and listened to the quiet that radiated outward from those speakers.
There was a small cupboard under the stairs where I kept photos I did not display. I opened it now and found an envelope addressed to me in my own hand, but dated earlier than any memory I had. Inside, someone had left a list: names, dates, a single regret scrawled in the margins. The regret read: I did not anticipate the omission of feeling. It was an almost banal clause for a moral claim, the kind of thing you might find in a clinical note written late at night with a pen that has trouble forming the right pressure. The handwriting was crisper here, as if the person who wrote it had decided to be precise for the sake of future understanding.
The apartment had begun to feel like a stage with instructions tucked within set pieces. I felt foolish and charmed by the way detail had been arranged to nudge me into a narrative. Someone had thought about the arc of my return and left signposts to guarantee it. Was that care or manipulation? I could not, in the blankness of that evening, tell one from the other.
I made a decision I would later examine under the microscope of regret or gratitude, depending on my future temperament. I would not go to sleep until I had listened to every file on the stick. It felt like a small and decisive act, a way of asserting agency in a life where parts of my timeline had been carefully filed away. The hours gathered themselves and the laptop hummed. I clicked on the next audio and lay back in my chair, letting the recorded voice fill the room in place of sleep.
In the recording that followed there was laughter and then a sob, and in the sob a name spoken softly as if forbidden. I did not understand the edge of it yet. The voice said a word I had not seen in any of my scattered notes: Alina. There was no context; the syllable hung in the air and felt like an accusation and a plea all at once. I pressed my fingers to my temples until stars bloomed behind my eyes.
The night thinned into a slope of quiet and I realized with a small, jagged clarity that I had made myself the subject of the science I once taught. That realization did not come with illumination; it came with the sensation of standing under a single bright bulb and noticing how many shadows it cast.
When the final file on the drive queued, it was labelled in the same precise script as the others but shorter and less technical: begin. My hands were steady now, a professional calm where the more primitive alerts of panic had been sedated by exposure. The voice came through, measured as always, and at first offered nothing I had not already heard: dosage, setting, aftercare. Then there was a fold in the sentence, a parenthesis where human tenderness leaked in. The narrator—my voice, a version of my voice—addressed an unnamed listener.
“If you’re listening,” the recording said, and the sentence fell like a pebble into the still water of my apartment, “you decided to come back.” The room leaned forward with me. My breath stopped. The recorded voice did not tremble; the tremor lived in the space around it. “Start with the bookshelf,” it added, and the instruction closed like a lid. The consolation and condemnation of those few syllables were indistinguishable in their force. Someone, perhaps myself, had left a map to what was missing.
I sat with the silence that followed and listened to my own pulse. Beyond the window the city moved indifferent to the unraveling of a single life. There was a thickness to the air in my lungs that had nothing to do with oxygen. It was the weight of choices made in rooms with curtains drawn. I had been trained to observe, to measure, to name; now those skills felt like tools that could be used to justify anything.
I turned the stick over in my hands and realized I had a thousand ways to respond. I could call Simon and explain, a clean and necessary confession that might lead to police reports, to search parties, to hospital records. I could delete the files and preserve the neatness I had built around my present. I could bury the stick inside a book and pretend the puzzle never existed. Each option felt like a moral clause I would have to live with.
For now, though, the decision was immaterial. The chapter closed with the echo of my own recorded voice and the simple, insistent order to begin. I placed the stick back on the table and let my hands rest on my knees. The apartment was quiet except for the steady thrum of the refrigerator and the small, obsessive beat of my heart. The instruction had been given; the story had a door. I felt the sharp, cold taste of a door opening.

    
Recordings
I told myself, in the soft, rational way I use during lectures, that I would treat the files like any dataset: label, transcribe, annotate. The laptop light washed my palms and my thumb hovered over the play button as if it were a scalpel. The second file was longer than the first. My own voice filled the small apartment and, at first, I listened for technique — the clinical rhythm I recognized from seminars, the way I bracketed emotion. Then the content began to curve away from abstract procedure and toward a chronology.
I stopped taking notes after the first ten minutes because the details arrived too quickly. Dosage schedules. A room with a window that looked onto a courtyard. The name of the clinic and an address printed into the speech like coordinates: a three-story brick building not far from the river. Paul Calder’s signature read like a punctuation mark in the recording; he appears as a presence in the tape, not quite in person but threaded through the terminology. The voice — my voice — catalogued consent forms and aftercare plans and, most devastatingly, contingency protocols for what to do if recall failed.
There was a moment when the narration softened, a reserve of tenderness that seemed to surprise even the speaker. A name slipped into that softness: Alina. The syllable arrived like an accusation and a caress at once. I replayed that fragment until the word unspooled into different shapes: perhaps a subject, a lover, a co-conspirator. The file did not elaborate. Instead it moved into a dry inventory of equipment and then, without warning, a total absence of sound for a beat that felt as heavy as a blackout.
I paused the player and let my face fall into my hands. There are different kinds of amnesia: the medical kind is woodsmoke and glass; the psychological kind is a slow evaporation of color. Listening to my own voice list the terms of a memory partition felt like watching someone discuss surgery while touching the scar on your own chest. I was cataloging how my own life had been sectioned.
When I opened the files folder on the desktop, there were PDFs and scans as well as audio. A consent form sat in the middle with my signature exactly where one would expect it, thick loops, the hurried curve of a hand that has been asked to assent on behalf of a future self. The date on the form landed in a month that I had convinced myself I had not inhabited. There was also a receipt from a lab supply company and a bank transfer tagged to the clinic’s account. The arithmetic of it — transfers, invoices, signatures — felt like evidence arranged into an argument.
I printed the consent and spread the pages on the coffee table. The letters of my name looked both intimate and alien. There was a clause typed in dense legal prose about “voluntary memory attenuation” and a checkbox for “informed consent.” I had checked the box. My eyes slid over the fine print and snagged on a hand-scrawled margin note: follow contingency protocol B if recall is partial. No signature, only a dash and a set of initials I recognized: P.C. The apartment seemed to tilt. I had spent years teaching about ethical safeguards. Watching the boxes on that form filled out in my hand felt like watching a student hand in a paper in which the thesis contradicts the author’s intention.
I made brass tacks of the days that followed in an attempt to tame vertigo. I transcribed each file in full, typing until my wrists ached. Transcription is a strange intimacy — it demands total attention to cadence, to hesitation, to the spaces between words. In a laboratory, transcription turns messy behavior into analyzable units. My living room became a lab. Collected sentences formed a scaffolding for memory: “two milligrams,” “closed circuit,” “supervised recall,” and then, rawer, “if you decide to come back, start with the bookshelf.” The sentence repeated like a ritual instruction and then dissolved into a longer monologue about aftercare and support systems.
There were files beyond speech. A scanned intake form listed emergency contacts; Simon’s number was there and another contact I did not recognize: Alina Mora. The last name made my stomach plummet in a way that felt almost physical. The intake included a brief statement regarding motivation: a desire to excise a violent series of events that had occurred between two people. The language was clinical, tidy. The bedside phrase — violent series of events — sat in my mouth like a pebble.
Between audio files I found short, grainy video clips designated for “therapeutic review.” They were shot from a fixed angle in bland rooms, the kind of footage used to demonstrate response. I played one and watched a thin, fluorescent wall behind a chair and the silhouette of someone I could not yet place. At the end of the clip, a hand — my hand, unmistakable in its mannerisms — reaches for a glass and knocks it, the sound crisp and obscene in the quiet room. Another file ended with a high, terrified sound and the clatter of something falling through glass. I shut the laptop as if the machine had grown teeth.
There were also personal notes: a document titled AFTERCARE with a short paragraph written in my hand. The sentence read: If you find this, be kind. There was a second note — printed, then annotated in a smaller script — that warned: do not look until you can take it. The phrase landed with the weight of a sealed box I had been told not to open as a child. Protecting oneself could look very much like laying a minefield for one’s future.
On a whim that felt equal parts defiance and necrosis, I read an audio file marked with a single exclamation: review. The clip opened to a voice I could not recognize at first — restrained, anxious — then my own: “Alina, listen to me. We can make the night stop following us. We can file it away.” The voice on the tape was methodical and oddly merciful. The implication was unbearable: two people had chosen to sever a shared hour from their continuity. The knowledge that this cutting had been deliberate made the wound feel surgically accurate, its edges clean and unnervingly precise.
Simon called in the midafternoon. He was shorter on the phone than I remembered — clipped, angry in a way that felt less like protection and more like accusation. He wanted to know why I had called Calder and whether I had checked the police database. He said things I could not listen to without flinching: that people go missing sometimes without thoughtful consent; that forgetting does not make responsibilities evaporate. His voice, when it broke, carried a fear that startled me because it was almost adult in its steadiness. He told me to be careful.
My attempts to reach Dr. Calder produced an institutional blur. The number listed on the forms led to a small practice with a receptionist who answered like a person clearing furniture from beneath a tarp: “I’m sorry, Doctor Calder no longer practices here.” She offered about as much information as a closed curtain. The clinic’s building, when I went to look for it, smelled of exhaust and old coffee. Someone had sanded and repainted the door recently; a brass plate with a name I did not immediately recognize had been affixed to the intercom. There was a bulletin board in the lobby with flyers for support groups and a small folded sheet that read, in a handwriting that wasn’t mine, seeking information about a missing woman named Alina Mora.
Beneath the flyer someone had tacked a photograph: a face with laugh lines and a dark tuft of hair, smiling as if toward a joke. The paper had been pinned crookedly, the edges curling from exposure. My heart lurched. I had seen that smile in a photo of the woman in the frame from my apartment, the one whose face had been sliced away. The photograph on the board was whole. I walked away from the lobby with a taste of metal at the back of my throat.
That night I set the printed transcripts in a loose pile and smoked the last of the details like cigarettes. The act of printing felt almost ceremonial, a way of making ephemeral things feel solid. I worked through the files until the small hours, my thinking narrowing to the single practical axis of “what happened” and “who knows.” There were small, infuriatingly bureaucratic clues: an attendance log from a clinical session, an invoice for overnight observation, a checklist with the word PARTIAL circled in red on one page. The circle functioned exactly like a marker on a map: you are near to the thing you are trying to avoid.
At four in the morning I stumbled upon a video folder labeled VISUALS and within it a single file: last_night.mp4. The file size was large enough to suggest motion and raw footage. The filename, crude and almost childish in its simplicity, made a small, amused part of me wonder if someone had been too practical for their own good. The other self, the more fearful, pressed its face to the glass of the laptop screen and whispered that opening the file might be an act of cruelty to a version of myself that had survived by forgetting.
I slept in fits and turned like someone who has learned to keep a body alive while the mind patrols a border. Morning found the transcript pages curling at the corners and a smear of coffee that had been there since I had decanted it in the haze of the previous night. I did not yet know if I would open last_night.mp4. The file was a lock with no key, and I had an urgent, childish desire both to pry it open and to retreat from it forever.
The small black stick had been an invitation; the VISUALS folder was a trap. I told myself I would prepare — that I would gather light and company and a checklist of emergency contacts. I emailed a terse note to Simon with an excerpt from a transcript and a request to come by. He wrote back to say he would come the next day but that I should not go alone to the clinic. His reply was laced with an exhaustion that sounded like surrender.
Preparing, for me, meant method. I lined up the materials I might need: a charger, the phone numbers printed twice, a power bank, the little flashlight from a junk drawer, a notebook for emergent details. I repeated to myself the rational fallback I had taught undergraduates: identify variables, control what you can, document everything. Those are the things you do when the axis of your life is rearranged: put your hands on known protocol and pretend that will be enough to keep the world steady.
But the thing about rituals is that they can calcify into avoidance. Setting out supplies felt, in one moment, like bravery and in the next like procrastination. I folded up the consent form and placed it in a folder marked ORIGINALS and then, as if to anchor the immaterial with something stubborn and tangible, I took the photograph from its frame and slid it into a resealable bag. The woman in that photograph, whole and smiling, seemed to stare at me through the plastic with an accusation I could not name.
There was an email from an address that used to belong to the research network we'd been associated with. The subject line read simply: We need to talk. Inside, a short message from an administrative account requested a meeting to discuss “completed protocols and outstanding documentation.” The sender had attached a single PDF: a discharge summary with a clinician’s note that said, in bullet form, “patient presented post-procedure with partial recall; recommended supervised reintegration.” The clinical shorthand felt like a surgical incision: efficient and cruel. Someone had written, in the margin, in a hand that matched my own smaller script: Do not look until you can take it.
I do not know what I expected to find when I finally, obsessively, double-clicked last_night.mp4. Perhaps I thought my body would steel itself at the sight and that the footage would confirm or absolve. Instead the screen filled with slow, jittery footage: a tiled floor, a chair, the blur of two figures moving toward each other. For a breathless several seconds the image resolved enough for me to recognize two torsos and a scarf thrown over an arm. The camera’s angle suggested that it had been placed deliberately in a corner, a clinical eye recording human behavior. Then the frame stuttered and a high sound rent the air — a glass shattering or a bottle dropped — and the file snapped to black.
I sat for a long time with the dark window of the player open, the sound of my own breath loud in my ears. There was a sense of having been led to the edge of something and then denied the view. My hands moved before my brain could argue with them: a small yellow sticker I had seen on the consent form became a focus. Someone had marked the file with that same warning in my handwriting: Do not look until you can take it. The warning felt like an improvised lifeline or a final cruelty. I shut the laptop and put my face in my hands, the same motion I had made when the first audio files alerted me to loss.
The day that followed was an exercise in distance. I walked because keeping my legs moving prevented my head from folding inward completely. The city felt oversized and indifferent. At a café I wrote a list of questions in a notebook: Who authorized the procedure? Who else was present? What is the status of Alina? The questions were practical, but they were also a way to keep the mind in the land of action rather than the land of suspicion.
Returning to the apartment felt like returning to a crime scene. The stack of printouts lay where I had left it and the photograph in the resealable bag sat staring up from the table, its eyes blue and unafraid. Simon arrived with a small duffel and a look that settled somewhere between relief and resentment. He moved through the apartment like someone who expected to find another version of the sister he had known. We did not speak for several minutes. Finally, he set down the bag and said, without preamble, that he had checked places police officers check and that nothing had been filed under Alina Mora. The words came like a blow softened by velvet: no report, no missing person entry with that name.
“Why would you erase something if you didn’t have to?” he asked without looking at me. It was an unfair question. The procedure on the files read as voluntary, meticulously documented. Yet the absence of a police record suggested either a failure of oversight or a deliberate erasure beyond my personal cognition. We went through the transcripts aloud, line by line, his voice steadier as he read a technical passage and then cracking when it came to the name that mattered. There was a paragraph where I talked about wanting to keep living without the thi— I could not finish the word and the sentence on the page had a jaggedness to it.
That night I called the number on the receipt again. A man with a voice like scrubbed tile answered. He insisted there were no records accessible without proper identification and that Dr. Calder was not available. I asked plainly if a patient named Alina Mora had ever been at the clinic. His answer came with a long, careful hesitation. “We can’t discuss patient information over the phone,” he said finally. After I hung up I felt stupidly exposed. Protocols and privacy, I thought, are as effective at producing mysteries as they are at protecting people.
I slept fitfully and dreamed of glass. The dream was an assembly of domestic noises and clinical light: a hand picking up a glass, the slow rotation of a camera, a figure reaching out. I woke with the taste of metal in my mouth and the certainty that avoidance had become impossible. The folder labeled ORIGINALS waited on the coffee table, legal and insolent. I seated myself and opened the last of the scanned documents. Tucked under several pages was a small envelope unmarked and sealed with a strip of tape. The tape peeled under my nails in a way that made my fingertips ache.
Inside the envelope was a single page: a photocopy of a quick note and a clipping from a small community newsletter. The clipping contained a brief paragraph about a support group for survivors of interpersonal trauma. The note was in my handwriting and read: If you come back, read this only when you can manage the image. The note directed me to a name and a set of initials — a place to look for a corroborating witness — and the initials matched the scrawl from the discharge summary. The note also included a time and a location: a laundromat on Holloway Street where a woman named Rena sometimes volunteered. The handwriting trembled near the bottom of the page in a way that suggested either exhaustion or calculation.
Rena was our neighbor, a woman who kept odd hours and brewed a terrible coffee she insisted was a ritual. I had talked to her, briefly, about mundane things; she had never come up in the files. The note felt like a breadcrumb left with prudence. It suggested that the person who prepared my return anticipated both my curiosity and my fragility. Whoever had written it had also decided to leave a line out into the world where someone unconnected might help.
I considered calling the police, or a lawyer, or a reporter. Each option felt like an act of betrayal toward an absent self who had apparently agreed to a profound deletion. Instead I put on a jacket and walked to the laundromat. It was bright and noisy and smelled of detergent. Rena was behind the counter, her hair pinned up in the same frantic knot she wore when she was sorting donations. When I mentioned the name Alina she paused. Her face changed in a way that suggested memory and dismay. “I remember seeing them,” she said slowly. “Two women who looked like they were trying to fix something that wouldn’t stay fixed.”
“Did you ever see them after that?” I asked. Rena shook her head and then, after a beat, told me about a night when a cup had smashed in a doorway and a woman had left with the scarf I’d seen in the video. Her tone was bantering and small like someone reciting a recipe, but the detail lodged in me like a splinter. When I walked home I felt the tug of a line seeding through the city toward a point I could not yet see. The recordings had been the beginning of a map; now other people’s recollections stitched a few of those lines together.
Back at my apartment I set the stick and the USB drive beside the stack of papers. The sun had moved around the room and thin squares of light cut across the photograph in the bag. The woman in that photo looked like someone who had expected to be remembered without aid. My hands moved on a set of reflexes I no longer trusted; I transcribed Rena’s recollection into my notebook in cold, careful phrases and then, with a steadiness I did not feel, I opened one more file on the stick.
It was an audio labeled with a single word in my tidy printing: WARNING. The voice began clinical — a checklist — but quickly narrowed to a cadence of apology. “If you are listening,” the recording said, “you asked for a wall between before and after. You gave permission. This is a decision I still stand behind. But I need you to know the terms.” The voice catalogued things the consent form had not: the emotional gaps that might remain even when memory was excised, the collateral risk to people who shared those memories, and a final line that landed like a hammer: if you wake and someone else is gone, know that absence may not be redemption.
The recording closed with a final admonition I had heard earlier, but this time it contained a different inflection: do not look until you can take it. The repetition felt like a prayer whispered from within a closed room. The tape, and the paper, and the photograph formed a triangle of solicitations and forbiddances. Each corner suggested care and cruelty in the same breath.
I slid the stick back into its slot and stood up. The apartment felt smaller and more crowded with the knowledge it contained. The question that had been coiling all week hardened into something precise: what did I owe to the past I had requested to forget? The possible answers were terrifying in their simplicity. To preserve my functional self, I could walk away. To honor the missing pieces, I could open everything and let my life fractalize into shards of accountability. I realized then, with a clarity that frightened me, that the decision would not be private. Whoever else had been involved — Simon, Paul Calder, Alina, unnamed clinicians — would be pulled into my attempt to either reconcile or conceal.
I left the laptop open on the table and walked to the window. The city’s rhythms were indifferent to ethical dilemmas. A child laughed in the street. A bus exhaled. I pressed my forehead to cool glass and felt for a moment like an animal at a threshold. The files had given me a map and a warning. The map led toward something I had been told to avoid. The warning asked me to assess whether I could survive the sight of what had been done and what had been lost.

    
Counterweights
The bookshelf had always been anchored to habit: a place I kept the books I could pretend I would read, a vertical privacy that divided my living room into the public and the private. I had dusted its face weekly for years and never once lifted the lower board with anything like curiosity. Yet now, following a thread of instruction that had started with a flash drive and my own voice, the idea of the floor seemed as plausible a hiding place as any. Some arrangements are conservative, some theatrical; this one felt like a domestic excavation. I moved the shelf with the careful measurements of someone trying not to scatter the bones of a life. The thing fell forward with a small, complaining groan and the board at its foot came away more easily than it ought to have. Underneath was a cavity the color and shape of a small coffin.
The box inside was taped with the kind of deliberation that suggested time and thought: layers folded inward, an inner wrap of plastic, an outer cardboard skin that smelled faintly of lemon cleaner and machine oil. I sat on the floor with my knees bruising the wood and untaped it as if it were evidence and a gift at once. Inside, folded like a secret letter, was a scarf I recognized from the videos—the same pale weave that showed up half-draped over an arm before the footage cut to black. Its fringe was stained along one side by a dark smudge that could have been coffee or rust or something I did not yet have the language to name. Beside the scarf lay a small Polaroid. Two women in the photograph leaned into one another; their faces were close enough that I could see laugh-lines and the small imperfection near one eyebrow. Someone—someone careful and furious—had pierced one corner of the frame with a thumbtack as if pinning it between moments.
There was an envelope, yellowed at the edges, with my handwriting on the flap. My thumb found the ink and remembered the pressure. The address line read: To the police. I pressed my nail into the glue and it surrendered like another small door. The page inside had been written in a rush: tangled sentences that looped back on themselves, a path of thought that seemed to have been trying to reach a conclusion and kept running out of room. The language was both pleading and exact—an imploration to truth and a series of factual attempts. I read lines that spelled the same fear I had heard in the recordings: that the night had rung with a violence I could not remember entirely, that there had been a sound of glass, that a person named Alina had left the room and not returned, that I had asked for a procedure to partition memory so the image would not intrude daily. The letter did not complete the heinous possibility; instead it offered a hedge: If I wake and you cannot find her, know that I left this because I feared I might have been responsible. The clause was not a confession so much as a prologue to one.
There was a key tucked inside a fold, dull with use. A scrap of paper with a locker number followed: Holloway Storage, Unit 27. The initials P.C. were written in the corner in a hand that matched the margin notes on the consent forms. Someone had prepared for the future in the only way they could imagine: by leaving breadcrumbs to be followed by a self that might return. My first instinct was to call Simon, to throw this ballast into his hands and let him decide whether the weight was mine or ours. Instead I sat very still on the floor with the box open between my knees and tried to feel what no recording could teach me—what it meant to have, in your own hand, written the possibility of your own culpability.
I told Simon about it in pieces. The first time I spoke I said only what I needed to move us: there is a box, there is a locker number, there is my handwriting. He was two steps from the decision to come before morning had cooled the day, and when he arrived his mouth had the precise look of someone who had rehearsed anger and found it inadequate. He looked at the scarf and the Polaroid like a person looking at a fossil for the first time—recognizing the outline, mourning an absence still partly unformed.
“Why would you put this here?” he asked, and I could not tell whether he meant the physical box under my floor or the idea of arranging for yourself to be suspected. He moved slowly through the room the way you move through a house you might have to leave. When I read him the letter aloud I felt the words dissolve in the air like something wet—hard to catch, harder to pin. Simon’s eyes filled at the line where I had written that I feared I might have been responsible. “Who did you tell about this?” he wanted to know.
I told him the names that haunted these files: Dr. Calder, Rena, and the anonymous receptionist who’d been able to say very little. I told him about the clinic’s lobby and the pinned photograph of Alina Mora and how the edges of our knowledge had curled like paper in damp hands. Simon paced and then sat and asked the question every person close to a damaged life eventually asks: was it right to consent to forgetting? He said it as if it were a moral theorem he could solve with logic. For him, the calculus was simple: memory is accountability; to erase is to elude.
He accused and he protected at the same time. When he accused he spoke in the future tense as if he were describing a trial, listing the authorities we would have to confront and the records we would need. When he protected he gathered the box like a man who had been given both a relic and a key. He suggested we visit the locker the letter mentioned before Calder’s office could intercept anything. He spoke quickly then, as if arranging an evacuation: fetch a flashlight, get the key to the car, bring papers we might show a clerk. He wanted something practical to do with the moral panic blooming in my chest. I wanted to tell him that the letter had felt like a bribe to truth—an instruction and a trap in the same line—but I could not find words to match the way I now carried the possibility of my own guilt.
The storage place, Holloway Self Storage, smelled like motor oil and old rope—a physical smell that makes a city feel less like a moral landscape and more like a warehouse. The keypad at the gate demanded a code and a number before it would allow us to pass, and as we slid into the lane between metal doors I felt a childish superstition that any small wrong step would seal the space for good. The unit was one of many in a row: beige roll-up doors each with a slip of peeling sticker denoting its number. Unit 27 was locked with a padlock; the key in my hand turned with a focused relief.
Inside was a carton the size of a shoebox, turned out into the space like a small altar. The items were arranged in a way that suggested someone had been given time to decide what mattered and what could be left unexposed. The scarf reappeared, folded differently; the Polaroid too. There was also a small notebook whose cover had bled with time; its pages contained short entries, dated and clinical. In the margins there were notations—brief confessions—written in handwriting that shifted shapes as if different parts of me had been tasked with different tones. One entry read: After the event, we chose partition. It is necessary to acknowledge that what we remove is real and that those who remain bear its weight. Another line, written small and cramped, said: I leave this to an other me with a plea: seek the truth, but be kind.
There was a cassette tape in a plastic case, its exterior labeled in the same tight script I had seen on other documents: listen only if you are certain. The recorder clunked in my palm like a relic from another life. We slotted the thing into the USB converter Simon had brought and listened. My own voice quivered through the static at the beginning, slower than in those clinical recordings, and then steadied into a cadence I thought I might not recognize. The recording described a night with more specificity than any file I had yet heard: words like argument and glass and a phrase that made the hair on my arms lift—“I did not mean to.” The line suggested an accident or an intention that refused to be pinned.
When the tape ended we sat with a quiet so dense it felt almost ceremonial. Simon’s jaw worked; the muscles along his neck tightened. In the past he had been an actor of caution, a man who measured danger as one measures a chem lab. Now his caution had become heat: he wanted to go to the police before anyone else could reframe the story. I wanted to slow the movement of our decisions, to gather more facts. We were both dragooned into action by a single, intransigent fact: someone, somewhere, had been given permission to cut memory, and someone else had been left without the benefit of remembering why.
Confronting Dr. Calder felt like storming a citadel whose doors were made of paper. His office had been relocated to a smaller building, a place lined with books that looked as if they had been chosen for respectability. He greeted us with the exactitude of a man who had rehearsed responses; his smile held a professional’s apology. He did not seem surprised to see the scarf or the Polaroid. When I placed them on his desk his hand paused over the edge as if touching an exposed nerve.
“You shouldn’t have opened private material,” he said. His tone was not hostile; it was precise, a scalpel of civility. He offered tea as if civility might inoculate us against accusation. Simon did much of the work there—leaning forward, forcing calumny into chronological form—asking whether appropriate safeguards had been followed, whether Alina had consented, what contingency protocols had been enacted. Calder answered most questions with institutional cant: consent was documented, aftercare was scheduled, contingency B was implemented when recall was partial. But when we pushed—when we asked if he had informed the police or whether the disappearance had been reported—his eyes lost their practiced steadiness.
“There was no disappearance reported to us,” he said finally. “There was an expected gap.” He used the word gap in the way one uses a geographical term. He described the partition as a therapeutic move, arranged for a patient who requested an erasure of traumatic recall. He spoke of my consent as if it were a completed instrument. At one point he said something that felt like a confession in the wrong register: I expected you to return, he said. We all expected you to return. He did not explain who the we was.
My voice felt small in the room. I read out the paragraph that had been written on the letter found under my floor—the sentence that had shaken even me when I first saw it: if you wake and she is gone, know that I left this because I feared I might have done something to her. Calder looked down at his hands and told me that contingency B was meant to ensure that a patient who deserved protection could be reintroduced slowly, that a violent memory could be quarantined. He claimed the clinic’s intention had been to heal, not to erase responsibility. But there was a frisson in his words, a legal caution that suggested he knew how fragile the moral architecture of these procedures was. Simon leaned in and demanded to know who had been present the night of the incident. Calder’s answer was evasive: the sessions were supervised, he said, but the roster had been scrubbed for confidentiality reasons. It was the only time his voice contained heat. Confidentiality, he said, protects patients—and sometimes it protects others.
The retreat from Calder’s office was not a retreat so much as an exit into a field of suspects. We drove back in silence, both of us carrying more than before: his measured defenses, my found letter, a tape that hinted at a night whose shape I could not yet assemble. Simon asked whether I remembered asking for anything like a contingency plan. I forced my mind back against the months I could not recall, trying to feel the echo of a will. There was no memory of signing a plan to tie a future to truth with a key and a tape. There was only a sense that some part of me had been mercilessly pragmatic.
At the apartment we spread the artifacts across the table like pieces of a map. We cataloged dates, cross-referenced the forms, and tried to fill blank spaces with mundane facts that might illuminate motive. The Polaroid had a tiny notation on the back—Alina, Nora—scrawled in a pen that tilted like mine. The scarf’s stain, under magnification, resolved into a brown patch with a sheen like dried tea. Not blood, then, but the thought of what else it might have been is another doorway with a thousand locks.
In the late evening the doorbell rang. It was Rena, holding a thermos and wearing the small earnestness of someone who brings soup to a neighbor. She looked at the drawer of paper and then at me and said she had something small—just a detail—that she thought might be important. She told us of a night she had spent on her couch because her shift at the laundromat had kept her late; she had gone outside for a cigarette and seen a woman leaving in a hurry, a scarf wrapped up high. She’d thought at the time it was nothing but a neighbor home late. Later, when the papers and the clipped flyers began to appear, she had kept the image and met it with the moral itch of a witness. She said, “I didn’t want to interfere,” and then, with a shrunken voice, admitted she had seen Simon near the building days later, looking like someone searching for anything to hold onto.
The revelation tightened our conversation into an obstinate knot. If Rena’s memory was right, a woman had left hurriedly and alone. If Simon had been searching, what had he been trying to find? The idea that other people had been moving through the edges of that night without making the story public made the narrative more complex, more human. We sat with coffee gone cold and realized that even the intentions to protect someone could look, from the outside, like an effort to conceal.
I slept poorly and dreamt in catalog entries: a drawer labeled contingency, a folder marked partial, a tape with my voice asking for a covenant between eras. Morning brought a more practical impulse: to file the letter with the police myself. If there were to be a record, I thought, it should be one I had placed in the world rather than one waiting in the dark for curiosity to discover. Simon worried that doing so might complicate our lives; he argued we needed counsel, perhaps an attorney who could illuminate what legal recourse existed for someone who had willingly consented to a procedure and now wanted its consequences investigated.
But the thought of calling an attorney felt suddenly like sending an invitation to argument rather than a search for truth. Instead, impulsively and with the kind of decisive unreason I used to warn students against in experimental design, I decided to follow the other breadcrumb: the unit at the clinic—an old closet of records Calder had hinted existed—one that might not be fully scrubbed if someone had been careless. We went back to the building and asked for the records, invoking patient rights and legal forms in a way that made the staff flinch. A man in a uniform, whose name tag read Marcus, paused, then left us while mumbled excuses about transport delays. The faint hope that a human mistake could produce what we needed was a small consolation.
Marcus returned with a handful of boxes from a back room, and we sifted through them with the mechanical grief of people handling tangles that were not yet stories. Inside one cardboard crate was a thin folder labeled with my name. Inside that folder was a sheet I recognized—an incident report with long lines of handwriting. A bold sentence jumped out: patient partition protocol enacted following a reported domestic altercation. The last line, however, unsettled me more than all the other things combined: evidence harvested and secured in patient unit storage pending supervised recall. Someone had cataloged a thing and put it away with intention. The scale of it all—clinical, careful, and then secret—felt like the moment you learn that the people charged with keeping society tidy sometimes tidy away its messes for reasons that have nothing to do with justice.
The end of the afternoon collapsed into a strobe of calls and refusals. We had fillable forms, a taped confession and a box under the floor. I tried to keep a professional distance, the reflexive training of years of noting without sinking into fascination. The more pieces I examined, the more my self felt like an axis around which other people arranged their answers. Simon urged action with a clarity that felt like a judgment; Rena, with a gentleness that felt like mercy; Calder, with a legalism that felt like a fence to hide behind. The moral arena was crowded.
When the sun thinned and the city grew shadowed, I listened again to the cassette, this time for details I might have missed—an address, a step, a nickname. The voice on the tape said something that had not registered before: at the end, there was an instruction intended for an eventual self: if you cannot accept what you did, you must still leave a path for others to follow. It went on in the cadence of someone thinking aloud about reductive justice: place the key here, leave the box, set the tape aside. The instruction read like a person trying to immune themselves from being both defendant and absent witness.
That night, as I looked at the Polaroid, at a corner of my life that had been removed and then circled back to me like a dog returning with a finder’s prize, I realized there was a cruel symmetry to all of it. Whoever had helped arrange the partition—myself included—had tried to fashion a mechanism where memory, culpability, and consequence could be set in different rooms. The question before me was which of those rooms I would open first. The answer, I knew, would not only shape the legal future; it would redraw my sense of who I was. I understood in a woody, settled way that the next decision would pivotally determine whether I was an agent of accountability or someone who had sought immunity from the past. The ledger, such as it was, would not balance easily.

    
The Unfinished Self
I woke with the taste of metal braided into the air, as if the morning remembered a thing my head had tried to forget. The apartment seemed arranged against me—papers stacked with polite cruelty, the scarf folded like an accusation on the coffee table, the Polaroid in its plastic like a small, polite relic. For a few minutes I allowed myself the luxury of not deciding anything. The world outside the window moved along a timetable invented for people who did not need to parse culpability into neat categories: buses exhaled, a dog barked, someone argued about a lost umbrella. Inside, the room breathed its quiet and the soft machinery of decisions began to whir.
Simon had called twice and left a string of careful messages that avoided the theatrical and landed in the practical: meet me where you feel safest; bring everything. Rena had offered to sit with us if things became too heavy, and she had left a thermos on the stoop in the small, neighborly way of people who know how to make care feel like food. I made coffee and folded a paper into a square that felt like a votive. The cassette case lay where I had put it the night before, the little tape inside like a compact for grief.
There are moments when one becomes the experiment they once ran. I found myself constructing matrices—what evidence we had, what holes remained, who could corroborate what. The locker, the tape, the recordings on the stick; Calder's evasions; the flyer with Alina's face pinned in the clinic lobby. Each artifact was a vector pointing away from a tidy answer. The thing that kept staking at the center of that scatter was a single question that refused to hold a simple predicate: had I struck her? Had I fled? Had I been the kind of friend who left a body in a hall and then paid for her silence with forgetfulness?
I could have begun at the police station, dropping a bundle of ambiguity on a desk and asking for an investigation. That would have been the clean moral gesture, the one that returns agency to institutions. Instead, I chose another route first: I wanted the truth as near to the thing as I could summon it. If I was to call something by its name, I wanted to say it with a voice that remembered the texture of the night. I resolved to undergo supervised recall—if not with Calder then under the watch of someone who would not have motive to shape the outcome. The choice felt both like bravery and a needless cruelty. But it was a step toward the person I might become after admitting whether I had been capable of harm.
Finding a clinician who would perform the kind of recall we needed without Calder's equipment was a study in bureaucracy and good will. I sat in the waiting room of an older clinic downtown, watching middle-aged men read outdated newspapers and an infant subsist on a toy, and rehearsed what I would say. The woman who called my name introduced herself as Dr. Anjali Mehta—steady eyes, a voice that suggested she had been given many confessions and had learned to carry them without falling. She had read, out of professional courtesy ahead of our meeting, the packet I had sent: transcripts, tapes, the letter I had buried under my floor. When she offered to do the recall under formal observation she asked calmly about consent, contingencies, and legal oversight. I nearly laughed with relief; the legal scaffolding felt like armor.
We agreed on a protocol that felt like a compromise between science and humility. The recall would be sensory, not pharmacological if possible—cues and stimuli, a guided sequence of prompts to coax the brain into revealing its memory without wrecking the person who had asked to remember. Dr. Mehta insisted on a lawyer present to ensure that anything we uncovered could be handled responsibly. The lawyer who accepted was blunt and efficient: Eliot Reyes. He asked questions that were not meant to frighten but to orient—what was I willing to have released into the record, what would I not want broadcast, who would I want with me. I named Simon and Rena. I asked for Calder to be excluded from the room.
Calder protested. He called like a flurry of wind—measured, imploring, with the cadence of a man who had always liked orders to be followed. He argued that the technology he used was proprietary and that any recall without his oversight would be imprecise. He offered, as a supposed olive branch, a recorded summary of his notes. I thought of the way he had smiled across the table when I first told him about my own research, how his confidence had felt like a promise. Now his voice on the phone sounded like someone trying to sew a wound shut with borrowed thread.
Eliot’s advice was surgical in its practicality: if I wanted the truth to be admissible, we would need documentation and witnesses who had no stake in Calder’s fortunes. He suggested informing the police after the recall if the memory suggested harm, or asking for an interim protective order to keep potential evidence intact. The legal language felt like a map that could lead toward civilities: subpoenas, chain of custody, forensic testing. It was a strange comfort. For the first time since the drive home from the storage unit, the possibility of an actual procedure—one that would not be solely Calder's—felt imaginable.
The recall room smelled faintly of lemon cleaning solution and citrus wax, a domestic scent that was incongruous with what we were about to do. There was an EEG array on a cart, a tablet, and a small selection of props: a glass tumbler, a scarf much like Alina's, a folded pair of jeans with a coffee smear. Dr. Mehta explained that sensory anchors would be used—olfactory, auditory, tactile—and that we would proceed slowly, allowing me to pause or stop at any moment. Simon fastened his fingers around mine and said nothing. Rena stood by the door with her thermos, looking like someone who had packed a life preserver for an uncertain swim.
The first prompts were mundane—soft, domestic gestures meant to prod memory like a gentle hand at a shy animal. A sound of running water, the scent of citrus, the weight of a scarf draped over my wrist. My skin tingled as if the cues were keys scratching at locks. Images moved behind my eyes like hands waving at a window: laughter, a countertop slick with spilled coffee, a flash of glass. Dr. Mehta’s voice guided me with the patient cadence of a person who had seen minds like maps with roads closed for repair. She asked for one detail at a time: the sound of a shoe heel, the pitch of a voice, the specific angle of a scarf caught mid-turn.
Then, as if an eddy took hold, the small details stacked into an event. Alina’s voice—sharp and certain—cut through: You can’t keep doing this. The apartment swirl of lights and shadow clarified; the mug slid and rang on the countertop. We were arguing about something that seemed trivial in the retrieval, but felt huge at the moment of recollection: a secret kept, an accusation made. In the memory my hands were accusing or defensive—I could not tell—and I reached for a glass to steady myself. It slipped. The sound it made when it met the floor translated into a clean, animal fear that went straight to my gut. In the memory, Alina stepped back, scarf flying, and there was a quick jolt—an invitation and a rejection at once.
My body reacted in real time: heart flaring, breath short, my palms slick with remembered adrenaline. I imagined myself as two people: the woman being recalled and the woman remembering, and the gap between us felt like a chasm. The edges of the recalled moment were jagged. I remember stepping forward; I remember words I will always regret: Stay. I remember a small, sudden contact—my elbow, my hand, a shove perhaps, or a grabbed sleeve. The line between panicked touch and intended harm blurred into a smear. The sensory details were brutal in their ordinary quality: the scarf snagged, there was a balancing that failed, and then a sharp, crisp noise—glass again, the sound of something breaking against tile—and Alina stumbling.
The recall folded, then, as the brain did its work: it gave me a sliver of event and then protected the rest. Dr. Mehta slowed the stimuli and guided me back to the room. I sat trembling, the tape of the moment looping in my head like a scratched record. The question that had been theoretical until then—what had really happened—arrived with the weight of evidence and the feeling of being both defendant and witness to my own life. The presence of Simon and Rena and Eliot in the room imbued what came next with accountability. I had a memory that suggested more than mere fear: it suggested that my hands had been involved at the exact time Alina fell.
We paused. Eliot asked if I wanted to continue. My answer, when it came, was small and fierce: yes. If the rest of my life was going to be built on a foundation of either truth or artful omission, I could not let it be the latter. The next phase of the recall—more intense, more tactile—was arranged with Dr. Mehta’s hands steady at the console. The props were chosen again, the scarf wrapped in a shape so similar I felt nauseated. Dr. Mehta asked me to place the scarf around my neck and tell her what I felt. The memory did not give me a scene so much as a set of motions: sound, touch, an impression of urgency.
In the deeper flash that followed, time collapsed and rearranged itself into a single, terrible present. The apartment was brighter than I remembered, the afternoon sun cutting through the kitchen window in hard bands. Alina’s face was not a photograph now but a living expression—angry, frightened, resolute. We had been arguing about leaving, about whether to call someone, about somebody who had hurt her. I reached out, perhaps to restrain her or to keep her from slipping away. My hand landed against her breastbone in a panicked move to stop her from turning, then shifted as she pulled back. There was a sense of loss of balance that felt quick and inevitable. I watched horror in slow motion: Alina’s foot hit a step, the scarf snagged, a cup toppled, a hand struck a rim. She fell. The motion was not cinematic; it was domestic, banal, and therefore harder to narrate as anything other than an accident flavored by human impatience and fear.
I remember the small sound she made as she hit—not a scream but a breath that folded—the sound that transforms living into consequence. In the memory I reached for her, pressed my palms to her shoulder, felt the heat and then the coolness of anything that was leaking. I called her name. She muttered something—don’t, or go, or leave me—and then there was a choice I cannot soften: I moved away. The movement was not martial; it was a bewildered recoil. In the space created by my retreat her silhouette rekindled as a human leaving. She staggered, gathered her scarf, and moved out the door. The memory closes on the image of her retreating figure. I had not seen whether she recovered, whether she found help. I had simply left.
The room after the recall felt as if someone had opened a window and let a winter gust rearrange the furniture. I was raw and trembling and oddly lucid. The memory did not provide the neat moral closure I had wanted; rather it revealed an account that landed me somewhere in the fog between negligence and intent. I had not planned violence, and yet my body had been part of the sequence that culminated in Alina leaving with a fall stitched into the event. The cassette—my own recorded voice from a prior night—would later be heard telling a watcher that I had said, I did not mean to. The phrasing landed with the awkward precision of someone trying to claim accident and yet not being able to exclude responsibility.
Eliot asked if I would be willing to give a formal statement. The question was not a demand; it was a hinge. Giving a statement might expose me to criminal processes, to cross-examination of motives and memory. Not giving one would not erase the truth; it would simply remove my name from the ledger of action. I looked at Simon and saw the hard set of his jaw. He would support me. He had, throughout this ordeal, moved between anger and tenderness. I did not want his loyalty to be a shield for my avoidance.
I stood and walked to the table where the Polaroid lay. The woman in the photo looked up at me with a smile that will probably live in me longer than any formal confession. I folded the letter I had written months ago—the one addressed to the police—and smoothed its creases. It read, in the rushed, fearful cursive of a frightened adult: If you wake and she is gone, know that I left this because I feared I might have done something to her. It had been addressed as an admission and a plea at once. Holding it now felt like pulling a thread I had earlier knotted to keep from unraveling. I realized with a clarity that felt like a decision being made before my body could argue that I would not hide anymore. I would hand the letter and everything else to the police, and I would tell them everything I remembered.
We drove to the station with the tape and the box and the Polaroid secured in a bag that smelled of the clinic’s antiseptic. The precinct smelled of paper and coffee and the careful indifference of institutions. The detective who met us—Detective Mara Owens—was of the kind who has learned how to pace a room. She listened without theatrics as I told the clerk at the front desk I had evidence to submit and wanted to make a statement. The intake process was a small choreography of forms and signatures that felt like baptism by bureaucracy. Detective Owens read the letter, handled the cassette, noted the locker number, and asked the one question that had the power to change the tenor of our entire process: has anyone been reported missing?
We told her about the flyer in the clinic, about the lobby photograph and the absence of a formal missing person report. She frowned, and that frown was not the sort of thing you'd make at an inconvenient time; it was the kind that narrows the world to a set of cold facts. Detective Owens asked if I could take her to the apartment and show her the places where things had happened. She said she could not promise immediate arrests or a closed case, but she would take what we gave her and open a file. It was not the theatrical promise of swift justice, but it was procedural and that mattered more to me than a single headline.
The evidence would be logged; the scarf would be tested; the cassette would be transferred to digital custody. It felt practical and faintly terrifying. The legal processes Eliot had described began to feel like a map that actually led somewhere, if that somewhere was the long, slow attempt to reconcile action with consequence. Calder, meanwhile, found his name caught in the periphery: someone would subpoena his clinic records, the logs might be audited, and if the incident report were authentic then his omissions would be examined with a microscope. There is a kind of plain justice in paperwork: it reveals the holes you thought you could hide behind. I thought about Dr. Mehta with her steady hands and about the technicians who would get my tapes, and felt a lightness that was not freedom so much as movement.
In the days that followed the apartment felt like a place newly accessorized by consequence. Friends checked in, some with quiet curiosity, others with the default tenderness that real people show. Pressures began to show at edges—phone calls I avoided, an email from a clinic regulatory board asking for clarification of protocols, a brief note from Calder’s office disclaiming knowledge of an official missing person report but offering cooperation. Detective Owens called with a voice that had been hopeful and was now more sober: forensics wanted a clear sample from the scarf; they had scheduled an interview with Rena as someone who had witnessed a figure leaving that night. Simon sat with me and held my hand through some of those calls; his support felt like the only contained thing in a world that was otherwise dissolving into formalities.
There were places where memory cooperated and places where it refused. I lay awake some nights replaying the recall and the location where I had chosen to step back rather than hold the line. In the quiet I rehearsed the alternatives, each one a small moral hypothetical: what if I had stayed with Alina longer, what if I had called an ambulance, what if I had not chosen to partition my memory at all. There is a particular cruelty in the retrospective: it invites you to become a better version of yourself using only the elements you did not possess at the time.
But the days also contained small mercies. Rena brought me tea and jokes and a comfort that smelled like bleach and lavender. Simon cooked badly and proudly and left plates with scrape marks he called evidence of care. Detective Owens moved on the file with the steady patience of someone who knows that the engine of justice is not sudden but persistent. Each time I handed over another cassette or a photocopy, the act felt less like a surrender and more like assembling the bones of a narrative that could be examined by others. The law is not a moral arbiter in the way we sometimes want; it is a process. For the first time since I had opened that drawer under the bookshelf, I felt that I had made a choice that would not merely protect me but could also allow a story to be told outside my own fractured consciousness.
I will not pretend that everything became neat after that. Some mornings the weight of what I had done pressed at the inside of my skull like a slow hand. There were days I walked past the river and imagined the motion of water erasing footprints, and the temptation to believe that erasure could be moral remained stubborn. There were also moments when I sat with the Polaroid and felt a human tenderness I had not known how to carry before—the sense that holding to a lost person could be a duty rather than a torment. Detective Owens called with small updates; sometimes the information was technical and dry, sometimes it shifted like a new weather pattern—someone in a neighboring borough had come forward with a report of a woman matching Alina’s description seen near a shelter. Sometimes the trail went cold.
Calder’s office grew quieter and less assured as external inquiries multiplied. He called me once, voice small and brittle, saying he had believed he was saving people from a life haunted by images. His argument felt more like a confession the more he spoke: I thought I could protect you, he said, as if protection could be purchased at the cost of a person’s right to belong to their own narrative. I did not have room for his explanations in my mind; I only had space for the small, human fact that a woman I had loved and harmed had been left with fewer allies than she deserved.
There was a hearing months later—a procedural hearing about record retention and clinic protocol. I sat in a small room with my lawyer and watched as papers were examined and as Calder’s practice was flagged for inquiry. It was not justice as a cathartic finality. It was the slow work of bureaucracies realigning themselves. That alignment felt like a small graft of order onto a wound that would not close fully.
In the end the decisive act was not a verdict from a bench but the ongoing commitment to truth-telling. I kept going back to the idea that had driven me to ask for recall in the first place: that living without fragments, even when those fragments contain shame, is a braver and truer life than one that is edited to spare the present. The choice did not absolve me of everything. There were investigations, interviews, and the uncomfortable meetings with officers who wanted dates and times and the precise texture of a phrase. But there was also a growing conviction that if I did not live inside the totality of my life—if I did not accept that I could be both loving and capable of harm—I would remain a disassembled thing forever.
On a late afternoon when the light tilted low and forgiving, Simon and Rena and I sat on the stoop with coffee that had gone cold. The city around us was unremarkable and immense. I thought of the box under the shelf, of the tape in the locker, of the letter I had written in a hand that trembled and then steadied. I had done what I could to place the facts where they might be seen, and I had asked for my memory back even though the act of remembering hurt. The recollection had not given me absolution. It had offered instead a chance to answer to what I had done, to let institutions of consequence evaluate it, and to live through whatever the outcome might be.
The story ended, not with fireworks nor with tidy closure, but in the small, decisive action of speaking. I had taken my hand from the edge of a table and placed it on a record. I had given the evidence away. I had stopped arranging the world to hide what I feared. It was not a clean redemption, and it was not a complete erasure of guilt. It was, precisely, the reluctant embrace of being unfinished.
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