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PART 1
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The Gap

"Six months is a long time to lose."
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PROLOGUE
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She remembers the rain.

Not the cold of it, not the sound — just the fact of it, the way you remember a word without remembering its meaning. Rain. Yes. There was rain.

There was also a woman.

She was standing at the edge of something — a parking structure, a rooftop, a cliff, the mind keeps refusing to be specific — and the woman across from her was speaking. Her mouth was moving with the particular urgency of someone who believes they are running out of time. Her hair was dark and wet and stuck to her face in long, uneven streaks. Her eyes were the colour of creek water after a storm.

She was saying something important.

She was always saying something important.

And then she wasn't there anymore.

* * *
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THIS IS WHAT THE DOCTORS call a fragment. They write it down on their clipboards and nod at each other over her head and use words like retrieval pathway and consolidation failure and episodic discontinuity, and she sits in the adjustable bed with the papery gown and the IV line and she thinks: a woman was standing in the rain and now she isn't, and I am the only one who saw her last, and I cannot tell you a single true thing about what happened between those two facts.

She cannot tell them because she doesn't know.

She cannot tell them because something has been done to the space where knowing used to live.

She understands this the way you understand a locked room — not by what's inside it, but by the fact of the lock.

* * *
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HER NAME, THEY TELL her, is Claire.

She turns the word over in her mouth like a stone she found on the ground. It is smooth. It fits nowhere.

A man comes on the second day. He has kind eyes and a careful voice and he holds her hand with the practiced tenderness of someone who has been told to seem familiar. He says honey and thank God and I've been out of my mind with worry, and she watches his face perform each emotion in sequence and thinks:

I have no proof that any of this is true.

I have no proof that any of this is false.

This is what it is to have a mind that cannot testify on its own behalf.

* * *
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WHAT SHE KNOWS FOR certain, she can count.

She knows the rain.

She knows the woman with the creek-water eyes and the urgent mouth and the dark hair flattened against her face like a warning.

She knows that the woman said something she was supposed to remember.

And she knows — in the wordless, seatless, sourceless way that the body knows things the mind has been forbidden — that the woman is gone now not because she left.

But because someone made her disappear.

And that same someone, she suspects, standing in the doorway of a hospital room with kind eyes and careful hands —

is smiling at her right now.

* * *
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SHE JUST CAN'T REMEMBER why that should frighten her.

Not yet.
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Chapter One
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SURFACE

The ceiling was the first thing.

White, textured, institutional — the kind of ceiling that exists in every hospital in every city in every country, designed by someone who understood that the first thing a person sees when they regain consciousness should commit to nothing. Should promise nothing. Should simply be there, neutral and vast and indifferent as a held breath.

She stared at it for what felt like a very long time.

Then she catalogued what she had.

Two hands. Ten fingers. She counted twice. A dull ache behind her left ear, specific and deep, the kind that lives in the bone rather than the skin. An IV line taped to the inside of her right elbow with medical tape that had begun to peel at one corner. A thin blanket, blue. A pillow that smelled of industrial detergent and something underneath the detergent — something floral and faint and almost, almost familiar.

A window. Grey light. Rain on the glass.

Rain.

Something moved in her chest at the word. Not a memory — something prior to memory. A pressure. A presentiment. The way the body registers significance before the mind has assembled the language for it.

She turned her head toward the window. The movement cost her. She breathed through it and looked at the rain coming down the glass in long, branching lines, and she waited to feel something she could name.

Nothing came.

* * *
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THE NURSE WAS A COMPACT woman in her fifties with close-cropped silver hair and a manner that suggested she had delivered bad news so many times it had ceased to feel like news at all. She came in quietly, checked the IV line, made a notation on the tablet she carried, and then looked up and found the patient's eyes open and tracking her.

She didn't startle. She simply said, "There you are," as if the woman in the bed had only stepped out briefly and now returned from somewhere unremarkable.

"Where is here?" the patient asked.

Her voice was strange to her. Rougher than expected. The sound of a door opened after a long winter.

"Mercy General. You've been with us for four days." The nurse came closer, lifted two fingers. "Can you follow these for me?"

She followed them. Left, right, centre. The nurse made another notation.

"What's the last thing you remember?" she asked.

The patient opened her mouth.

Closed it.

The honest answer was the ceiling. Before the ceiling there was nothing — not darkness, not sleep, not the vague formless murk of sedation. Just an absence so complete it didn't even register as absence. Like asking what existed before the first second of time.

"I don't know," she said.

The nurse nodded as though this were expected. "Your name," she said carefully. "Do you know your name?"

A pause. She reached for it the way you reach for something on a shelf you know exists, a thing you've retrieved ten thousand times without thinking — and found the shelf bare. Found the wall behind the shelf bare. Found herself standing in a room that should have contained a self and discovering it empty.

"No," she said.

The word was very small.

The nurse wrote something down and said, "That's all right. That's all right for now." Then she put her hand briefly on the patient's arm — not the one with the IV, the other one — and said: "We're going to call you Claire for now. Is that okay?"

The patient turned the word over.

Claire.

"Who gave you that name?" she asked.

The nurse hesitated. One beat too long.

"Someone who knows you," she said.

* * *
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THEY RAN TESTS ON THE second day. An MRI that required her to lie very still inside a machine that sounded like a building being demolished one floor at a time. A cognitive assessment administered by a young doctor with wire-rimmed glasses who asked her to remember three words — apple, river, lamp — and then asked her to recall them fourteen minutes later after a series of pattern recognition questions.

She remembered all three.

"That's encouraging," he said, in the tone of someone for whom very little was encouraging.

"What does it mean?" she asked.

"It means your short-term consolidation is largely intact." He made a note. "It's the longer-term retrieval that we're concerned about."

"How long?"

He looked at her over the rim of his glasses. "We're still assessing."

She had already learned that we're still assessing was this hospital's preferred way of saying we know more than we're telling you and we're deciding how much you can withstand.

"Months?" she said. "Years?"

"We believe the gap is approximately six months," he said. "Possibly more. We'll have a clearer picture once —"

"Six months."

"Possibly more."

She lay back against the pillow and looked at the ceiling — her ceiling, she'd already begun to think of it that way, the only consistent thing — and thought about six months. Two seasons. One hundred and eighty-some days during which she had apparently continued to exist, to move through the world, to leave fingerprints on surfaces and impressions on people and evidence of a life — while whatever machinery produced the experience of being her had continued running without filing a single report.

Six months.

She could have done anything.

She could have become anyone.

She had no way of knowing which was true.

* * *
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THE MAN CAME ON THE second evening, just before visiting hours ended.

She heard him before she saw him — unhurried footsteps in the corridor, the particular cadence of someone who has decided in advance to seem calm. Then he appeared in the doorway, and she watched him take her in from across the room, and she watched his face do something complicated and controlled and land on an expression of relief so precisely constructed it could have been rehearsed.

He was tall. Dark-haired, going silver at the temples. Well-dressed in the muted, deliberate way of a man who understands that clothing communicates and chooses his communications carefully. He was handsome in a symmetrical, architectural way — the kind of face that photographs well and reveals little.

He crossed the room and sat in the chair beside her bed — her chair, the one she'd been looking at since she woke, the one that had been empty until now — and he took her hand in both of his, and his hands were warm and dry and confident, and he said:

"Thank God."

Then he said: "I've been out of my mind."

Then he looked at her with those careful, kind eyes and said: "Do you know who I am?"

She studied him. She did what she'd been doing since she woke — cataloguing, noting, assembling evidence. The watch on his left wrist: expensive, analogue, the glass slightly scratched in a way that suggested he'd had it long enough for life to mark it. The single thread of tension in his jaw that his expression was working hard to conceal. The way his thumbs moved almost imperceptibly against the back of her hand. Not a caress. A calibration.

"You should tell me," she said.

Something moved behind his eyes. Gone before she could classify it.

"I'm Daniel," he said. "I'm your husband."

She looked at their joined hands. His wedding ring: gold, simple, worn. Her left hand: bare. A pale band of skin where a ring had been, the tan line still visible.

"Where is mine?" she asked.

"You weren't wearing it when they found you." A beat. "You'd been having some trouble with
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