
Confidence of Memory

A Memoir of Humanitarian Work and the Limits of Recollection

Edwin P. McClain

Copyright © 2026 Edwin P. McClain

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

[image: ]

Published by Royal Whisper Press

ISBN (paperback): 979-8-9961470-0-7

ISBN (ebook): 979-8-9961470-1-4

Cover Design: E.P. McClain


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

A Cast of Characters

Author’s Note

Prologue

Before the Weather

Chapter One — The Sound of Snow Without Witness

Chapter Two — A Labyrinth of Solitude

Chapter Three — Tropical Heat

Chapter Four — Bones on a Mountainside

Chapter Five — The Balkan Times

Chapter Six — What Stayed the Same

Chapter Seven — An Air-Conditioned Nightmare

Interlude

Chapter Eight — The End of Work?

The Weather Returns

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Cast of Characters
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Agnes Siu Mui Lee, spouse and wise counselor.

Russell, guide and elk hunter.

Graham, older friend and mentor of words.

Sandy, an old love.

P. T. Kuruvilla, senior UN project manager, Kuala Lumpur.

Gary, UN Volunteer colleague in Colombo.

Akram, highly valued colleague in Iraq.

Mrs. Maria Markovic, diplomat, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Belgrade.

Mark, memorable colleague from Zagreb.

Elena, operations staff member in Belgrade.

Vladimir, colleague from Moscow.

Gallagher, departing Chief of Mission in Nairobi.

Wellington, senior Kenyan physician in Nairobi.

Varela, senior operations officer in Nairobi.

Brandt, senior medical officer in Nairobi.

Susan, a former girlfriend.

Steve, a steadying friend.
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Author’s Note
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This is a work of memoir. The events are rendered as faithfully as memory and contemporaneous records allow. Dialogue has been reconstructed from recollection and notes and is not intended as verbatim quotation. Some sequences have been compressed or reordered for narrative clarity. All character names in this book are fictional and identifying details have been altered to protect the privacy of the individuals concerned. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, beyond what is inherent in a work of memoir, is unintentional.
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Prologue
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Confidence of Memory: a title chosen in defiance. There is no confidence. Only the stubborn, uneven sediment of a life.

* * * * * *
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I am not afraid of forgetting everything. That would be simple. What troubles me is forgetting in pieces—faces gone, names gone, but the cold of certain mornings still settling into me, as if my bones have kept their own record and refuse to surrender it. Memory no longer behaves like a line. It comes as weather.

Faces blur and sharpen, places drift in and out of focus, and old triumphs and regrets return without warning, whether I am awake or moving through the uncertain terrain of dreams. I wonder what stirs them: a trace of scent, a distant sound, or simply the unsettled weather of an aging mind that has outlived several of its certainties.

There is one memory, however, that remains.

After the evacuation of a village shelled by the Iraqi Republican Guard, an elderly Kurdish man—I would guess in his seventies, though hardship makes its own arithmetic—came toward me across the rubble. He moved slowly. When he reached me, he knelt, and before I understood what he was doing, he took my boot in both hands and pressed his lips to it. I did not know what to do with my hands.

* * * * * *
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I sit alone in my study, watching the brown waters of the Straits of Malacca shift beneath the window. Even through the glass, the humidity presses against the house—the patient weight of tropical air. Nabokov’s Speak, Memory lies open on my lap. His recollections unfold with cathedral clarity: vaulted, illuminated, certain. I marvel at their abundance.

Mine arrive otherwise—fragments, glints, driftwood on an unpredictable tide.

That may be enough. I am not building a monument. I am tracing a current. It is a current that shaped me more than I shaped it.

* * * * * *
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There is one year I return to more than the others, though I cannot at first say why. I know my age then—thirty-nine—because I have written it in the margins of a notebook I no longer trust. Thirty-nine seems older now than it was then. At the time it feels provisional, a pause before something else begins. I do not think of it as a beginning. I think of it as stopping. I am jobless. I am alone, deliberately so.

One year. Mountains, then a city I was ashamed to name, then a continent farther south. One year that was also, though I did not know it, the hinge on which everything else turns.

I remember the Canadian Rockies first—or perhaps only the cold, with the mountains arriving later. Snow makes a particular sound when you walk through it alone. It is not silence. It is the absence of witnesses. I carry everything I own on my back and believe it means something. I am wrong about this, but the wrongness takes years to arrive.

After that there is Seattle—and I hesitate even to write the word—when I am diminished but not yet finished. I live in an attic that holds the cold like a cistern. It settles into my bones like a second skeleton. I wake with my jaw clenched, my shoulders a permanent ache, and for a moment I am back in the Rockies, the altitude enormous around me.

My breath fogs the single window. Beyond the glass, rain blurs the city lights into wet stars. The only furniture is an old armchair, once red, its vinyl cracked and dulled by someone else’s years, and a map of Mexico tacked to the wall, its corners curling in the damp. I stare at that map. I make it a promise.

I walk the city each day, seeking warmth in the public library and the narrow aisles of used bookstores. I note the books that move me in a journal I will later lose. At night I spend my hours in a bar whose name I have forgotten, smelling of Pine-Sol and lost wages, shooting pool for beer with men whose names I never learn. Our conversations reduce themselves to the click of balls, the hiss of beer taps. There is dignity in this reduction. I tell myself so.

I am homeless then, a condition marked by small, constant decisions about where to go and how to remain intact. I am tapped out but refuse to beg. Everything is temporary. The word becomes a kind of liturgy.

A journey south comes later, or earlier—I have rearranged it. I remember heat, dust, the smell of citrus, and the way a canyon opens beneath you as if the earth simply changed its mind. I descend into it alone. I do not feel brave. I feel correctly scaled.

* * * * * *
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What I do not know—what none of us knows at such moments—is that this year is hardening around me, becoming the shape into which the rest of my life will settle. I do not know Malaysia yet. Or Iraq. Or Serbia, or Russia, or Kenya. I do not know the weight of other people’s suffering, or how quickly purpose begins to resemble routine. I know only that I am thirty-nine, and moving, and not yet answerable to anyone, including myself.

If I am writing this now, at eighty, it is not to explain that year. It is to hold it still long enough to see what I am standing on before the ground gives way. Even now, when the afternoon rain arrives without warning and the air shifts, I feel it—not the rain itself, but what it opens. The cold I will carry for years in other places. The body keeps its own climate.

I hope that America is behind me. It is not.

Before some small clot or chemical misfire stills the debate, I seek not immaculate recall but clarity of witness: to see, as plainly as I can, what driftwood remains—and what current has carried me here.
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Before the Weather
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At eighty, my mind feels porous. I swim most afternoons—what was once a mile is now eight hundred meters. Chlorine stings my eyes. For a moment the tiled pool dissolves and I am back in Canada, snowmelt slipping down my collar, the cold sharp and clean. Then the present returns: voices echo, the ladder rings metallic, and I climb out carefully.

I notice small bruises blooming along my ankles—ecchymosis, a word I still retain. I miss steps. I grip banisters. There were years when I climbed without witnesses: canyons in Mexico, ridges in Alberta, my footing certain and unobserved. Now there are always witnesses. My wife watches. She points out the burner left lit, the kettle boiled dry.

Agnes is rarely wrong.

What unsettles me is not the body’s decline—it proceeds honestly. It is the subtle rearrangement of memory.

* * * * * *
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An older friend of mine—once eloquent, almost ceremonious in his speech—suffered a minor stroke. We were sitting at his kitchen table when he reached for the word “bridge.” He paused, frowned, tried again. “The thing,” he said finally, gesturing vaguely at the air. “The thing over water.” The embarrassment was worse than the silence. This was a man who once lectured me on syntax and precision. Now language stood just beyond him, visible but unreachable.

Yesterday I reached for “Chancellorsville” and found only an outline. I could once trace the Civil War as if it were a well-worn road. Now I hesitate—names slip free of their dates, causes blur into consequences. The “when” loosens, and with it something more delicate: authority.

* * * * * *
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A utility bill rests unpaid on my desk. I calculate the interest twice before authorizing the transfer. In Moscow, I once approved expenditures that moved quietly across borders and ministries. The sums were larger; the hesitation smaller. Now the scale has narrowed and the doubt has widened. I postpone the confirmation by a day. The delay is insignificant. Yet I recognize the muscle—the same one that once withheld an email I should have sent promptly, the same instinct that weighed and reweighed a decision until circumstances overtook it.

I ask whether this is prudence, age, or erosion.

* * * * * *
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Recently I described to a friend a coastal drive from years past—the Pacific a sheet of hammered silver beneath a low spring sky. I remember the air distinctly: salted and cool. He consults his phone, a digital ledger of photographs and dates. “No,” he says gently, “that was summer. Two years later.” He turns the screen toward me. The timestamp is undeniable.

The correction is minor. The shock is seismic. If the season is negotiable, what else shifts? I cling to the silver light as if it were proof of something irreducible. The feeling is mine, even if the date is not. Yet the certainty I once carried—that quiet alignment of event and memory—has thinned.

I find myself arguing with the past.

Did I hike into that canyon because I felt rightly
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