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The first time it happened, it felt harmless.




Like a word on the tip of the tongue. Like déjà vu that wouldn’t settle. Like her brain had taken two different films and spliced them together while she slept.




Nora stood at her kitchen sink with her sleeves rolled to the elbows, rinsing a mug she didn’t remember using. Outside, rain pressed against the window in thin, impatient lines. The world looked washed-out, as if someone had lowered the contrast on her life.




Her phone buzzed on the counter.




Elias: On my way. Need anything?




Nora stared at the message a second too long, waiting for the warmth she usually felt when his name appeared. It came—eventually—but late, like a delayed train.




Need anything?




Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. She wanted to answer with something normal. Milk. Bread. A bottle of that sparkling water he liked.




Instead, without meaning to, she typed:




Did you ever find out what happened to Marla?




She hit send.




The moment the message left her phone, her stomach dipped.




Marla.




The name was sharp in her mind—clean, distinct, familiar. It arrived with the weight of a person you’d known, the kind of person you could picture in the corner of a room even when you weren’t looking.




But Nora didn’t know anyone named Marla.




She dried her hands, palms suddenly slick, and opened her contacts list as if her phone could correct her. She searched the name.




Nothing.




No Marla. No M. No forgotten number. No trail.




Her throat tightened in a way that wasn’t fear yet—more like the first pull of it.




Nora tried to rewind the thought. Where did that come from?




And that’s when it happened: the memory, full-color and uninvited, sliding into place as if it had been there all along.




A funeral.




Not just the idea of one—an entire scene.




A gray sky. Wet grass. The heavy smell of lilies and damp wool. A line of people in dark coats, shoulders hunched, their breath fogging in front of their faces. Nora’s hands were clasped so tight her nails dug into her skin. She could feel it: the sting of pressure, the cold creeping through her stockings.




And a coffin.




Pale wood, glossy from the rain, lowered slowly into the ground.




Nora blinked.




The kitchen was still there. The mug still in her hand. The rain at the window.




But the memory didn’t fade. It stayed, stubborn as a bruise.




She could even hear the voice—someone speaking quietly beside her, close enough that their breath warmed her ear.




Don’t look at her like that. Not here.




She froze, mug halfway to the drying rack.




“Who said that?” she whispered, out loud.




No one answered.




The house was silent except for the refrigerator’s hum and the soft tick of the wall clock above the doorway.




Nora set the mug down carefully, as if a sudden movement might shatter the room. Her heart began to beat harder, catching against her ribs.




She leaned her hip against the counter and tried to make sense of it the way she always made sense of things: by sorting, labeling, arranging.




Funeral memories didn’t appear from nowhere.




Unless—




Unless it was a dream. A vivid one. Something her brain built out of scraps of movies and stories and other people’s grief.




But the details were too precise. Too physical.




She could still feel the wet air in her lungs.




She could still taste the metallic edge of panic in her mouth.




And worst of all, she knew—deep down, in the part of her that didn’t speak in sentences—that she’d been there.




Nora picked up her phone again. Her sent message sat on the screen like a stain.




Did you ever find out what happened to Marla?




She hovered over it, thumb twitching, ready to delete it or follow it up with a joke, a correction, anything to make it less real.




Her phone vibrated.




A reply.




She opened it.




Elias: Who’s Marla?




Nora’s breath caught.




That was the normal response. That was the response she wanted.




But her relief didn’t come. Not fully. Because the question didn’t erase the memory. It didn’t erase the way the name had felt in her mouth—like something she’d said a hundred times before.




Nora typed back slowly, forcing lightness into her fingers.




Sorry—brain glitch. No idea why I wrote that.




Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.




Elias: Are you okay?




Her eyes burned, suddenly watery, and she hated that. She hated feeling fragile for no reason. Hated the way a single wrong name could tilt her day off its axis.




She started to type Yes.




But the memory shifted, like a camera panning.




At the funeral, she wasn’t just standing in the crowd. She was closer—front row. Close enough to see the woman’s face in the framed photograph on the easel by the grave.




A woman with dark hair pinned back. A narrow smile. Eyes that looked directly into the lens like she was challenging whoever was watching.




Nora’s stomach turned.




Because she recognized that face with the same horrible certainty she recognized the name.




Marla.




And Nora could picture something else now: Marla turning her head slightly, leaning in as if to tell Nora a secret.




If you forget, it’s because he wants you to.




Nora jerked back from the counter so fast her hip hit the drawer handle. Pain flashed, bright and clean. She gasped.




The pain grounded her—just enough.




She pressed her hand to her hip and sucked in air through her teeth, forcing her mind back into the kitchen, back into the present.




Okay, she told herself. Okay. This is nothing. This is stress. You’ve been sleeping badly. You’ve been working too much.




But the word forget kept echoing.




Forget.




Forget.




As if her brain had been given an instruction it couldn’t disobey.




The front door lock clicked.




Nora’s entire body tensed.




A second later, the door opened and Elias stepped inside, shaking rain from his jacket. He looked handsome in the easy, familiar way he always did—dark hair damp at the edges, sleeves rolled, tie loosened. His eyes found hers immediately.




“There you are,” he said, smiling. “Hey.”




“Hey,” Nora said back, and tried to match him.




He crossed the room and kissed her cheek. His lips were warm. His scent—soap and rain—was comforting.




And yet, as his arms wrapped around her, another detail surfaced from the funeral memory:




Elias was there too.




Not as her fiancé.




Not holding her.




Standing a few feet away, watching her with a calm, unreadable expression… as if he was waiting to see whether she would remember.




Nora’s skin prickled.




Elias pulled back and searched her face. “You look pale.”




“I’m fine,” she lied instantly.




He frowned slightly, but his voice stayed gentle. “You sure? Your text was… weird.”




Nora forced a laugh that sounded wrong even to her. “Yeah. I don’t know. I typed before thinking.”




Elias studied her for a moment, too long. Then he smiled again, but it didn’t reach his eyes.




“Okay,” he said. “Well. Come sit. I’ll make you some tea.”




He moved toward the kettle. The normalcy of it should have soothed her.




Instead, Nora watched him with a sudden, sharp awareness of his hands—steady, practiced, careful. The kind of hands that didn’t shake.




The kind of hands that could lower a coffin lid and not flinch.




She swallowed hard.




“Elias,” she said, and hated the tremor in her voice.




He glanced over his shoulder. “Yeah?”




Nora opened her mouth.




She almost asked: Do you remember Marla?




She almost asked: Have we been to a funeral together?




She almost asked: What did you mean—if you forget?




But her tongue felt thick. Her mind snagged on a simple, terrifying thought:




If she asked the wrong question… something would change.




So she swallowed the questions and said the safest thing she could.




“Nothing,” Nora said. “Just—long day.”




Elias nodded as if that explained everything. “Mm. I figured.”




He turned back to the kettle.




Nora stared at her phone again. At the message thread. At the name she’d sent like a flare into the dark.




And then she did something she couldn’t explain.




She went into her photo gallery and scrolled back—past last weekend’s dinner, past the Christmas pictures, past the selfies she barely liked.




Her fingers moved faster, desperate.




When she reached a set of photos from two years ago, she stopped.




There was an image she didn’t remember taking.




A cemetery.




Gray sky.




Wet grass.




And in the lower corner of the frame, caught by accident—




A polished coffin.




Nora’s breath left her in a thin, silent rush.




Behind her, the kettle clicked on.




And Elias hummed softly to himself, like nothing in the world had changed at all.
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Nora didn’t move.




The image on her phone glowed against her palm, cold and merciless.




Cemetery. Gray sky. Wet grass.




The photo was slightly tilted, like it had been taken quickly. Accidentally. In the bottom corner: the edge of a coffin, smooth and pale, catching a dull reflection of the sky.




Her pulse climbed into her throat.




She checked the date.




April 17. Two years ago. 3:42 p.m.




Two years.




Her mind scrambled to attach the date to something stable. A birthday. A trip. An argument. Anything.




Nothing came.




Behind her, the kettle began to rumble louder. Elias was still humming — some absentminded tune she couldn’t place. Domestic. Soft. Safe.




The contrast made her dizzy.




“Nora?”




She flinched so hard her phone almost slipped.




Elias was watching her now, tea towel over his shoulder, eyebrows slightly drawn together.




“You okay?”




Her brain split into two voices.




One said: Show him.




The other said: Don’t.




She locked the phone screen.




“Yeah,” she said. “Just checking something.”




“What?”




“Work stuff.”




The lie came too easily. That bothered her more than the memory.




Elias studied her for another beat — not suspicious, not angry — just observant. Measuring.




Then he nodded slowly and turned back to the counter.




“You’ve been stressed lately,” he said casually. “Maybe you need a break.”




A break.




The word landed wrong.




Nora walked to the table and sat down, placing her phone face-down in front of her like it might bite.




She inhaled deeply. Exhaled slowly.




Okay. Think.




If the photo was real — and it was — then she had physically been there.




Phones didn’t hallucinate.




Memory might glitch. Photos didn’t.




Unless—




She flipped the phone back over.




Her fingers trembled as she opened the image again and zoomed in.




The grass was flattened in narrow lines from foot traffic. Black shoes. A fold of a coat sleeve at the edge of the frame.




And there — barely visible — a sliver of a face reflected faintly in the coffin’s polished surface.




Her breath stopped.




She zoomed in further.




The reflection distorted everything slightly, stretching features in the curved wood.




But she recognized the shape of her own mouth.




She was standing close. Too close to have taken it randomly.




Which meant one thing.




She had aimed the camera.




She had chosen that moment.




“Nora.”




Elias’s voice again, closer this time.




She locked the phone instinctively and looked up.




He placed a mug in front of her. Steam rose between them like a thin veil.




“Chamomile,” he said. “For the nerves.”




“I’m not nervous.”




He smiled faintly. “You look like you just saw a ghost.”




Her heart slammed once, hard.




A ghost.




She forced a small laugh. “I didn’t.”




He sat across from her, elbows resting lightly on the table. Watching.




Not aggressively. Not obviously.




Just… watching.




“You sure you’re okay?” he asked again, softer this time.




She nodded.




But her mind had already left the kitchen.




It drifted back to the funeral memory — sharper now, less foggy.




She remembered the sound of dirt hitting wood.




A hollow thud.




She remembered gripping something — someone’s arm — tightly.




And she remembered crying.




Not quiet tears.




Real ones.




The kind that scraped your throat raw.




That wasn’t a dream.




Her chest tightened.




“Elias,” she said carefully.




“Mm?”




“Where were we on April seventeenth? Two years ago.”




He didn’t hesitate.




“At my sister’s place, I think. Why?”




Her stomach dropped.




“Are you sure?”




He tilted his head slightly. “Pretty sure. That was around the time she moved into the new apartment.”




The certainty in his tone was smooth. Effortless.




Too effortless?




“You don’t remember a funeral?” Nora asked before she could stop herself.




There.




It was out.




Something flickered across his face.




So fast she almost missed it.




Then it was gone.




“A funeral?” he repeated. “Whose?”




“I don’t know.”




He leaned back slightly in his chair. “Nora… are you feeling okay?”




The concern in his voice sounded real.




And that was the problem.




If he was lying, he was very good at it.




She opened her phone again.




“Then what’s this?”




She slid it across the table.




For half a second, she considered the possibility that the image would disappear. That it would turn into something harmless — a park, a random street, a trick of light.




But it didn’t.




Elias picked up the phone.




His expression didn’t change immediately.




He studied the photo for a few seconds.




Long enough to register it.




Long enough to know what it was.




Then he frowned slightly.




“That’s… weird.”




“Weird how?”




“I don’t remember this.”




Her pulse thudded in her ears.




“But it’s in my gallery.”




“Maybe it’s from before we were together?”




“No. Look at the date.”




He did.




Another pause.




Then he gave a small shrug.




“Maybe you passed by a cemetery and took a picture. People do that. Artistic mood or something.”




“That’s not what this is.”




“How do you know?”




The question landed heavier than it should have.




Because she didn’t know.




She just felt it.




And feelings weren’t proof.




Elias placed the phone back on the table gently.




“Nora,” he said, voice lowering slightly, “you’ve had memory lapses before.”




Her breath caught.




“What?”




“Small ones. You forget conversations. Misplace things. You get vivid dreams and mix them up sometimes.”




A chill slid slowly down her spine.




“I do not.”




“You do,” he said softly. “You just don’t realize it.”




Something about the way he said that made her skin prickle.




Not cruel.




Not mocking.




Just factual.




As if he’d had this conversation with someone else before.




“With who?” she asked suddenly.




“What?”




“You’ve talked about this with someone. Haven’t you.”




He blinked, genuinely confused now. “Nora… talked about what?”




“My memory.”




A silence stretched between them.




The kettle clicked off behind him.




He rubbed his jaw lightly, then sighed.




“You saw Dr. Halberg for a while,” he said.




The name hit her like cold water.




Dr. Halberg.




It sounded familiar.




Too familiar.




“When?” she whispered.




“After the accident.”




The room seemed to tilt.




“What accident?”




Elias stared at her.




And this time — this time — there was no mistaking it.




The look in his eyes wasn’t confusion.




It was fear.




“Nora,” he said slowly, carefully, “you don’t remember the accident?”




Her fingers went numb.




Somewhere in the back of her mind, something shifted.




Like a locked door being nudged from the inside.




“No,” she said.




And she meant it.




Elias’s chair scraped softly as he stood.




“It’s okay,” he said too quickly. “It’s okay. You probably just— it’s stress.”




“What accident?” she repeated.




He hesitated.




That was the first real hesitation she’d seen.




“You were in a car crash,” he said finally. “Two years ago.”




April seventeenth.




The date echoed in her head.




The cemetery photo.




The funeral.




The name.




Marla.




A car crash.




Her hands started to shake.




“I would remember that,” she whispered.




“You didn’t for a while,” he said.




Her stomach twisted.




“What does that mean?”




He stepped closer, crouching beside her chair, hands hovering like he wasn’t sure whether to touch her.




“You hit your head pretty hard. The doctors said memory issues were possible.”




Doctors.




Hospital.




Diagnosis.




The words felt slippery, unreal.




“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked.




His brows pulled together. “I did.”




Silence.




“You just…” he hesitated again, choosing his words, “you don’t always retain everything.”




Her heart pounded violently now.




Don’t always retain everything.




She pulled her phone back toward her and stared at the cemetery image again.




The coffin.




The gray sky.




The reflection of her face in the polished wood.




“What was her name?” she asked quietly.




“Whose?”




“The woman who died.”




Elias froze.




Only for a fraction of a second.




But it was enough.




“…Nora.”




“What was her name?” she repeated.




He swallowed.




And when he answered, his voice was calm.




Too calm.




“Marla,” he said.




The room went silent.




And this time—




Nora didn’t feel confused.




She felt something far worse.




Recognition.
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The air in the kitchen felt thinner.


Not dramatically. Not in a way you could measure. Just enough that Nora had to breathe a little deeper than usual.


“Marla,” she repeated.


The name no longer felt misplaced.


It felt earned.


Elias was still crouched beside her chair, but the closeness now made her uneasy. His hand hovered near her knee, unsure whether comfort would help or make things worse.


“How do you know that name?” he asked carefully.


Nora stared at him.


“I asked you first.”


He gave a small exhale. “You said it earlier. In your text.”


“No.” She shook her head slowly. “Before that.”


He didn’t respond immediately.


The silence stretched — elastic, delicate.


“You told me,” he said finally.


Her stomach dropped.


“When?”


“After the accident.”


The word again.


Accident.


Her brain tried to latch onto it, but it slid away like water over glass.


“I told you… what?” she asked.


“That you remembered her name. Just the name. Nothing else.”


That wasn’t right.


It didn’t feel right.


If she had remembered something that important — a person who died — she would have held onto it. She would have dug deeper. She wasn’t the type to let something like that drift away.


“Why would I remember only her name?” Nora asked.


Elias rubbed the back of his neck. A small tell she’d seen before when he was stressed.


“The doctors said memory doesn’t come back in order. It’s not… neat.”


Doctors.


Always the doctors.


“Which hospital?” she asked suddenly.


He blinked. “What?”


“Where was I treated?”


He hesitated — not long, but long enough to confirm what she already suspected.


“St. Bartholomew’s,” he said.


She watched his face as he spoke.


No twitch. No flicker.


But there was something in his eyes now. Not fear.


Alertness.


As if he were recalculating.


Nora stood up abruptly, the chair scraping against the floor.


“I need air.”


“Nora—”


“I’m fine.”


She wasn’t fine.


She walked past him toward the hallway, her heartbeat loud in her ears. The house suddenly felt too small, too close, like the walls had shifted inward without her noticing.


As she passed the mirror near the coat rack, she caught her reflection.


And stopped.


For a split second—


She didn’t recognize herself.


It was subtle. Not dramatic. Just a feeling that the person in the glass knew something she didn’t.


Her face looked pale. Tired.


But there was something else in her eyes.


Something sharp.


Almost… defensive.


Like someone bracing for impact.


She stepped closer to the mirror.


Her reflection stepped closer too.


“Do you remember?” she whispered to it.


The silence pressed back.


Then —


A flicker.


Not in the mirror.


In her mind.


A flash of headlights.


Rain streaking across a windshield.


A woman in the passenger seat turning toward her —


Dark hair pinned back.


Marla.


“You shouldn’t have done that,” Marla was saying.


Nora’s breath hitched.


Done what?


The memory snapped away before



























































































































































































































































































