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Chapter 1

			Memory works a little bit more like a Wikipedia page. You can go in and change it, but so can other people. 

			-Elizabeth Loftus

			People are blissfully unaware of how very wrong we often are about our own lives, creating and recreating our memories until they fit our preferred narrative. Or until they fit someone else’s narrative. 

			By the time we’re telling a friend or therapist about that wonderful or horrible thing that we remember, it might be a complete fiction that we’ve vividly brought to life in our minds. I’m not saying that we’re lying when we tell the story. That would mean we know that we’re telling a fictional story. No, instead we just constantly have our memories created and adapted like a screenplay. Like a webpage.

			Sure, there are some things that we remember accurately. Or should I say accuratish. But there are so many things that we forget or make up or add on. There are so many things that have been completely created in our minds by other people. 

			Are you reading this thinking “sure, maybe, but that’s not me”?

			Congratulations, you are like almost everyone else in the world – thinking that your mind is stronger, more resilient than the typical person. The problem is that we are all vulnerable to our memories changing. We forget. We try to remember and imagine what we think happened. Other people feed us information. Through all of this, intentionally or not, our memory is changed. Like information on a webpage. 

			Sometimes an entire memory is constructed, made up by our imaginations and outside information. The problem is that entirely constructed and imagined ‘memories’ can look just like a real memory. Vivid, clear, so very believable. Sometimes a very real, accurate memory can look fuzzy, made up. So how can we tell when we are right or when our surprisingly vulnerable memory has been changed forever?

			We tend to simply believe that what we remember is accurate. We believe in our confidence and mental strength. But the truth is that we just never truly know.

			What is true? What has been forgotten? Who is right?

			This is the basis of my life’s work. It is also the basis of the most disorienting and confusing time of my life. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let’s start at the beginning.

			[image: ]

			I’ve always loved the first day of school, ever since I was a kid. When I was little, going back to school meant seeing friends again everyday. It was the excitement and nervousness of finding out who my homeroom teacher would be for the entire year and which friends or enemies would be in my class. It was learning and routine and predictability. Yes, I included learning in this list. You may already be getting the impression that I was a bit of a nerd. I still am. I don’t know anyone with a doctorate who isn’t a bit of a nerd.

			Sure, the first day of class is different as a university professor compared to being an elementary school student. It’s also a lot the same. It still means that I get to see my friends everyday, although they are now the other professors instead of childhood friends. It means the excitement and nervousness of finding out what the students in my class will be like and finding my assigned classrooms. It’s a return to routine and predictability. It’s all the same but all different.

			Walking through the university to my office, I move quickly to make sure I’m not holding up traffic. There are students everywhere, with their backpacks full of textbooks and laptops. Most of them are looking at their phones to check the locations of their next classes, stopping suddenly when they realize that they’re lost and causing a multi-student collision. Other people look like they’re taking the time to catch up with friends who they haven’t seen all summer. Today is a busy day of new and sometimes lost students who are ready to start the semester. In two weeks, campus will be much quieter when students start to skip classes and know their way around the campus. I watch them with a smile and absorb the energy.

			What was your favourite part of school? The thing you always looked forward to at the start of each year or that one thing that’s your fondest school memory?

			One of mine is the smell, especially in the library. The dusty, dry smell of old books stacked tightly on the shelves. Now that almost everything is available in digital format, the libraries are mostly computers and breakout rooms. There is one floor of the library that still has rows of books, many old and some new. I detour through that floor now, slowing my pace and taking a deep breath. It’s always surprising how there seems to be a lingering smell of pencil shavings mixed in, even though it’s been years since everyone started using mechanical pencils.

			These are the comforting sights and smells of the first day of school. It’s a lot of nostalgia mixed with excitement for the coming year. It’s a return to routine. Happy might be too strong a word to describe how I’m feeling but…well, I can’t think of a better word. School makes me happy.

			As I round the corner out of the library, I can see an open office door next to my own office. We all know each other in the Psychology department but I know this professor better than the others. We started at the university at the same time and, at first, we were both in the shared sessional instructors’ office. Our careers have progressed at different rates, though. He acquired tenure status a couple years ago, giving him permanent full-time status and an office of his own. He didn’t move far, though. Our offices are now right next door to each other and we’ve been known to spend hours debating theory (remember, I already acknowledge that I’m a nerd). 

			Jacob is one of the people I most enjoy seeing every day. He is also the person who I vow to maintain boundaries with every year – we always agree to have a professional friendship and nothing more. Then it becomes something more, until the summer break comes and we don’t really see each other for months. This seems to be part of my comfortable school year routine.

			Taking a deep breath, I steel myself to walk toward my office. I need to walk past Jacob’s door. I’ll say hello and maintain my resolve for a professional friendship and nothing more…I think…we’ll see.
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			Students filter into class, generally pausing briefly to scan the room and select their seat. This is an important decision on day one. You see, people are creatures of habit and will often sit in that same place for the entire semester. It’s always interesting to watch the reaction if someone sits in their chosen seat a few weeks into class. There’s usually a confused pause and a slightly lost look before they grudgingly find another seat. Sometimes they seem like they’re considering telling the intruder to move, although that rarely happens.

			The seat selection also says something about the students. Those near the front of class are the keeners. They want to make sure they can see everything and ask questions. Those who choose the back row might like to people watch. Alternatively, they may want to be left alone. Here’s a tip for you, if you’re ever in one of my classes and you want to be left alone. Sit in the middle or to my left. Those seem to be my blind spots when I’m trying to engage the group. People who choose the back of the room for this purpose will be disappointed.

			As the clock strikes the hour, I start class with my standard opening statement for the ‘(Un)reliability of Memory’ course.

			“Memory is both remarkably accurate and remarkably inaccurate.”

			The students have spent the first two years of university learning the basics of psychology: how the mind works, thoughts, feelings, memory. That’s the foundation. Now they get to dive into the interesting complexities of being human. This is the time for them to learn the more advanced psychology, which includes understanding just how flawed we are. Just how flawed each of them are. And just how little any of us can or should truly believe our own memory.

			“How do you know when you can trust what you remember? How do you know when you can trust what you think you know?”

			As I look around the room, I see some students rolling their eyes while others look more thoughtful. The thoughtful ones are the students who tend to be fun in the class. They’ll think about everything we discuss, which (if I’m effective) means that they will start doubting themselves and a lot of what they think they know. It can be an almost existential shift. 

			“Dr. Scott”, says a student, raising her hand slowly. She’s looking around the room tentatively, maybe wondering if I’m actually asking for an answer or if I was posing a hypothetical question. I get a little flutter in my stomach. It’s the first day of class and I never know what my group is going to be like. A room full of students who refuse to be part of the discussion makes for long, boring classes. Even I get tired of my own voice. It looks like I have at least one student in this class who will help me get the discussion and energy going.

			“I just know,” she says and shrugs her shoulders. “You know…sometimes you’re just sure that you know something. I guess sometimes you’re not sure and then you doubt yourself. Then you might be wrong.”

			“Great. It sounds like you’re talking about confidence. When you are confident about a memory, you can trust in its accuracy. Is that what you mean?” When she shrugs her shoulders, I smile. Now is when I start to break down the beliefs that they’ve had their whole lives and teach them the truth. This is when it starts getting interesting.

			“You’re right that we usually trust our memories more when we feel confident. I mean what is confidence if not a gauge for how much we can believe in ourselves and, in this case, how much we can believe in our memories. However, and this is important, the relationship between confidence and accuracy is very weak. We tend to be far more confident than we are accurate. What does this mean? We can be really confident in a memory and we can be completely wrong at the same time. Have you ever had an argument with a family member when they are absolutely sure something happened or didn’t happen but you know that they’re wrong? And you can’t do anything to change their minds?”

			The heads start nodding. There are some smiles that make it seem like they are probably thinking about someone specific, maybe laughing at their family members.

			“It’s not just them. This can and does happen to all of us. When you were arguing and disagreeing with your family member, how do you know you were right? Maybe if I asked them the same question, they would be thinking about you as the example of the person who was absolutely wrong. Again, memory is both remarkably accurate and remarkably inaccurate. Sometimes we don’t remember things that happened, sometimes we vividly remember whole events that we never experienced. Sometimes our reality is just absolute fiction that we absolutely believe.”

			A hand raises in the back of the room, this student more assertive than the first one. 

			“But Dr. Scott, don’t we just need to trust ourselves sometimes? Otherwise, we’d just walk around confused or unsure all the time.”

			“Sure,” I answer. “To function in our daily lives, we probably need to trust ourselves. But that doesn’t mean we’re right.”

			 

			



	

Chapter 2

			It was a good day. Life feels normal when I have the routine of the university, when I’m surrounded by my colleagues. The constant opportunities for intellectual debate about theories and research is stimulating. Then add some nerdy, academic humour and it’s a perfect blend.

			After classes ended for the day, a group of professors from the Psychology department went to a local craft brewery for food and drinks. It was a time to reconnect, share our adventures from the summer, and celebrate the start of the term. Of course, that meant that Jacob was there. We did very well at maintaining our boundaries. Okay, maybe not very well but better than previous years. Celebrate the small wins!

			Leaving the brewery, I was content. You know that warm, calmly happy feeling? That’s what I had. The university and school year gives me a sense of routine, belonging, predictability. And I need that.

			Now that I’m sitting in my car outside my house, that sense of predictability and contentment is gone. It’s not unusual that I feel differently at home and work, sometimes even feeling like two completely different people leading two completely different lives. That’s what it feels like now. But not in a good way.

			My happiest times were filled with satisfaction and excitement both at home and at work, despite there being a clear disconnect between the two halves of my life at all times. My husband and I lead very different professional lives that we tend to keep separate from our relationship and home life. This is partly because of the work he does, or rather did until a few months ago. He was a police officer, spending his first decade on Patrol until he was promoted. After his first promotion, he kept being moved around the Major Crimes Section. This means that he investigated some pretty gruesome crimes and dealt with some pretty gruesome people. He was involved in cases of murder, gang violence, sexual assault, child exploitation. He was briefly seconded to Tech Crimes on a high-level investigation. If you have ever read a news article about a case that quotes Detective Allistair Scott, you’ve heard about my husband and his cases. He’s as prolific as the criminals he hunted.

			Early on in his career, a psychologist suggested to Alli that he keep his work separate from home. She told him to create a ‘transition ritual’, which helps him to shut off work and just be Alli at home. His ritual was to move all his cards, money, and identification from the work wallet that held his badge to a regular, everyday guy kind of wallet. To him, it represented putting away the police officer in himself. He rigidly followed the suggestion to separate work and home throughout his entire career. There were times when he hadn’t shut off the Detective Scott side of himself because it could be hard to just stop thinking about some of the cases, especially the most disturbing ones. He would be distant and distracted but would refuse to talk about it, insisting that he shouldn’t bring the evil of his work world into our calm home.

			It naturally evolved that I similarly kept my work life separate from home, as well. When we were at work, we were Detective Allistair Scott and Dr. Catryn Scott. When we were at home, we were Alli and Cat. We never mixed the two worlds. This also meant that we tended to go to work events alone, which might be why it was so easy the last few years to fall into a quasi-relationship with Jacob. He was part of work and wasn’t connected to my home life at all.

			On the plus side, it meant that home was its own safe and comfortable bubble. It allowed us to separate from our outside stressors and focus on the good, predictable, loving part of life that was created by our marriage.

			This was true for years, until Alli blew up the bubble.

			We had a plan. For his entire career, we had a plan. Being a police officer, he has an excellent pension after 25 years on the job. This would allow us to retire comfortably by simply collecting the pension on a monthly basis, starting when he retired at 47 years old and continuing for the rest of his life. Considering his grandparents all lived to be older than 90 years, this can be many decades of pension if he follows in that generation’s footsteps. He had one grandmother who just passed away at the age of 102!

			Considering the financial and stability issues of my career, we were depending on his pension. Alli was even the one who encouraged me to continue pursuing higher education. He said not to worry about the finances because he had a good job with a good retirement plan. 

			So, I listened. I went to university for 12 years, only starting after Alli finished his police training and his first few years on the job. After working administrative jobs to get us through the early years of his policing career, I threw myself into studying psychology until I eventually finished my doctorate. Even though I’m now fully immersed in my career as a psychology professor, I am still in a sessional position. This means that I teach the classes I’m assigned each semester and hope for the equivalent of a full course load. I have no pension and am working toward the stability of a permanent tenured position. If any of you have gone through that process, you know that it can take a while.

			This is why our retirement plan relied on Alli. But a little over 5 months ago, he retired and ‘forgot’ to tell me that he took his pension buy-out instead of receiving monthly income. The lump sum payment from the buy-out is big but not when you consider that Alli needs to retire on it for probably about 50 years. The monthly income would have been much, much more in the end. 

			Alli has grand retirement plans though, that have been coming out over the past few months. Every day he has new plans, new schemes for what he’s going to do in retirement. He plans on using the retirement buy-out as his path to wealth and freedom, unattached to his previous professional life.

			Sitting in my car outside our house and watching Alli through the window, my excitement and contentment from the day deflates. I feel a little like those balloons that get wrinkly and misshapen as the air slowly leaks out. I know that he’s going to have some new, wild scheme that he focused on all day. A business plan for how he can make the buy-out multiply. I never know what to expect at home anymore or if our financial retirement egg is suddenly going to be spent on what he thinks is a great investment.

			Taking a deep breath, I try to work up all the energy that I had only a few moments ago. It’s time to go inside and see what my home life has to offer today. Hopefully, there will be no wild surprises and I can end the day on a positive note. Hopefully.

			 

			



	

Chapter 3

			Wrapping up my final class of the first week, I’m happy with how everything has started this semester. I have five classes! This might not sound like a lot, considering it’s only 15 hours of lectures per week. There are times in the semester though when it’s going to be incredibly busy with exams, assignments, and student meetings. It’ll also be busier because all five of the classes are different so I can’t share any of my preparation: Introductory Psychology, Cognitive Psychology, Memory, Research Methodology, and the (Un)Reliability of Memory. I’ll be all over the place with my classes!

			Most of my students seem like they will be great. During this first week, every class had good enough (if not always great) participation in the group discussions and activities. There were some students on their phones during the lectures, which is inevitable at this point, but most of them stayed relatively engaged. This is a win – as professors, we know we won’t keep everyone’s interest no matter how hard we try.

			Not only has work life been good, home life has been surprisingly calm too. There have been no wild schemes or ideas cooked up while I’m away during the day! Alli has taken an interest in photography suddenly, which seems like a harmless hobby so far. His favourite, really his only, subject has been our adorable dog Sero. Every evening, Alli has new photos to show me and the composition of them is quickly improving. He also captured her goofy personality well within a few days, instead of trying to get her to pose perfectly. Yesterday he started using editing software to alter Sero’s photos and make them more artistic. He had created one image that was a colourful Warhol-like photo that was actually very good.

			Packing up my computer after class, I briefly wonder what interesting adaptations he’ll have for me tonight. I quickly put aside those thoughts, reminding myself to focus on work and keep my worlds separate. After all, I still have a few things to finish up before I leave the university. I’ll also stop by Jacob’s office to say bye before I go back to my home life. So we haven’t exactly lived up to our intentions to keep our relationship purely professional. But there’s always next week.
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			Walking up to my front door, I feel excited to start the weekend with my husband and hopeful that he will be happily immersed in his new photography hobby instead of preoccupied with some new get-rich-quick retirement scheme. Although I have to admit that there is a little part of me that is apprehensive, wondering when the next wild scheme will take over his focus. I’m hoping it’s not today and we can go into the weekend with the calm momentum of the week.

			Sero’s deep baying gets my attention. Looking through the screen door, her long ears and droopy eyes make me smile. I think it’s impossible not to smile when you look at a basset hound. They are little animated antidepressants in themselves. That’s how our hound got her name. Many antidepressants act on the neurotransmitter serotonin in the brain, hence the name Sero. Right now she’s wagging her tail so hard that her entire, long body seems to be wagging along with it.

			I’m instantly hit by the smell of food when I walk in the house. Is that white wine cream sauce? Something bacony? White wine cream sauce and bacon make everything better. 

			“Welcome home,” Alli says as he wanders out of the kitchen with a glass of deep red wine in his hand. Improving an already delightful welcome home, he hands me the wine glass with a gentle kiss.

			“What are you up to?” I ask as I follow him back into the kitchen. Oh, washed sweet peas are sitting in a colander! Stealing a few, I playfully have my hand slapped.

			Alli is showing me a recipe he found online that he’s trying to replicate. I haven’t tasted it yet but the smell is promising. Apparently, he has replaced his photography hobby with a new interest in cooking today. This is definitely continuing the positive momentum of the week.

			The evening continues like this. I could bore you with all the details but the thing is…the evening was wonderfully normal and uneventful. Alli’s first attempt at this new recipe was a huge success. I will certainly encourage his new cooking hobby, although it may mean going to the gym more often.

			After dinner, we walked Sero. Or rather, Sero walked us. Scent hounds are not known for staying obediently beside their people and prancing like show dogs. Instead, she always finds a scent and determinedly pulls us along the trail. We talked about everything and nothing while Sero sniffed. We talked about interesting news events, the neighbourhood, Christmas plans (it’s less than 4 months away!).

			Now we’re ending our evening sitting around the fire table in companionable silence. Alli is lazily scrolling through his phone while I stare at the fire sipping wine. The leaves are just starting to change colour and fall from the trees. Every once in a while, one sparks and lights on fire as it reaches the table, becoming ash among the logs. 

			This feels calm and normal and happy, in a way that we haven’t meshed since shortly before Alli’s retirement. This feels like us.
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			I must still be dreaming. I smell more bacon but this time it’s mixed with a lovely coffee aroma. Stretching awake, I feel Sero mirroring my stretching and resting her head on my shoulder. The thunk of her heavy tail on the fluffy duvet is confirmation that she’s awake and wants my attention.

			“Good morning, Sweetie. Let’s go find the coffee and some kibbles for you,” I offer while scratching her head.

			As we pad into the kitchen lit by the mid-morning sun, I’m greeted by Alli holding out a mug of steaming coffee. When I stop to grab it, Sero runs into my leg. She was in hot pursuit of her kibbles. 

			Alli hands me my coffee with a kiss, much like how I was greeted at the door with wine last night. “I heard you two coming down the stairs. You’re not exactly light on your feet but it’s probably mostly the dog,” he jokes.

			This is a lovely start to the day, as the three of us settle into our morning routines. Sero is sitting lazily to eat her kibbles. She’s not a dog who will just eat what she’s hungry for. She settles in to eat the whole bowl, regardless of how much food there is. Alli is at the dining room table on his computer. He’s probably reading the news – he is a news hound and thinks he needs to know everything that’s going on in the world. I’m settled into my sunbeam on the window seat, doing nothing but enjoying the warmth of the sun and the caffeine of the coffee.

			“Hey Cat, the realtor just responded. We have an appointment at 11:00 today to see an investment property.” 

			Realtor? Fuck. My stomach drops and I no longer feel the warmth of the sun and coffee. Instead, I have a cold shiver and I think my heart stopped momentarily. Alli sounds excited, I feel sick. This sounds like another get-rich-quick, make-our-money-work-for-us retirement scheme. A more expensive one than the plan to breed pygmy goats.

			“Realtor? Investment property?”

			“I was looking at properties on my phone last night when we were sitting around the fire.”

			Well, that ruins my memory of sitting around the fire together. Even that wasn’t what it seemed.

			“You have just enough time to get ready. I’ll put together some BLT sandwiches for the road.” He says, closing his computer and getting ready for action.

			“Hang on,” I say. “I don’t know anything about this. What is this investment property? What’s your plan? How much is it?”

			“It’s a big, abandoned warehouse in an area that’s being revitalized. There are some great opportunities but I want to see what ideas it inspires in you, first. Don’t worry about the cost right now. Keep an open mind and we’ll talk about it after. It’ll be great!”

			At least with the pygmy goat scheme, he told me the plan and the cost. This sounds like it might be very, very expensive.
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			During the drive, Alli convinced me to keep an open mind until I’ve seen the warehouse and heard his vision. Maybe that’s too strongly worded. He convinced me not to be overtly critical or veto the idea until I’ve seen the warehouse and heard his vision. Either way, it’ll be much the same to him.

			Apparently the building isn’t as big as it sounded when Alli described it as a ‘big, abandoned warehouse’. He says that it’s big compared to a house but smaller than I’m probably imagining. He also insists that we can afford investing in his idea, which will ‘make our money work for us’.

			As we pull up to the warehouse, I have to admit that it is a cool looking building. It’s much what you would expect of an old warehouse. It’s a simple rectangular shape constructed out of rough, red brick. One side of the building is covered in square, black metal framed windows. The narrow end of the building has tall garage doors, large enough for delivery trucks and equipment to enter. All this is sitting on an embankment overlooking the river. The paddle boarders floating by and waving make the image even more picturesque.

			We can afford this?! I don’t know what the plan is but I have to admit I’m intrigued. And wary.

			I only get more wary when the realtor drives up in a Lamborghini Urus. Clearly, she did not make that kind of money selling ‘affordable’ properties.

			“Alli!” she calls over to us as she gets out of her SUV that costs as much as 5 years of salary for some people. “So nice to see you again. I’m excited to show you this one.”

			The friendly hug she gives my husband suggests that they have met before but I don’t recognize her. And I would remember if I had seen her before, with her bleached hair, overly enhanced lips, and spider leg eyelash extensions.

			She turns to me and says “you must be Cat. I’ve heard all about you. It’s great that you were able to join us this time.”

			I’m briefly unsure what to say. So many questions have come up in so little time. How long have they known each other? Have they looked at other properties before? Who is she? Why does she wear so much perfume?

			“I am Cat. And you are?”

			With a furtive glance over at Alli, she introduces herself as Ida. She briefly seemed uncomfortable when she realized that I had never heard of her. Trying to recover by distracting me, she ushers us into the building.

			Although it is small by warehouse standards, it is still a large empty building. The main floor is open and we can see all the way to the far wall. There is a second floor that extends over half of the space, with metal catwalks extending out and over the main floor.

			My attention is drawn to the far wall by the sound of Ida opening another set of garage doors, this time overlooking the river. Despite my hesitation, I’m being won over. Not only do I have an open mind but I’m excited about what Alli might have planned.

			“Picture this. The main floor becomes commercial space. Shops, restaurants, maybe a spa. Can’t you imagine a restaurant patio overlooking the water? Then the second floor gets extended across the whole building. Those become condos, with shared outdoor space on a rooftop patio.” 

			He’s drawing these plans in the air with his hands, clearly excited by an admittedly enticing vision. 

			Putting his arms around me in a warmly familiar embrace, he says, “Do you remember that waterfront bistro we went to years ago in Quebec City? It was right on the edge of the of the St. Lawrence River, the patio felt like we were practically sitting on top of the water. We can create something similar. Granted, on a smaller scale. The North Saskatchewan River is not the St. Lawrence River. It can be just as magical, though.”

			I lean into him, remembering that trip from a simpler time in our lives. “It sounds beautiful.”

			Despite being drawn in by his romantic plans, I have that fluttery feeling starting in my stomach again. It would be a great use for a lovely, neglected building. I can imagine everything he’s saying. But…is he sure we can afford this? I can’t see how the finances work for us.

			“But…how much does this cost? And how much would all that construction cost?”

			“I’m sorry,” replies Ida, hurrying to our sides. “I printed off the listing and some comparable properties that have sold fairly recently. You’ll see that the list price is fair market value. We can try to get it a little lower but I doubt there’s much wiggle room. Although it’s been on the market for a few months, that’s common with this type of property. It just needs to wait for the right buyers. I’m hoping that’s you!”

			It feels like Ida won’t stop talking. She’s waving around the papers during her monologue and I just want to see the listing details. I’m trying to gently grab them from her but she keeps evading my attempts as she goes on and on about her opinion. Finally, she tries to pass the papers to Alli but I snag them first.

			The cover page has a lovely photo of the building that highlights the industrial features and the river view. However, I barely register the image because the first thing in the top right corner is the list price. The very large list price.

			I feel like one of those cartoons whose eyes dramatically pop out of their head when they see something surprising. I know I don’t have a great poker face. And I don’t care because I can guarantee we don’t need to set the stage for negotiating. There is no possibility of getting to a purchase price that works into our financial situation, especially considering the cost of construction. The purchase would take Alli’s entire pension buy-out and a little more. This is even before factoring in the cost of development and construction.

			I look at Alli and am truly speechless. I can’t think of anything to say, although he seems to be just watching and waiting. Is that…amusement on his face. Is this a joke? Is he punking me?

			“Is this a joke?” I squeak out, looking at him hopefully.

			“Of course not.” I still can’t quite read his face. Quizzical? Hopeful? Still amused? I don’t know.

			I’m at an absolute loss for words, staring dumbly at the two co-conspirators. I just need out. I need a break to calm down and think. I leave Alli and Ida behind, walking away in a daze.
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