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ONE

DORIAN
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Tuesday

It is 7.51 on a Tuesday morning in October and I know this without checking the clock because I have always known the time. Not as an estimate. As a fact. My brain receives the hour the way other brains receive hunger — a signal, clean and involuntary, that requires no instrument to confirm.

The light coming through the practice window is the particular grey of early autumn in Vienna. Not the grey of winter, which is flat and absolute. This is a grey with texture in it, the grey of something that has not yet decided what it will become. I note it the way I note everything: precisely, without sentiment.

I have worked from this office for eleven years. I know the sound the third floorboard makes when the building settles at night. I know that the radiator clicks seven times before it produces heat and eleven times when it is cooling. I know the smell of the cleaning product the building manager switched to in March — a synthetic citrus that I find faintly hostile — and I know that today, as on every Tuesday, it is strongest near the door to the stairwell.

This is not a skill. It is not, as my patients sometimes suggest with poorly concealed envy, a gift. It is simply how I am made. I remember everything. Every face I have ever seen. Every word spoken to me, in the correct order, with its original inflection preserved. Every Tuesday morning in this room, going back to the first.

Today is the two thousand and forty-seventh Tuesday of my life that I can account for in full detail. I do not say this to impress. I say it because it is relevant.

Because today is the day the Tuesdays stop being reliable.

* * *
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My first patient is a forty-three-year-old architect named Benedikt Maurer. He has been coming to me for two years and nine months. He suffers from what he calls a fear of completion — an anxiety that intensifies as any project nears its end, manifesting as deliberate stalling, manufactured complications, a compulsive introduction of new problems to delay the moment of finishing. He is, by his own account, surrounded by unfinished buildings.

I do not tell him that I find this condition easier to understand than most.

He sits in the chair across from me — the one with the slight lean to the left that I have never had repaired, because I have observed that patients in that chair unconsciously compensate by sitting straighter, which opens the chest, which marginally but measurably reduces the physiological signature of anxiety — and he talks about a residential project in the third district that should have been complete in June.

I listen. I ask the questions I have determined are most productive for a person with his specific pattern. I watch his hands, which he uses extensively when he is lying to himself and keeps very still when he is telling the truth. Today his hands are still for the last twelve minutes of the session. I consider this progress.

At 9.00 exactly I tell him our time is almost done.

He says: 'Same time next week?'

I say yes. I mean it.

He leaves. I sit for a moment in the particular silence that follows a patient's departure — a specific quality of absence, a room recalibrating — and I record my notes in the file I keep in longhand, because I have always thought that the act of writing by hand forces a different quality of attention than typing. A slowing. A commitment.

I have eleven files in my cabinet from patients I have discharged as fully recovered. I am proud of eleven. I do not tell anyone this.

* * *
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By midday I have seen three more patients.

A woman in her late fifties processing the death of a husband she had not loved for fifteen years and is furious at herself for grieving. A young man of twenty-six with a presentation that I suspect will eventually resolve into a diagnosis that will change the shape of his life, and who is not yet ready to hear it. A retired police detective who comes to me not because she needs to but because, she says, she has spent thirty years listening to other people's secrets and the weight has to go somewhere.

She is the most perceptive person I have treated in a decade. I am always careful with her.

At 2.15 I eat lunch at my desk. A specific lunch: the same one I have eaten on Tuesdays for nine years. Two slices of dark bread, butter, a particular hard cheese from a delicatessen on Josefstädter Straße that I have visited every Monday afternoon since its opening. An apple. A small coffee, black.

I do not vary this because variation requires a decision and decisions consume attention that I prefer to reserve for my patients.

My wife, Lena, finds this habit amusing. She has told me so on fourteen separate occasions, each time in a slightly different register — fond, then exasperated, then fond again. I have told her that the amusement is reciprocal. She has a habit of reading the last page of every book before beginning it that I have never understood and never stopped finding extraordinary.

I think of Lena often during the day. In small, specific ways. The particular silence of the house when she is not in it. The way she laughs when she does not mean to.

I do not always tell her this. I am aware that I am not always easy to love.

* * *
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At 3.45 Clara tells me my last patient of the day has cancelled.

This is not unusual. Cancellations account for roughly fourteen percent of my scheduled appointments, a figure I have tracked without particular reason for the last seven years. Late cancellations — within two hours of the session — account for perhaps four percent. I do not take them personally. A person who cannot bring themselves to attend their therapy appointment is, often, a person who most needs it. The cancellation is data.

I note the cancellation in my diary. The patient's name is recorded as M. Solano. The appointment time is 4.00.

I write the notation and move on.

Then I stop.

I look at the name again.

M. Solano. M. Solano.

I have a memory for names that my colleagues have described, variously, as uncanny, unnerving, and on one occasion — a dinner party I attended in 2019 that I can reconstruct in its entirety — as 'frankly rather rude, Dorian, because the rest of us have to pretend we've forgotten.' I do not forget names. I have not forgotten a name since I was seven years old and a boy in my class told me his was Thomas and I met him again four years later and called him Thomas and he said he had never told me that.

I have no memory of scheduling an appointment with anyone named M. Solano.

I open my diary to the week the appointment was made. The handwriting is mine. The date is correct. There is no other notation, no referral source, no presenting concern — which is unusual; I am not a person who leaves fields empty. But the name is there, in my own hand, in blue ink from the pen I have carried since 2018.

M. Solano. 4.00pm. Tuesday.

I sit with this for a moment.

Then I reach for my patient files. I keep them in alphabetical order, cross-referenced by first appointment date, going back to the first patient I ever took on in private practice: a man named Andersen who smelled of woodsmoke and said almost nothing for four sessions and then, in the fifth, told me something so precise and devastating that I have thought about it on the first Tuesday of every month since.

There is no file for M. Solano.

There is no intake form. No referral letter. No initial notes from a first session that, by the evidence of my own diary, should have already taken place — the appointment is marked as a follow-up, not a first consultation.

I check twice. I check a third time.

Nothing.

* * *
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I am not a man who experiences unease easily. My profession requires a tolerance for uncertainty that most people would find uncomfortable, and I have spent enough time inside other people's minds to have made a thorough study of my own. I know my patterns. I know my responses. I know what it feels like when I am genuinely unsettled versus when I am merely inconvenienced.

This is the former.

The diary entry is not an anomaly I can explain. I do not make administrative errors of this type. I have not made an administrative error of this type in eleven years of practice. I am the kind of person who remembers the exact wording of a conversation from 2009 but also, separately, remembers filing the form generated by that conversation and can tell you which drawer it is in.

There is an appointment in my diary for a patient whose file does not exist.

More than that.

There is an appointment in my diary for a patient whose name I cannot find anywhere in my memory. Not a fragment. Not the ghost of a face or a presenting concern or a single session note. When I search for M. Solano in the archive of my own mind — and I search carefully, systematically, the way I search for anything, which is completely — I find nothing.

I find nothing.

* * *
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I lock the practice at 6.00. I take the long route home — along the Ringstraße, past the Kunsthistorisches Museum, down through the first district where the cobblestones change and the light falls differently and I have walked this exact route four hundred and twelve times since moving to this part of the city.

I count the routes. I count most things. It is not compulsion. It is simply that when you are capable of keeping an accurate count, it seems wasteful not to.

The evening is cold and dry. A man on a bicycle passes me at the corner of Burgring and Babenbergerstraße and I note, without trying, that his rear tyre is slightly underinflated and that he is wearing a jacket I last saw in a shop window in September. A woman arguing quietly into her phone stops as I pass and resumes after I am three metres away. A child of approximately eight years old is standing outside a patisserie eating something from a paper bag with the focused solemnity of a person performing a sacred rite.

I notice these things the way other people breathe. Automatically. Without cost.

I think about M. Solano.

The name surfaces and sinks and surfaces again, regular as a tide. There is no associated image. No voice. No room in which we might have met. Just the name, in my own handwriting, in a diary I have never been wrong about.

When I reach the apartment Lena is cooking. I can smell it from the corridor — something with rosemary, which means it is Tuesday, because she cooks with rosemary on Tuesdays. She has done this for seven years. She does not know that I know this pattern. I have never told her because I suspect that if she knew she would immediately vary it, simply to demonstrate that she could.

She turns when I come in. She looks at me the way she has looked at me since we were both twenty-nine and standing in a corridor at a hospital fundraising event and I told her something true about herself that I had worked out in the first four minutes of meeting her. She has looked at me like that — slightly assessing, slightly amused — for seventeen years.

She says: 'You look strange.'

I say: 'I'm fine.'

She turns back to the pan. She says, without looking at me: 'Something happened at work.'

I say: 'A patient cancelled.'

This is true. It is not complete. Lena has always been able to distinguish between the two.

She says nothing more. She is, among the many things I value about her, a person who knows when to wait.

I go to my study. I sit at my desk. I open my diary to today's page.

M. Solano. 4.00pm. Tuesday.

I look at the words for a long time. My handwriting has not changed substantially since I was seventeen years old. I can identify its age and condition the way an archivist can date a manuscript. This entry was made recently — within the last three months, I would estimate. The ink is not faded. The nib-pressure is consistent with my current pen.

I wrote this name.

I have no memory of writing it.

These two facts sit side by side in my mind and refuse to resolve, and I stay with them until Lena calls me for dinner, and I eat with her at the table we bought together in 2011 and have dinner at every evening that we are both home, and I listen to her talk about her day, and I answer when she asks about mine.

And at no point, across the whole quiet evening, does the name stop moving: M. Solano. M. Solano. M. Solano. I, who have never lost a thing.
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TWO

MARA
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Twelve Years Ago

Before I first walked into the clinic on Wallgasse, I believed I knew what kind of person I was.

I was twenty-six. I had a job I was good at, an apartment I could not quite afford, and a brother who called every Sunday without fail. Even when things between us were difficult, he called. Even when we had nothing useful to say, we stayed on the line long enough to hear that the other person was still there. I had three friends I trusted. I had built a life that looked orderly from the outside and felt, to me, like proof of competence.

What I mistook for strength was mostly the absence, until then, of anything powerful enough to test it.

I entered the clinic as a whole person. That fact mattered later, when other people tried to explain what remained of me as though the damage had always been there.

What I walked out as was harder to name.

* * *
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The clinic stood on Wallgasse in the fourth district, on a narrow street I had never previously had reason to enter. The buildings leaned close enough to hold the cold between them. It was spring, but the stone still smelled of winter and damp leaves.

The front door opened into a small waiting area. Two chairs faced a low table. A succulent sat in a terracotta pot exactly in the centre, its leaves thick and untroubled. The corridor began four paces beyond it. Dorian's consultation room was the second door on the right. There was another door halfway down the corridor, usually closed.

I remembered the arrangement because I noticed arrangements. Entrances. Distances. The position of doors in relation to windows. The nearest route out. People called that anxiety when they wanted it to sound accidental. For me, it had always been method.

The walls were white, but not the warm white private practices used when they wanted to resemble homes. This was deliberate white. Clean. Exact. The colour of a place that had decided clarity was more important than comfort.

The referral from my GP was genuine. It was also incomplete. It gave the appointment a shape that could be written on a form: specialised support, a specialised approach, a doctor with a particular interest in memory and trauma. At that point, trauma was not yet the reason I had come.

I had chosen the clinic after the March symposium. I had reasons for that choice. I did not give all of them to the receptionist, the GP, or the doctor.

By then, I had already learned that a statement could be true without being complete.

* * *
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He came out to meet me himself.

That was the first thing I noticed about the appointment. Not a receptionist. Not an assistant. Dorian opened the corridor door and stood in its frame as though he had calculated the exact amount of space he intended to occupy.

He said, 'Ms. Solano. Please come through.'

He did not make my name a question. He spoke it as recognition, confirming that the person he had expected was the person who had arrived.

I stood. The plant remained on my left. The corridor ran straight ahead. The consultation room waited beyond the second door. Those coordinates returned to me many times afterward, the geometry of a moment before its meaning became visible.

He was tall and precise in his movements. Not precise through effort. Precision appeared to be his resting state, as though his body had never considered making an unnecessary gesture. He wore a grey suit without a tie. When he indicated the chair opposite his, his hand was completely still at the end of the movement.

I sat.

He sat across from me and looked at me for several seconds.

Other professionals had looked at me as though they were completing an internal form. Age. Presentation. Risk. Credibility. Dorian's attention felt different. He did not seem to be deciding what category I belonged to. He looked as though he intended to retain whatever I gave him.

He said, 'Tell me what brought you here in whatever order feels natural. There is no correct version. I only need the version that is true.'

I had prepared a version. It was orderly, proportionate, and safe. It began where the referral began and ended before any question could reach the reasons I had chosen him. I had rehearsed it until every sentence performed the function assigned to it.

Then he looked at me with that complete attention, and the prepared version became unusable.

I gave him something closer to the truth.

* * *
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By the time I saw him after September the fourteenth, I had already sat in that room three times.

That evening, I had met a colleague for a drink at a bar in the first district. The weather was warm enough to walk home. I chose a street because it was lit, direct, and familiar enough not to require caution. A man came out of a doorway.

I described the rest to Dorian once. I did it in the white room, with the door closed and his hands resting motionless on his knees. The telling had been necessary, but necessity did not make it harmless. It felt like surgery performed without anaesthetic: controlled, purposeful, and painful in a way that differed from the original injury.

I did not repeat the details without a reason.

The facts that mattered were these. It happened. Someone witnessed it. The witness walked away.

I did not yet know the last two facts when I sat across from Dorian. I learned the case in fragments, and the fragments arrived in a different order from the events themselves. Later, I understood that the order in which a person learned the truth became its own kind of story. Chronology merely recorded what had happened.

Dorian listened without taking notes. Every other professional had written while I spoke. Their pens had always made the same small theft, turning my words into a record that belonged to someone else. Dorian waited until I finished.

Then he asked two questions. Both were specific. Both concerned details I had dismissed as irrelevant.

I answered.

He said, 'You were very precise. That was not easy.'

I said, 'I am always precise.'

He almost smiled. 'I know,' he said. 'I can tell.'

The sentence should not have mattered as much as it did. It was ordinary reassurance, the kind a competent clinician might have offered to any patient whose account had been doubted or mishandled.

But he spoke to me as though the assault had altered what had happened to me without altering what I was.

He was the first person after that night who made those two things feel separate.

* * *
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I saw him five times in 2013, from spring until the clinic closed in December.

I did not intend to account for every session. Some things that happened in that room belonged to the case. Some belonged only to the two people who had occupied it. I had always understood the difference between relevance and disclosure, even when I chose to blur it for someone else.

What mattered was what I noticed.

He remembered everything I said. In our second session, he repeated a sentence from the first without checking a file. He reproduced the words in the correct order and returned the pause I had placed between them.

I asked, 'How do you remember it exactly like that?'

His gaze shifted to a point just beyond my shoulder. 'I just do. I always have. I am sorry if it is unsettling.'

I said it was not.

It was the opposite. Nothing I gave him vanished. Nothing softened through approximation. In his presence, I could not become vague, and at the time I mistook that for safety.

The building directory listed another doctor: P. Haas. I asked Dorian about the name once. He said Petra Haas was his research partner, that they had worked together for years, and that she no longer saw patients but still consulted on selected cases.

He used the measured tone people adopted when an answer was complete enough to stop the next question.

I let it stop me.

At least, that was how it appeared.

I also noticed how careful he was. He carried care in his body, not as gentleness but as control. He moved like someone protecting a full glass from spilling, even when no glass was visible.

I recognised the discipline because I had built my own life around it.

I did not yet understand what he was protecting.

Later, I did.

* * *
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On my third visit, I arrived several minutes early.

The door halfway down the corridor stood open. It was usually closed. I passed it on the way to Dorian's office and saw the room beyond for no more than a second.

It was not another consultation room. A long table occupied the centre. Papers had been arranged into separate, exact stacks. A whiteboard covered one wall. Two chairs faced each other across a smaller distance than the chairs in Dorian's office, close enough to make the space feel concentrated.

I did not stop. I did not turn my head. I registered the position of the table, the whiteboard, the two chairs, and a metal cabinet beside the far wall.

At the time, I allowed myself only one conclusion: the room served a purpose different from therapy.

Years later, when I reconstructed what had happened inside the clinic, I returned to that second of open doorway more often than I returned to entire conversations.

The details had been innocent when I first collected them.

They did not remain innocent.

* * *
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The last appointment was a Tuesday in December.

I arrived at the usual time. The waiting area was empty. The succulent remained centred on the table. The white walls looked unchanged, which made what followed feel less possible.

I sat and waited.

Dorian did not come out.

After fifteen minutes, a woman I had never seen at the clinic appeared in the corridor. She was around sixty and composed in the practised way of someone who had delivered difficult information often enough to remove herself from it.

She told me Dr. Fenn had closed the clinic unexpectedly. His patients were being referred elsewhere. She apologised for the lack of notice.

I asked when he would return.

She said, 'I do not know.'

I asked whether I could contact him directly.

She paused. It lasted less than a second, but the pause contained a decision.

She said, 'I am afraid that will not be possible.'

I left the building and walked down Wallgasse between the close stone walls. I told myself there would be an explanation. I told myself the closure would make sense once I had the missing information.

I still believed, then, that the world rearranged itself for reasons a careful person could eventually find.

The next twelve years corrected me.

* * *
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Twelve years later, on Tuesday evening, I stood across the street from his current practice and watched the light in his window go out at six o'clock exactly.

The office was different. The street was different. He had built another life in rooms I had never entered.

His precision had survived.

So had mine.

I remembered the white walls, the terracotta pot, the second door on the right, and the room halfway down the corridor. I remembered his still hands. I remembered every word he had chosen to keep and every word I had chosen not to give him.

I remembered everything about him.

The question was what he remembered about me.
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THREE

DORIAN
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Wednesday

She arrives at 11.23 on a Wednesday morning without an appointment.

I know this because I know the time, and I know she has no appointment because I know my own schedule with the same completeness with which I know everything else, and there is nothing in my Wednesday between 11.00 and 13.00 except the silence I use for paperwork and the particular quality of late-morning light that comes through the west-facing window and which I have never found a use for beyond noticing it.

The door to the waiting area opens. My assistant — a woman named Clara who has worked for me for six years and who I have never once had cause to correct on anything procedural — knocks twice on my office door, which means an unscheduled visitor, and opens it by three inches, which means the visitor is calm and presentable and Clara has made a judgement call.

Clara's judgement calls are, in my experience, reliable.

She says: 'I'm sorry to interrupt. There's a woman here — she doesn't have an appointment but she says it's important. She says she's tried to reach you by phone.'

I have eleven missed calls on my mobile from the same number, which I don't recognise. I noticed them this morning and have not yet decided what to do with them.

I say: 'What's her name?'

Clara says: 'Solano. Mara Solano. The woman who cancelled yesterday.'

The name moves through me the way a sound moves through water. A disturbance, not a recognition. Something felt rather than identified.

I say: 'Send her in.'

* * *
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The first thing I register is that she is composed.

Not the composed of someone performing composure — I have spent twenty years distinguishing between the two, and the difference is readable if you know what you are looking for. The jaw of performed composure is slightly set. The eyes move more than necessary. The hands, wherever they have been placed, are placed with too much awareness of their own placement.

This woman is simply still.

She is in her late thirties, I estimate. Dark coat, good quality, not new. Hair pulled back without ceremony. She carries a bag over one shoulder and she does not reach for it when she sits down, which means whatever she has brought she is not yet ready to use. She sits in the chair across from me — the one that leans slightly left — and she does not compensate for the lean. She lets it tilt her, almost imperceptibly, and I notice this and note it and cannot yet decide what it means.

She looks at me.

I look at her.

There is a moment — I want to record this precisely because it matters — in which I wait for recognition to arrive. I always recognise faces. I have recognised every face I have ever seen since the age of seven, when the mechanism that governs this in me became fully operational, though I did not have that language for it then. I simply knew, from that point forward, that I did not forget people.

The recognition does not arrive.

She is a stranger.

I say: 'Ms. Solano. How can I help you?'

She says: 'I think you already know why I'm here.'

I say: 'I'm afraid I don't.'

She watches me for a moment. Something moves across her face — not surprise, I think, but a recalibration. As though she had anticipated two responses and I had given her the one she considered less likely.

She says: 'My name is Mara Solano. My brother, Lucien, was convicted in 2013 of assault and attempted murder. He has been in Josefstadt Prison for eleven years — arrested in 2013, convicted at trial the following year. He is innocent.' She pauses. 'You were there the night it happened. You were a witness. You are the only witness who was never called.'

I listen to all of this. I listen to it the way I listen to everything — completely, without the habit some people have of preparing their response before the other person has finished speaking. I hear each sentence. I hold it. I evaluate it.

Then I search my memory.

* * *
[image: ]


This requires a moment of explanation for anyone who has not experienced what I experience.

When I search my memory, I am not doing what most people do when they try to remember something — that imprecise, slightly desperate process of feeling around in the dark for a shape that may or may not be there. I am doing something more like consulting a catalogue. The information exists or it does not. I locate the relevant section and I look.

September 2013. I was thirty-four years old. I was running a private practice on Wallgasse, in the fourth district, that I had opened two years prior following my transition from academic research into clinical work. I was also, at that time, in the late stages of a research collaboration with my colleague Dr. Petra Haas, who had supervised my doctoral work and whom I had known for twelve years.

I look at September 2013.

I look at the fourteenth. The date she named without naming it — she said the year and the conviction and my mind went immediately to the date, which is what minds like mine do, assembling adjacent facts with the automatic efficiency of a well-organised archive.

September 14, 2013 was a Saturday. I had spent the morning at the practice and the afternoon at Petra's office in the university, reviewing the data from the third stage of the protocol study. We had argued, mildly, about the methodology for the control group. I had gone home at 6.30. Lena and I had eaten dinner — she had made something with lentils, I believe, a recipe from a book she had borrowed from her sister. We had gone to bed at 11.00.

At no point during that day had I witnessed an assault. At no point had I been in the first district after 3pm. At no point had I seen this woman.

I look harder. I do not, as a rule, need to look harder — the information is either present or absent, and effort does not change this. But I look harder.

Nothing.

I say: 'I'm sorry. I don't know what you're referring to.'

* * *
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She does not react the way I would expect.

I have delivered unwelcome information to patients — diagnoses, assessments, carefully worded truths — enough times to know the texture of the response. Disbelief shows in the face before it reaches speech. Anger announces itself in the shoulders. Grief does something specific to the throat.

She does none of these things.

She says: 'I know you don't remember.'

I say: 'I don't mean I can't recall the details. I mean it didn't happen.'

She says: 'I know that's what you believe.'

The distinction she is drawing — between what I believe and what is true — is one that I find, professionally speaking, very interesting. It is the distinction at the heart of almost every case I have treated. The gap between subjective certainty and objective reality. I have sat with patients who were absolutely certain of things that were demonstrably false and I have always found that gap fascinating rather than troubling.

It is considerably less fascinating when it is being applied to me.

I say: 'Ms. Solano. I understand you're here on behalf of your brother. I understand that if what you're saying is true, the stakes are very high. But I cannot be a witness to something I did not witness. I cannot remember something that did not happen.'

She opens her bag.

She takes out a photograph and places it on the desk between us.

It shows two people standing in a conference room. I can see a banner in the background — a medical conference, from the look of it, the kind I attended several times a year in that period. The two people are talking. One of them is me. A timestamp printed in the bottom corner reads March 15, 2013.

The other person is her.

I look at the photograph.

I look at my own face in it — younger by twelve years, but unmistakeable. I am looking at her and I am, apparently, smiling. Not the social smile, not the conference smile, the small performance of professional warmth that I deploy at those events as a matter of efficiency. Something else. Something easier than that.

I say: 'This photograph was taken at a conference.'

She says: 'The Viennese Society of Psychiatry spring symposium. You presented a paper on autobiographical memory and clinical application. I was there for a different session.'

I search March 15, 2013. I can see the conference room. I can see the banner. I can recall, with my usual completeness, who I spoke to, what I said, what I ate from the buffet table at 12.45, the precise content of the three conversations I had that were professionally useful and the four that were not.

I cannot find her in any of it.

Not her face. Not her name. Not this conversation that is, apparently, happening in a photograph I can hold in my hands.

I say: 'I have no memory of meeting you at this conference.'

She says: 'I know.'

She says it quietly. Not with satisfaction, not with grief. With the flatness of someone stating a fact they have had a long time to get used to.

She takes the photograph back. She puts it in her bag. She stands.

She says: 'I'm not asking you to perform a memory you don't have. I'm asking you to consider the possibility that its absence means something.' She picks up her bag. 'I'll come back tomorrow. I'd like you to think about it tonight.'

She leaves.

Clara knocks once, two minutes later — all clear, the way is empty — and I sit in the silence of the room for longer than I usually sit in silences, which is to say that I sit for four minutes and thirty seconds without moving, which is four minutes and thirty seconds longer than I have sat in a silence in this office in eleven years.

* * *
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I go home at six. I eat dinner with Lena. I do not tell her what happened.

At 9.40 I go to my study and I take out my diary.

Not the current one. The ones in the cabinet — I keep every diary I have ever written, going back to the age of fourteen, because it has never seemed to me that the past is something you should allow to become inaccessible. They are organised by year and they are cross-referenced by month because I am, as Lena periodically observes with a specific kind of affection, not a person who does things by halves.

I find 2013.

I find March.

I find the fifteenth.

The entry reads as I remember it — the conference, the paper, the buffet, the three useful conversations, the four that weren't. I read it as one reads something familiar, letting the words confirm what is already known.

Then I find a line I had not remembered.

Near the bottom of the entry, in my own handwriting, in the small and densely packed script I use when I am trying to compress something rather than expand it:

MS after the panel. East windows. The boundary cannot remain implicit.

I read it three times.

MS.

M. Solano.

I put the diary down. I sit with my hands flat on the desk in front of me and I look at the bookshelves across the room, which I can describe in complete detail — every spine, every title, the three that are shelved slightly out of order because Lena borrowed them and returned them with the charming precision of someone who considers 'roughly right' a satisfactory outcome.

I look at my own entry.

I wrote her initials without explanation. I wrote about the east windows and a boundary as though both referred to a history the page did not need to restate. This was not shorthand for a promising professional contact. It was the record of a personal decision.

I have absolutely no memory of writing it.

I have absolutely no memory of her.

I close the diary.

I do not sleep well. This is notable because I have not slept badly since 2015, a fact that I have always attributed to the general stability of my life and the practice I have developed over many years of ensuring that nothing unresolved follows me to bed.

Something unresolved follows me to bed.

In the dark, the name moves the way it moved the night before.

M. Solano. M. Solano.

But tonight there is something else alongside it. A new fact, small and insistent, pressing itself against the smooth interior of everything I know about September 14, 2013.

The entry is dated March. Six months before the assault she described.

Which means I knew her well enough to believe a boundary had to be named before the night she says I witnessed her attack.

Which means the question is no longer whether I met her.

The question is why I remember the conference so completely and cannot find a single trace of her inside it.

I, who have never lost a thing.
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