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            Dartmeet College, Devon, England

         

         
            A liar ought to have a good memory.

            English proverb

         

         They make me go to counselling. It’s been a month already but I still have to waste my afternoon with Dr Harrison at Mandela Lodge. The guy’s an idiot. Maybe these sessions would be worthwhile if Dr Harrison was any good at his job, or if I was actually upset about Hanna dying, but he’s not, and I’m not. But we pass the time both pretending to be otherwise.

         “If only Hanna had told me how bad she was feeling,” I say. “I could’ve helped.” I dab my eyes with a tissue from the box placed carefully on the edge of my armchair. It’s for the weeping mob hanging round his office. Girls like Maya and Keira who are enjoying the drama of it all. “I knew she was upset about breaking up with Ed, but I never thought…” I trail off, leaving a dramatic pause.

         Dr Harrison reaches out and pats my hand. “None of us did. None of us saw the signs.”

         He’s the one with the framed certificates in psychology and counselling on the wall so maybe he should have spotted something. After all, Hanna used to see him because of all her ‘body issues’. Hanna – the most beautiful girl you’ve ever seen. But I let it go.

         “I suppose you never really know what’s going on inside someone else’s head,” I add, blowing my nose and seeing that the irony’s completely lost on Dr Harrison as he nods sadly and passes me another tissue.

         “You’re not to blame yourself, Jess,” he says. “You were a good friend and roommate to her.”

         I don’t blame myself.

         I blame Hanna.

         You see, Hanna set this off. She started going out with Ed. Not because she’d found her soulmate, not because she couldn’t live without him, but because she knew how much I liked him – and that I’d never dare to act on it. It was just another game for her. And because she was always able to click her fingers and have any student here panting after her, she took him. Just like that.

         I saw them together in the lunch queue, leaning in towards each other, whispering, a touch on the arm, and I knew. It was exactly 12.55 p.m. on June 14th last term. A pleasant twenty-two degrees and sunny outside. We’d done maths that morning, pages 72 to 78 of the textbook, mine had a coffee stain on page 76. Hanna wore pink Converse pumps, a cute flowery dress and… I could go on and list every last detail in the dining hall and describe every single person who was there that Tuesday but it would take too long. You’d get bored. Jesus, I’d get bored.

         So back to the late departed Hanna Carlsen. I pretended it didn’t matter – the rubbing my nose in it. I forced a winning smile. I whispered to her later that they were so perfect together, made for each other. And she flicked her white-blond hair and fiddled with her friendship bracelets. But I stored it up. It can be hard for me to move on – to not bear a grudge.

         I force myself to refocus on Dr Harrison. He’s now suggesting a tablet if I’m having trouble sleeping. I take a special interest in pharmacology and physics these days. I test myself for fun to pass the time while Dr Harrison polishes his glasses and drones on about post-traumatic stress disorder.

         Question 1 (5 marks)

         List the primary symptoms of a combination of alcohol, caffeine, appetite suppressants and low self-esteem.

         Answer

         Weight loss, blurred vision, tachycardia, nausea, confusion. (Open windows on the third floor to be avoided.)

         Question 2 (5 marks)

         How long would it take a teenage girl weighing seven stone to hit the ground when falling from a third-floor window?

         Answer

         No time at all. Even a skinny girl like Hanna makes a hell of a mess on impact.

         
            *

         

         I never thought the whole Hanna situation would end like that. She didn’t have to get so obsessed with how she looked, so thin-skinned about any criticism. But one thing leads to another. One lie rolls on to more. Unintended consequences. And life is full of those.

         Now Dr Harrison’s fiddling with his bushy eyebrows and doing that annoying tongue-clicking again. He uses it to fill the silences in our sessions. But this time he’s the first to crack and speak again: “It’s tragic when young life full of promise is ripped away.” He speaks like a packet of fortune cookies. “Bereavement casts a shadow that’s slow to fade.” And another one. “But time can heal.” Boom. A hat trick of clichés. He should go into the greeting-card business or cheesy calendars. Maybe he is already and that’s where he gets all these platitudes. They’re meaningless.

         Doesn’t he realize he’s meant to listen as a counsellor, not dish out his opinions? But I can’t be bothered to explain this to him. I don’t want to shake his world order. He looks attached to his dingy study in this college in the middle of nowhere and his life with his mousy wife. She smiles out shyly from the photo on his desk. He’s moved it from the middle shelf since our last encounter.

         “You can contact me at any time, Jess. Not just within these sessions.” He takes a card from the drawer and pulls an old-fashioned fountain pen from his shirt pocket. His nib scratches in the awkward silence. “But let’s meet again at five on Thursday. I’ve written it down so you don’t forget.”

         “Thank you,” I say, lip quivering as I carefully cup the card between my hands. “And thank you for listening.” I’m adorable. He loves this sort of rubbish. I swear his eyes are filling up as I close the door behind me.

         I rip his stupid appointment card into tiny squares and let them flutter away on the breeze in the courtyard.

         I don’t need a piece of paper to remember anything.
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            Hyperthymesia – hyper (Anc.Gk: excessive) + thymesia (Anc.Gk: memory)

         

         Every generation has its flashbulb moments. Events that are so major you always remember exactly where you were and what you were doing. Like when the planes hit the Twin Towers or a terrorist bomb ripped apart a Tube train. They’re ingrained in your head. Flash-click. But can you remember where you were a week last Monday? A month ago? A year? Can you recall details about an ordinary day?

         I can. For me, every waking moment is a flashbulb moment. I recall everything from the age of eleven like a never-ending motion picture. The interesting and the boring, the good and the bad. But especially the bad. I hold on to every cruel word, every act of unkindness, every act of betrayal. I have major baggage. Now imagine what that could do to a person. Your brain would explode, right? Or you might end up a bit like me.

         Professor Coleman helped me to manage it, once upon a time, showed me how to file things away. She’s a professor of cognitive neuroscience and I was her amazing guinea pig. So this is how I’ve learned to cope: I imagine the inside of my head is a vast library; a beautiful one with galleries and mezzanines and sliding ladders, flooded with daylight and with free vending machines. Everything I’d like an actual library to be. Why not? I have to carry it around with me all the time. The bookshelves are lined with all the books and journals I’ve ever read, courtesy of my photographic memory.

         I can take down a virtual book, open it up and check what I read. All this I do in a millisecond. I’m a walking Wikipedia without the need for Wi-Fi.

         But the biggest area in my mind-library is the ‘Autobiography’ section, thanks to my hyperthymesia. And this is where I’m truly unique. Here I have whole rooms labelled by year. Everything is filed, every single day has its own book – the date written neatly on the spine.

         Say I want to know what I was wearing on January 18th 2015 (a Sunday, terrible weather). I go to the library in my head, make my way to the oak-panelled room for 2015, select the shelf for January, take down the book for January 18th and open it. All in my brain. And then I see it: a complete record of the day I can fast-forward or rewind: jeans, blue sweatshirt (nothing special).

         I’ve made it sound controlled. It isn’t. It can be hard to keep the memories filed tidily on the shelves. They fight for my attention, flooding me with a crazy rush of emotion. And if one gets loose, it brings more cascading down with it. All those minutes, hours, days of my life, jostling to be replayed.

         On the way back from Mandela Lodge, I stop at the makeshift shrine in the courtyard to straighten a teddy bear. It’s fallen over in the autumn breeze and is in danger of burning on the tea lights. We don’t want another tragedy. The toy’s rank but no one dares to throw any of this rubbish in the bin yet. Hanna was seventeen not seven.

         ‘Heaven has a new angel’ is on the latest bunch of flowers, still with a price sticker from the local garage shop. So classy. They’ve been doing a roaring trade in candles and cheap bouquets wrapped in plastic. People who didn’t even know Hanna are wallowing in tribute Facebook pages and mock-religious rituals. The college is planning a sponsored hike across Dartmoor, working in teams ‘like Hanna would have wanted’. Would she? Really?

         The Principal must be wetting herself in fear that more worried parents will pull their kids out of the school. Five have gone already, including Ed. Not much fun being the ex-boyfriend of the girl who died. People stared and whispered. I stared and whispered. Accidental death or suicide, whichever one it was, isn’t good for business for boarding schools. Dartmeet College is full of international kids and misfit British ones whose parents dump them here. Some choose the college because of its ‘holistic, caring, international’ mission statement. It claims to be educating the future leaders of aid organizations and global businesses and promoting world peace, blah, blah. I’m not sure how well that’s panning out, but the old buildings certainly hook rich oligarchs looking for a Hogwarts experience for their little darlings. Although it turns out nobody appreciates actual death and drama.

         I chose Dartmeet because it’s remote and a long way from my old life. And my mum liked the glossy brochure once upon a time.

         I light the candles that have blown out and spot a new envelope addressed to Hanna. This one takes my attention for being edged in black ink like a Victorian mourning announcement. She won’t be reading it herself so I may as well have it.

         “Hi. Jess, isn’t it?” The new guy Dan’s standing there looking uncomfortable, his hands pushed deep into the pockets of his jeans. He looks even taller than his six foot two from my crouched position. “I wanted to tell you I’m really sorry about your friend,” he says. He flicks his floppy gingery hair out of his eyes, and it falls right back again.

         I shove the card quickly into my bag. He holds out a hand to help me up. He’s strong but he doesn’t look like a meathead – not like the rugby players. “You picked a bad time to join Dartmeet,” I say.

         He shrugs. “Circumstances. This is … nice.” He points unconvincingly at the shrine.

         “It’s OK, you don’t have to pretend. I know it’s lame.”

         “If it helps, that’s good,” he says.

         “Hanna would’ve liked it. She was into this sort of thing,” I say. “She looked blond and pink but she could be quite dramatic. Gothic even.” I smile. He smiles.

         “Gothic?”

         “She loved Halloween,” I find myself saying, “and vampire movies.” I’m just making stuff up.

         He looks embarrassed, like he’s run out of death small talk. “I was going to the Common Room to get a decent coffee. Want to come?”

         He doesn’t know yet that I’m not good company. I dislike all the chatter clogging up my head for evermore. The inconsequentiality of most conversations here is unbelievable. And if someone says something that irritates me, I’m stuck with it whirring around and around until I can subdue it in my mind-library, shove it on a shelf and lock the room.

         So I was going to say no, be my usual self, but something about him makes me want to say yes for a change. And wouldn’t that be the normal thing to do? I aim to come across as normal from time to time. Especially as I’m lacking in the pretend friends department after Hanna leaving me. Maya and Keira have taken me under their wing to demonstrate their compassion for the dead girl’s roommate but it’s not a comfortable place to be. My brain cells are slowly dying, for one thing. So I smile at Dan and say, “Sure,” like a typical seventeen-year-old.

         
            *

         

         We take our coffees to a table out on the decking. In winter there are heat lamps and blankets but right now there’s still just about enough warmth in the sun to sit outside. There’s a good view of the well-kept gardens and the untamed moor beyond, with a distant silhouette of the tors that pass for hills in Devon.

         Dan chats on about his room, makes me laugh about his roommate’s rules on the storage of their footwear, tells me he had a nasty virus that kept him off school till now and how he’s playing catch-up in his classes. He’s easy to be around and I relax into the chair and sip slowly at my drink.

         “Are you doing the vigil for Hanna tonight?” he asks.

         “It might be too upsetting,” I say. I fiddle with the ends of my hair, twirling my finger around and around. Why can’t everyone move on? It’s been four whole weeks already. Hanna’s parents flew her body back to Denmark for a burial there. But the grief brigade felt cheated and so we had an interminable memorial service and now this ‘vigil’ in the chapel.

         “These rituals are to help the living,” he says. “My dad’s a vicar so I’ve seen a lot of them. But if it makes matters worse for you, don’t do it.”

         He makes it sound so easy.

         “You’re better than Dr Harrison,” I say. “He’s way out of his depth with all this.”

         “I can drone on for hours if nobody stops me but I’ll shut up now. No one likes an armchair shrink.” He smiles at me over his coffee cup and I notice the tiny freckles on his nose. “I want to study psychology at uni.”

         “That makes a change from the world-peace wannabes in this place who are all off to do sustainable development or geopolitical science,” I say. “You can usually find them in the yoga yurt. Though I guess you’ll be bringing peace, too – just one tortured soul at a time.”

         “Yes, it’s a long-term plan,” he says, grinning back. “I should be done by 2450.” He checks his expensive-looking watch. “Gotta go in a minute. I said I’d go for a run with Felix.”

         I can’t help but frown. I hope he’s not a joiner-inner. Professor Coleman told me to get a hobby once upon a time. Something to distract me from the neverending replay of my life to date. She gave me paints and pencils and one of those God-awful mindfulness colouring books. I was so beyond calming down with some pretty patterns – that was one of the ways she misjudged me.

         One day, I guess I’ll have it out with her. But it’ll be on my terms. There’s no rush. It’s not like I’m going to forget.
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            Many would dispute the existence of true photographic or eidetic memory combined with hyperthymesia. But I studied extensively, all too briefly, a remarkable subject who exhibited complete recall of events since she was eleven years old, coupled with an eidetic memory. She was truly extraordinary.

            Principles of Memory – Professor A.E. Coleman

         

         On my way back to my room, I spy Maya and Keira but I’m too late to avoid them. As usual they manage to look as though they’ve stepped straight from the pages of a Hollister catalogue. Maya is basically a younger, hotter version of Rihanna – if Rihanna played netball and sprayed just the ends of her hair pink. And Keira specializes in perfectly straight brown hair and glisteningly white teeth. My new best friends: I can’t stand either of them.

         “Jess. There you are,” says Maya, grabbing my arm. “I left training early. We’ve only got three hours to get everything ready.”

         I play dumb. “For?”

         “For Hanna’s vigil, silly. Keira and I thought we could all wear a red ribbon this time.”

         “To represent all the love that’s coming out of this terrible thing,” says Keira. “All the support we’re giving each other.” Keira and Maya hold hands and each stretch one out to me so I join their little circle of shiny, beautiful people. All I can think about is the three witches in Macbeth but I take their hands and count to twenty before letting go. That was enough time, I think. They seem pleased.

         “I had an idea as well,” I say, wondering if it’s too ridiculous even for them. “I thought we could show how we’re all working together…”

         “Stronger together,” says Maya solemnly.

         “Absolutely… By physically building a wall,” I say.

         They look worried, maybe thinking I’m suggesting a spot of bricklaying to ruin their matching manicures.

         “Out of Lego,” I add. “Because she was Danish.” I pause to let it sink in. “And all the different colours can represent all the different nationalities here at school.”

         I can see they’re getting excited about it already. They were running low on ways to stretch out the whole grieving process.

         “And we’d be making change one brick at a time, like the college mission statement,” says Keira.

         “It could be a Wall of Peace … or a pagoda … or a replica of the chapel,” says Maya with a dreamy far-off look in her eyes.

         “Or maybe a model of the Great Pyramid of Giza. With camels. That was Hanna’s favourite holiday,” I lie. I look sadly down at my shoes.

         Maya hugs me and Keira goes to see if there’s any Lego in the DT lab.

         I make my escape from Tweedle Dumb and Dumber and go back to my room. My own room. I used to share a twin with Hanna so, as I said, unintended consequences. I literally just had to burst into tears in front of Principal Barker and it was job done. New room, no roommate. I picked a modern room in C-Block, well away from the third floor, with my own en-suite. It still has that fresh-paint, new-carpets smell, which I reduce with a rosemary diffuser and by leaving the window slightly open. The walls and blinds are plain white so I’ve added a pineapple-patterned duvet cover and a cushion for the desk chair. It’s smaller than the twin rooms but I don’t have as much stuff as most people my age so that’s OK, and the view’s not the best in college but you can’t have everything.

         I hum away to myself as I sort out clothes for the vigil. Nothing too showy, nothing too plain. I smear concealer on a couple of spots. I bet Maya’s never had a blemish in her life. My hair looks smartest up so I loosely plait it and clip it at the back. I check myself in the mirror: every inch the devastated best friend. But I also look more like my mother, without the lipstick. Mum wore lip liner and red lipstick, even in her pyjamas over breakfast. She called it her warpaint, always ready to do battle with the world. She was what’s technically called ‘a pain in the arse’ but she revelled in it. She taught me everything I know.

         When Mum first took me, aged eleven, to our GP about my ‘problem’ she was typically itching for a fight. He was an impatient, grey-haired Scot with a large mole on his cheek, who enjoyed patronizing his patients. “Have I got this straight, Mrs Walsh? You’ve brought your daughter to see me because you think she’s too clever?” he said.

         I was sitting there, swinging my legs, silently memorizing all the titles on his bookshelf.

         “She knows things she shouldn’t be able to know yet,” repeated my mother slowly. “A huge volume of facts.”

         “Children are sponges at this age,” he said. “My own son was obsessed with dinosaurs.”

         “But she remembers everything. Not just what she’s read. What she’s seen. She can remember a particular day – what was on the TV, what we were wearing, the weather. Everything. Tell him,” she said, tugging at my arm. “Tell the doctor what you did a year ago today, for instance.”

         Too easy. It was a Wednesday. I was at school. It rained all morning. We read pages 45 to 60 of Matilda in class and talked about being nice to people. I ate a cheese sandwich and a banana for lunch. Boring. I didn’t think the doctor would be interested in any of that so I kept quiet.

         “Tell him!” Mum was working herself up.

         “You’ve updated your edition of Emergency Drugs in General Practice since I came with tonsillitis fifty-eight days ago,” I said. “And the cleaner still hasn’t removed the dead ladybird in the corner of the window.”

         “See! It’s weird, that’s what it is,” said Mum, and the doctor made a note. As usual with my mother and any interaction with authority, it ended with a row and her threatening to contact the Daily Mail over how he’d spoken to her. But it was also the beginning of the referral chain that led me to Professor Coleman and the Programme.

         I shrug off the memories, carefully refile the metaphorical book and put it back on the shelf in my mind-library. I grab my lip balm from my bag. The black-edged envelope addressed to Hanna is still in there. I’m impressed by its sense of occasion – like it’s been written by a fan of Tim Burton movies. I carefully rip it open with the edge of my thumb. Inside, written on black-edged card in sprawling cursive handwriting is one line:

          

         I know you didn’t jump
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            We do honestly repent and are sorry for our misdoings. The remembrance of them is grievous unto us; the burden is intolerable.

            The Book of Common Prayer, 1662

         

         I have to admit, the chapel looks beautiful. The choir stalls have the long candles lit and all around are flickering pillar candles and wall sconces. The statue of St Petroc is glowing, surrounded by tiny tea lights. By the aisle, there’s a framed photo of Hanna and a vase of lilies on a table. I hate the sickly sweet smell of lilies and Hanna was allergic to them, but never mind because this whole charade has nothing to do with the real Hanna. The mourners-in-chief Maya and Keira are by the door like a reception line at a wedding, holding it all together. They’re handing out red ribbons and forcing baskets of Lego on the congregation. A poor attempt at a multicoloured pyramid has its own table at the back. The ‘Hanna Carlsen collaborative peace model’. Please!

         “Hey, you came after all!” Dan’s by my elbow as I add a few red bricks and a policeman mini-figure to the display.

         “I’m here for Hanna,” I whisper. Slightly true, but mainly I didn’t want to stay in my room dwelling on the black-edged card.

         The chaplain clears her throat and we quickly take a seat as she welcomes us all. She’s Welsh with a gentle lilt and the perfect solemn voice for this occasion. Principal Barker, on the other hand, has a voice like fingernails on a blackboard and delivers a mercifully short reading of a Christina Rossetti poem. Her long grey hair is wound tightly into a bun and she’s changed out of her usual hand-woven-by-deserving-orphans outfit to dress smartly in black.

         After the choir sob their way through Hallelujah, and we recite a brief excerpt from the Book of Common Prayer, we come to the awkward ‘vigil’ when candles are handed out and we light our own from our neighbour’s. Principal Barker talks about the Dartmeet community pulling together and supporting each other, one metaphorical brick at a time. We have some time for silent prayer or reflections when I think through my biology homework, but then we all have to sit there with our candles slowly dripping hot wax while Mr Humphries massacres Rachmaninov on the piano. This being a vigil rather than a service means we have to hang around for ages, holding candles, drinking hot chocolate provided by the kitchens. Occasionally a tearful member of staff or a student will share a special memory or read a poem and then we all go back to the waiting. Waiting for midnight so we can go. I guess it’s as good a way as any for a bunch of sixteen-to-eighteen-year-olds stuck out on Dartmoor to pass a damp October evening.

         My candle needs replacing and I get up to stretch my legs. I check out the Book of Condolence to see if anyone has thought of anything original to say. And then I spot it, in the middle of the penultimate page:

         ‘And if thou wilt, remember

         And if thou wilt, forget.’

         Two lines from the Rossetti poem read by the Principal. But signed HCC. Hanna Camilla Carlsen. I scan faces to see who wrote in the book. Somebody in the chapel surely. I’m one messed-up bunny but even I don’t think you should pretend to be Hanna at her own memorial vigil.

         I take a new seat at the back, in sight of the Book of Condolence. As the clock strikes midnight, there’s a spontaneous round of applause, like we accomplished something. A truly wonderful occasion which afterwards everyone hails as a great success and so very moving. There’s an after-vigil party going down in B-Block with vodka and marshmallows but I pass. Maya and Keira decide to go but they completely understand if I’m ‘too upset’. I’m a difficult person to be pity-friends with and they look as relieved as I am when I decline.

         I kick around the cloisters for a bit, taking in the fresh air and the clear skies and the stars. When I first arrived here in January after what happened with Mum, I found it hard to adjust. It was so quiet after the noise of London. I missed the orange glow of the city and the rumble of traffic and intermittent sirens. But now I appreciate the quiet and darkness. I think it helps my unusual brain to keep on an even keel. Maybe that’s what Mum saw in the place. The owls can be loud sometimes, shrieking like there’s been a murder. And there are occasional night-time antics along the corridors between Lena, whose father is a Russian gas billionaire, and Makoto who’s a gentle guy from Japan who hadn’t met girls like Lena before. But mostly it’s incredibly peaceful.

         As soon as I get to my room, I know. I can picture in my head exactly how I left it earlier this evening. I know where the clothes were on the bed, the extent to which the drawers were left open and the arrangement of the items on the desk. Someone has been in here. Someone has opened drawers and cupboards, moved my papers, laid the jumper back on the bed instead of the chair. Nobody but me would know. It’s basically Kim’s game from that Kipling book. You’ve probably played an easier version at kids’ parties. Items are put on a tray for you to memorize and then one is removed and you have to spot what’s missing.

         I’m good at Kim’s game and all its variations. I mean really good at it. Professor Coleman trained me up. At the beginning, I enjoyed the tests and puzzles and attention. I guess it was flattering. I could be myself. I could show off. Everything I said and did was obsessed over, complimented. It was a whole new experience to have a group of people hanging on my every word and telling me how extraordinary I was.

         Before Mum had pulled me out of school after a series of stand-up rows with the Head, I’d spent a lot of time sitting by myself working my way through the school library. I didn’t really have friends there. I couldn’t forget when they were mean to me or excluded me or didn’t pick me for the rounders team. I couldn’t understand how they all managed to get along, how friendships were broken one minute and fixed the next, how they moved on so easily.

         But as the visits to the Programme increased, soon I was a freak show or circus act. I was a clever puppy made to jump through ever-increasing hoops. Take Kim’s game: first we did it with objects like the party game but increasing by fifty each time, then we did it with data – reams of data, names and addresses where one detail would be changed slightly, then satellite topographical pictures, and on and on. My latest trick was never enough – they always wanted me to do more.

         And overseeing it all, like a queen bee, was Professor Coleman.
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            Does everyone have an untapped store of vivid images and memories? Do we all have the capacity for the perfect memory, if only we had the key to retrieval?

            Principles of Memory – Professor A.E. Coleman

         

         I wake and lie staring at the ceiling as the daylight slowly creeps around the blinds. I wonder who’s been poking around my room and leaving black-edged notes and tasteless messages in condolence books for their entertainment.

         I read once how the Stasi in East Germany used to break into people’s apartments and move things around, or take worthless items away. They were messing with the heads of potential enemies of the state, to make them doubt their own state of mind. Simple but effective, though requiring a supremely callous disregard for your own citizens. But that technique would never have worked on me. I have the certainty that my recollection is one hundred per cent correct. When I was first diagnosed by Professor Coleman, she made it sound like it was a superpower but I was disappointed that it wasn’t as cool as flying or X-ray vision. It took me a while to see it had potential.

         Mum, on the other hand, was sure it wasn’t a good thing from the start. “Finally someone gets it,” she said to Coleman, pursing her perfect lips, outlined with her usual red lipstick. “Now what are you going to do about it?”

         “Observe her. Conduct research,” said Coleman. “There have been so few people across history with your daughter’s level of memory, Mrs Walsh. The photographic nature of her memory is exceptional enough but my interest lies in the autobiographical memory – the hyperthymesia.” She sounded out the six syllables. Coleman had a way of rubbing Mum up the wrong way by talking to her like she was a complete fool.

         “I meant, what are you going to do about making her better?” said Mum, fixing the professor with her hard stare reserved for obstructive council officials.

         Coleman had laughed. “This is a supreme talent, Mrs Walsh, not an illness.”

         But looking back, I’ve often thought Mum had it right.

         
            *

         

         I skip breakfast but I’m still late for my lesson – Theory of Knowledge, TOK for short. I sneak in at the back of the classroom with the other latecomers. The post-vigil party must have been a success as there are some bleary-eyed students here. Ms Macfarlan’s TOK class is usually the ideal opportunity for a gentle snooze. But there’s a different feel about the class today and it doesn’t need my brain to notice that Ms Mac has been replaced by a new, younger teacher. He’s wearing a tweed jacket and cords as though he’s come straight from a shooting party on the moor, or the Oxford debating society. He says he’s standing in for Ms Macfarlan and writes ‘Ramesh Desai’ on the board. He makes us all introduce ourselves like we’re at junior school and then says, “Good morning,” and repeats our names back.

         “Theory of Knowledge: how do we know what we know?” he says. “I understand you’ve been looking at perception and language so far. We’ll be exploring objective and subjective knowledge and what we choose to hang on to.” He’s clearly able to rely on his good looks for popularity as he breaks the rule for new teachers and hands out a test paper straight away. “But our first focus is memory as a way of knowing. Names on papers please, but I shan’t be giving grades for this – it’s purely for discussion.”

         A few people titter as they work their way through the questions. They range from giving your best friend’s phone number to the capital of Bolivia. I write down Hanna’s number before thinking about it. I wonder if I’d get her ‘please leave a message’ voice or if her parents have cancelled the phone contract and wiped out the last echo left of her. Obviously I could get full marks on Mr Desai’s general knowledge questions but I choose not to. I’ve learned it’s never a good idea to be exceptional, to be extraordinary.

         It always amazes me how little ordinary people know. Even with deliberately flunking some questions, I do better than nearly everyone.

         Mr Desai sits on the edge of his desk and thumbs through the test papers. “These are not impressive. Your brains are doing so many different things at once but the secret to good retention and retrieval is concentration. You need to let your brain focus on the facts you want it to absorb. Otherwise it will discard information immediately and that info has no chance of making it into your long-term memory.”

         He points at each of us in turn and repeats our names. “An easy trick. I merely paid attention when you told me your names, repeating them to myself, adding a visual image. So Felix I imagine holding his cartoon cat namesake, Dan in a karate suit as dan is a ranking system in martial arts, and so on.”

         Impressive for a normal person. Maya’s staring at him with her mouth open like he’s a wizard.

         “If you make your brain work at it, your retention will be better, in all your subjects,” says Mr Desai. “Your homework, folks: a thousand words on ‘We are delegating our memory. Discuss.’”

         Maya’s already got her hand up to say she doesn’t understand.

         Mr Desai takes a breath. “Your generation is content to delegate retention of facts to your phone, Wikipedia, Siri, Cortana, Alexa, anyone.” He holds up one of the papers. “And most of you can’t even remember an eleven-digit phone number. You merely tap the name of the person you’re calling on your handset. It’s no wonder you don’t know the dates for the Civil War or South American capitals. Most people find it difficult to retain more than seven items in short-term memory. Some research suggests the figure is closer to four.”

         He pauses and looks around at us. He’s way more intense than Ms Mac, who preferred to talk about patriarchal views of knowledge and women lost to history.

         “You, my little tech-freaks, have deskilled, contracted out, given up your own memory, your autonomy. And you’re too busy checking your Facebook page to even care about it. Discuss.”

         He has my attention at least. I’ve never understood the love my contemporaries have for their technology but then I’m not reliant on it in the same way. I actually prefer the written page, flicking through real books in the college library, to browsing online; I’m old-fashioned like that. I can absorb a whole shelf in an evening if the mood takes me. Flash-click. Whereas all those Internet links online can be overwhelming for my type of brain, straining to take on every fact it sees, going down endless alleys of information. I have to pace myself.

         Mr Desai picks up Keira’s phone and waves it at us like it’s infected. “At the current rate of technological progress, and as our brains adapt, what will happen to our memory systems? Or am I wrong and you actually know your top-dialled numbers? What about a poem? Anything beyond the first two lines?”

         He’s speaking with an unnerving intensity now, leaning forward, his brown eyes sparkling. “Is it happening?” asks Mr Desai, slamming the phone back on the desk. “You bet it is! Does it matter? That’s what I want to see your thoughts on.”

         The bell goes for the end of the lesson, chairs shoot backwards. Mr Desai raises his voice over the din. “One thousand words by next session. And don’t forget.” He places the test papers in his briefcase. Maya laughs coquettishly at his terrible joke.

         
            *

         

         The chat all day is about Ramesh Desai. Where’s he from, is that an East Coast American accent, is he married, how old is he? Is he living on-site? Is it legal to perv over a supply teacher and vice versa? How does he keep his skin so smooth? Does he work out, to be so buff? The consensus is everyone hopes Ms Mac has a long absence.

         I’ve soon had enough of the noise and mindless gossip. After supper, I retrieve my bag from the pile at the entrance to the dining hall and retreat to the college library. I always pick the small table with two chairs (one for me, one for my bag to discourage company) tucked out of sight by the ‘W to Z’ in the fiction section. I can see the courtyard below, the comings and goings at Mandela Lodge and the librarian on a fag break. Here I can read my way through the books, transferring them from the Dartmeet musty shelves to my own mind-library of loveliness, one volume at a time. It limits me dwelling on the past.

         I start with my biology homework and dig out the textbook. A postcard flutters out on to the table in front of me: a picture of Haytor Rocks on Dartmoor. The reverse has a single handwritten sentence:

         THINGS ARE SELDOM WHAT THEY SEEM

         “Found you!” It’s Maya. “You look pale, Jess. Are you feeling all right?” She moves my bag off the chair and sits down without asking. “Headache?”

         “Yes. Migraine coming on,” I say, slipping the card back into the book.

         “Bummer. Maybe you should have a scalp massage. I can do it. Felix said I’m really good at massage.” She whispers, “Though I wasn’t just massaging his head.”

         “No thanks. I’m best off sitting here quietly.”

         “Have you seen how big the Lego model is getting? It was such a good idea of yours.” She fishes out her phone. “I’ve been looking at pictures of models online. It’s so therapeutic for everybody, building something together. The camels are going to be tricky. It’s weird but there are no curved bricks, just…”

         “Bricky bricks?”

         “Yes. You obviously know way more about it than I do.” She smiles at me with her trusting puppy face. I know way more about everything than she does, except piano grades and how to play Goal Attack in netball. She’s returned to her phone, scrolling through pages while talking. “Are you doing that essay yet for Mr Desirable? That’s what Keira and I thought we should call him. We’ve been starved of a teacher under thirty for too long.”

         “Yes. I was about to get started on it. You know, really concentrate in the quiet.” Hint effing hint.

         “Why jam your brain with stuff you can look up really easily?” says Maya. “That’s what I think. I just need to stretch out my theory for the thousand words somehow.”

         I’m worried that she’s settling down to stay here. In my corner.

         “We could do it together. Neither of us should be alone at A Time Like This.” She tilts her silly head to one side and holds a sad-face pose. Then she waves wildly. “Over here, Keira!”

         Keira’s towing Dan, her arm linked through his. Poor bloke.

         “I’m making sure Dan knows his way around the library,” Keira says, pointing at the shelves. “This is where all the books are kept, Dan.”

         Of course, the fact that Dan is an athletic, exceptionally good-looking, nice guy has nothing to do with Keira’s wish to help with orientation. I don’t remember her taking such an interest when that spotty kid Sean with the squint arrived from Arizona.

         I sense Dan’s trying to wriggle free of Keira’s wrestling hold. He grins at me. For a moment, he has a look of the lovely Ed about him. “And this must be the happening area of the Dewey system,” he says.

         “Definitely. How about a library par-ty!” says Maya. “I’ll message everyone.”

         “It’s a school night,” I find myself saying, like I’m a fifty-year-old woman in a cardigan. “And it’s the library.” I put my finger on my lips.

         “Libraries – where shhh happens,” says Dan, which makes Keira laugh as though it’s the funniest thing she’s ever heard.

         A loud ‘shush’ travels over the stacks from the direction of the librarian’s desk. She’s back from her nicotine fix.

         “Shhh,” adds Maya, then Dan, then all around the library is a riot of shhh-ing and giggling. They are so rock and roll.

         And then I think I should play the Hanna-grief card to get rid of them. I guess at some point I won’t be able to. What’s the timescale for getting over a death? One month? Two months? A year? There must be a graph drawn up somewhere with closeness of relationship on one axis and time passed on the other. For normal people, time heals as memories fade. But what if, like me, your memories are so sharp that you can still see a person in your head like they’re in front of you? Still smell them like they’re in the room? What if they follow you everywhere?

         “Shut up! Shut the hell up!” someone is shouting at the top of their voice. It turns out to be me.
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