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         # 1892

         It is hard to know where something ends and where something begins. Or someone. Where a person starts or stops. Where the next begins. You think you can see it: the bodies with air in between. Five people at a gate that swung open. They had rung the intercom at our wrought-iron gate and now they stood there, waiting. Somewhat spread out, but a group nonetheless.

         They must have seen the same thing we did when we came walking down from the house: a group of sorts. Four people with air in between making their way to the gate, and now we are nine people in a house. Nine people who met at the gate, and who remember that we met at the gate. That we came walking, almost running, down to them and that they stood there, hesitating, if you can call it hesitation when you’ve already pressed the buzzer: Anton Janas in a grey wool overcoat with chunky buttons; Rosalie Torpa, who prefers to go by Rosi – stress on the second syllable; Sonia Mirbek, who had pressed the buzzer and then moved back a bit towards Peter Hass-Teilo, who stood a few steps from the gate and laid his hand on Sonia’s shoulder when it began to open.

         It did so because Ralf had pressed the button in the house upon hearing the insistent ringing. We had been in the hall, 2stacking cardboard boxes of provisions when the buzzer went. Ralf, who was nearest to it, gave a start but then opened the door, stepped outside and peered down at the gate. At first all he could see were a few figures and part of a car. He could not see how many there were, but he could see that they were standing there, so he pressed the button to let them in and we hurried down the driveway. First Ralf, then Henry and lastly Olga and me.

         It took only a few moments for us to grasp that the new arrivals were looking for someone called Ralf, and that they were caught in the eighteenth of November. We invited them in and shortly after we were all gathered in the house. We had managed to manoeuvre the car through the gate. It was Peter who drove, and Ralf who guided him to the spot in front of the old garage. I don’t remember exactly where Marlice Maurer had positioned herself in the group. She must have been behind one of the others because I didn’t really notice her until we were up at the house. By then, the gate had long since swung shut behind them, the car had been parked in front of the garage, people were edging their way past all the cardboard boxes piled high in the hall and soon we were standing around chatting about porridge oats, because that’s what was in the boxes: oats and salted oregano crackers.

         Marlice was the last to enter the house, having bent down to tie her shoelaces before she too stepped into the hall. For a moment, she paused, eyeing the stairs to the first floor and 3glancing into the rooms on either side. She wiped her feet on the mat and sidled past the boxes, but after only a few moments she insisted on taking off her shoes. This was just after she had noticed the floor in the largest of the living rooms: the patterns and inlays in different woods. Typical of houses of that period, she said shortly after, when we were standing in the middle of the room – in our stockinged feet, because I too had taken off my shoes, out of consideration for the floors, I suppose – but she didn’t have a chance to say much more about the period before the others came flocking in, asking for a tour. I think they were surprised by the size of the place, even though they had seen it from the outside, and maybe we were also surprised by the sudden commotion in the house: a flurry of people, of feet being wiped on the mat, of jackets and scarves being hung on hooks in the hall, of voices and sentences filling the air, questions about the house and how many we are and how long we have lived here. One person wants to know where the bathroom is, another almost trips over a pair of shoes or a cardboard box, someone else moves a couple of boxes to the side and makes some remark about the house and suddenly you cannot tell whose shoes are whose or whose sentence you have ringing in your ears.

         We showed them around, and we knew: that they would be moving in. It was hard to imagine anything other than them coming to live here. There is plenty of room, and now they’ve gone into town to collect their things since we stayed up so late last night, talking into the early hours, that they never got 4round to doing it then. We were either too tired or had drunk too much wine to drive anywhere.

         By the time the newcomers had finished their tour of the ground floor and the rooms upstairs, Olga had made tea and fetched some crackers from one of the boxes, and we all gathered in the drawing room with its big open fireplace. They could see the basement any time, she said, as we settled into the old sofas and armchairs, sitting closer together than usual, because we were used to sprawling on our furniture, legs up and blankets wrapped around us, since it can get a bit chilly if we don’t light a fire.

         But now Ralf did light a fire and we sat there in the drawing room. With names and explanations swirling in the air around us. With a welter of words, with gesticulations and stories: Sonia and Peter on one sofa with Ralf, and Olga on a cushion by the fire, from which she occasionally tossed another log onto the embers. Now and then she would lean forward and blow on the fire if it was taking too long to catch.

         I sat on the floor next to Olga until it became too warm in front of the fire, then I moved up onto the other sofa next to Henry. The others lounged in the armchairs, or at least for the most part they did, because Rosi and Marlice in particular moved around quite a bit, standing in the doorway, where it was slightly cooler, or tagging along with one of the residents of the house when they left the room – to get more crackers 5or make tea or bring up wine from the cellar – but these were no more than brief intermissions and before long we would all be back in the drawing room, where more and more pieces of our shared story were laid out. A room full of movement: time rushed by in our retellings, streams of eighteenths of November, we sped through our days and soon it was evening and there we were, nine people in the drawing room with voices and sentences, with everything that had happened, all our solitary beginnings and, later, our encounters.

         To begin with we were two groups: ourselves and our guests, or the newcomers and the residents of the house, but at some point, I’m not sure when, the newcomers stopped being our guests and became the newest residents of the house. Possibly after just a couple of hours. In any case, late into the night, by the time we brought out mattresses and blankets and quilts, they no longer felt like guests. Or at least, I think it reminded us that we ourselves were guests, that these were the house’s mattresses and the house’s sofas we were offering them to sleep on, that they were not really ours. Perhaps that’s how it is: we are guests, and when we have guests, it reminds us that everything is on loan, that we’ve been sitting on borrowed sofas and chairs, with arms and legs that are ours, belonging to bodies that are ours, and all the words and sentences, all the gestures, none of which are truly our own. That much was clear to us, since we couldn’t help but borrow one another’s gestures. Or sentences.6

         It is easy enough to tell them apart. The bodies on the sofas and armchairs. The faces belonging to the bodies. The voices belonging to the faces. You listen first to one, then to another, and each time you turn your gaze towards one of the voices, you find that it belongs to a face and to a body with a hand behind its head or a way of leaning on the arm of the sofa. But then you realise that you have a hand behind your own head or that you are leaning in exactly the same way, and then someone else is telling a story and someone else again is borrowing a gesture. A leg is bent and drawn up onto a sofa, a pair of hands flits about, illustrating a point, and moments later another pair of hands flits and another leg is drawn up onto an armchair. It is warm in the room and someone picks up a sentence and repurposes it, because even though you quickly learn to recognise the voices and match them to faces and bodies, their movements ripple through the group, sentences are passed along and gestures are mimicked or echoed, sometimes it’s just the twitch of an eyebrow or the tilt of a head travelling quietly from one person to the next. Someone gets up to collect cups or glasses and another immediately does the same, and that was how the evening was spent: a mosaic, a mishmash, so many gestures and all these hands and arms and legs borrowing and copying and mirroring and reciprocating. One person yawns, then another, and then a third, because everyone is tired, but that doesn’t stop us. One story is sent out into the room and then another follows, because someone has a similar experience to latch onto it: one person’s account elicits a memory from another and suddenly 7you see something that’s happened or somewhere you’ve been in a whole new light. Borrowed plumage, stolen mannerisms, a way of resting a cheek in a hand, a benign theft: Rosi holding her teacup in both hands, staring into space, and then there’s Olga in the same pose. That is how the first evening went, with us weaving into one another, in a chain dance, a strange ballet, a clumsy pantomime.

         It got to be very late. Our attention seemed to be running out. Most of us were sleepy or had drunk too much wine. First Rosi dozed off, then Olga felt the urge to go on one of her walks in the dark. The rest of us carried on talking for a little while longer, but our movements had slowed. Sonia leaned against Peter, and Henry stretched a bit, as if he too would have liked to lean against someone. The conversation petered out and did not resume until Olga returned from her nocturnal stroll.

         Olga was now wide awake, we heard her bustling about in the kitchen, organising beds for our guests. She had dug out the old mattresses stowed away in one of the rooms behind the kitchen, and when she dragged out the first of these and let it drop with a thud in one of the adjoining rooms, we all got up to assist her. Rosi rather more slowly as she had to wake up first, but soon everyone was busy pushing mattresses from room to room and rustling up blankets and extra quilts, and last of all Olga produced her old sleeping bag, which still – or so she claimed – smelled of salt water and the Frisian Islands.8

         I said they might not get much sleep on those hard mattresses. That we could get hold of others later, but everyone was tired, or almost everyone, I think. It took me a couple of hours to fall asleep, and this morning I was the first to wake, or at least I think I was, because all was quiet when I crept down the stairs. Maybe they were just pretending to be asleep. In any case, it wasn’t until I had made coffee, fetched porridge oats from the boxes in the hall and set out cups and plates on the table in the conservatory that they began to surface from mattresses and sofas. And there we sat. There was room for everyone around the table and everyone remembered what had happened: that five people had stood outside a gate which had swung open and that four people had come walking, almost running, down to the gate.

         After breakfast I retreated to my room, thinking that I might be able to sleep a little more, but my head is buzzing: with people and gestures and five new intertwining stories that have been there all along, even though we did not know it.

         It feels as though we had each been walking along our own path in the same forest. As though we had got lost and had done so separately, but we were not alone in being lost, because the others were on the paths too. And now we have found our way to a clearing and suddenly we see that we share not only the clearing but the forest too. We think it begins when we meet, but in fact our stories were already entwined.9

         The others have gone into town, I heard both cars drive off, our new housemates have gone to collect their things and Ralf and Henry have driven to Ralf’s flat to pick up more plates and some pots and pans that Ralf remembered he had stored in his attic.

         I think Olga is awake. She did not come down for breakfast and I have just heard footsteps in the hallway. Maybe the others have returned, but I don’t think so. Now I hear it again, and there is just one person. It is the sound of someone walking barefoot.

         # 1895

         Naturally we assumed that they had known each other for a long time when they appeared in front of our wrought-iron gate, but they hadn’t. That is to say, Marlice and Rosi had. They met in a park in Amsterdam after only a couple of hundred days. Day # 236, said Marlice last night as we sat in the drawing room once again, sharing all our days with one another. They had met while the rest of us were still wandering about, believing we were alone.

         They met Anton Janas much later, in Poland. And after they met him, all three had travelled to Berlin. That was where they had seen one of our posters. That was why they had come here. Not immediately – it took some time for them to realise that something was amiss, even after seeing the poster. It read Ralf Kern and the eighteenth of November in large letters. It 10read Bremen and Henselstraße. They had noticed the somewhat cryptic wording and the large type, but otherwise it was just a poster, and only after seeing several other notices about the same Ralf Kern at the station’s ticket office did they start to wonder. Not so much because someone was missing – it was just a single sheet of paper with a photograph, a short text and a couple of phone numbers – but because the notice had moved around from day to day, irregularly, as if there had been a change in the days. One day Anton had seen a notice on a glass wall near the ticket office, but a few days later he and Rosi had walked past a similar notice reading the eighteenth of November and missing and Ralf Kern, this time posted on a pillar a little further off. Rosi remarked that she had seen the same notice in a completely different spot, and they talked about the poster that had long been hanging on a wall alongside advertisements for concerts, exhibitions and events. It had to be the same Ralf K. who was missing. The next time Rosi passed a notice, now posted once again on the glass wall by the ticket office, she took it down, folded it and put it in her pocket, and there it had stayed until it disappeared on its own, probably that same night; in any case, when she thought of it again it was gone, and they had put off their questions until later. It didn’t seem all that remarkable that a man had gone missing on precisely the eighteenth of November, Marlice said to Ralf, as if to justify why they hadn’t set out in search of him right away. She was, I think, the one who found the missing Ralf Kern least remarkable. To begin with, at any rate.11

         It was only later, when the topic of the strange notices came up again, that they decided to do something about the matter, but by then no more missing-person notices were appearing at the ticket office, and when they enquired at first one ticket counter, then another, no one knew anything about them. The man must have been found, Rosi had said, but then it dawned on her that this was impossible. If the man was gone on the morning of the eighteenth, he had to be gone again with the arrival of the next eighteenth. Even if he had been found during the day. Unless something was not right.

         Of course, they had suspected that something was wrong – which is to say that both this man and those searching for him had to be stuck in the eighteenth just as they were. But now, when they finally began to investigate, only the large poster remained, still affixed to the wall where Henry had hung it on his trip to Berlin.

         The three had started to consider whether they should go to Bremen and look for Ralf when Anton suddenly spotted another poster at the opposite end of the station, and he was convinced someone must have put it up recently. It had, of course, been there all along – at least, Henry was certain that he’d put up two posters at the station in Berlin. Anton must have overlooked one the first time, though he found that unlikely.

         Either way, the mystery of the posters and the disappearing missing-person notices only made this Ralf K. all the 12more intriguing. But now nothing was happening at all. Two posters, no change, no explanation. All three of them had become more and more convinced that there must be others in the eighteenth of November, but now their search for the mysterious Ralf K. felt like being on the lookout for a mythical creature, as if they were hunting a sea monster, or Father Christmas or the Abominable Snowman, said Anton. And in the days that followed, they often stopped by Berlin Hauptbahnhof just to confirm that nothing had changed this time either. In the end, they had come to Bremen with no other clues to go by than Henselstraße and Ralf’s name.

         We were again sitting around the fireplace with wine and salted oregano crackers. The atmosphere was jolly, and once more we talked about our roads to Bremen. In those first days, we got the short versions, fragments of events, a swarm of details impossible to keep track of, but all just variations on the same theme: where we came from, where we had been when we discovered the repetition, how we had settled into the eighteenth, when we had met one another and how it had happened. All bits and pieces of a story that always ended in the same place: at our wrought-iron gate. As if everything had led to our meeting – four on one side, five on the other.

         Now we began to retrace our movements in the eighteenth of November to see how they fitted together, and it was not difficult to explain what had happened at the station in Berlin. The reason no more missing-person notices were being put 13up at the ticket office was, of course, that Ralf had returned, and so we no longer sent requests to the station staff to have our notices posted, and by the time the three of them had finally decided to go to Bremen to investigate the matter further, we had long since vacated Ralf’s flat.

         When they arrived at the flat in Henselstraße, there was, of course, no one home. Still, they felt that their mission had been a success, because when – after wandering up and down the street – they suddenly caught sight of Ralf’s name on the intercom, it was like finding Father Christmas’s front door, with a nameplate and everything. But Father Christmas did not open up. They rang the bell, but no one answered.

         Ralf laughed when they told us the story. Henry laughed too, and we all laughed again at the mystery of the two posters: that a misunderstanding had been the deciding factor that brought them to Bremen, because when Henry had been in Berlin, he had put up the two posters, selected a couple of underground stations where he had hung a few more, then spent the night at a hotel near Hauptbahnhof, and the next morning he had made sure that the posters were still there – one at either end of the station.

         It was Marlice who filled in the last details of the story about Ralf’s flat. They had rung the intercom a few more times and waited. Still nothing. They returned several times that same day, then again the next, but there was no one home. When 14they saw lights in the neighbours’ windows in the evening, they asked both those in the flat next door and those in the one downstairs about Ralf Kern, but no one seemed to know much about him, and his windows were always dark.

         After a few days, they had moved into an empty second-storey flat diagonally across from Ralf’s place. From the living room there was a view of his flat, or at least enough of a view to be able to see the street in front of his building. The three newest residents had noticed that there was no light in the flat, neither in the morning nor in the evening, and at one point, when one of the building’s other residents came out, they had managed to slip in through the front door. The flat’s postbox was stuffed with advertisements, and among them was a single envelope, easily fished out and containing a key that fitted the door. The flat was clearly unoccupied, even though a few pieces of furniture still stood in the living room, along with some dirty dishes and a pizza box in the kitchen.

         Now that they had come to Bremen and installed themselves so close to the elusive Ralf Kern, or at least to his flat, naturally they had to find him. Most of their time was spent watching the building – from the flat opposite, from the street and from a café just around the corner – and then one day, an unfamiliar car had pulled up out front. It was Sonia and Peter. Rosi had been standing at the window in the flat, and when the car suddenly stopped in front of Ralf Kern’s entrance, she ran down the stairs and outside. Waving her arms frantically 15at the new arrivals, she dashed across the street and asked the man behind the wheel whether his name was Ralf.

         Since his name was not Ralf but Peter, and after he introduced Sonia to her, she asked whether they had a problem with the eighteenth of November. They did. The same problem as us, Marlice added. And us too, apparently, said Olga, who had barely spoken until then.

         She had got up – probably feeling the urge to go for one of her walks – and was now standing in the doorway while Sonia and Peter told us about their journey to Bremen. They said they had seen a poster – in Hamburg, though I don’t think we ever had posters there, maybe they meant Hanover – it must have been one of those posters where the three of us had been edited into a photo of Ralf’s building on Henselstraße. In any case, the house number was clearly visible in the picture, and after puzzling over the poster and the reference to the eighteenth of November, they had decided to investigate. Sonia had written down the few pieces of information that could be gleaned from the poster, she and Peter had gone to Bremen, located the street and the building without any difficulty – and driven directly into Rosalie Torpa’s line of sight.

         In the days that followed, not much happened. Peter and Sonia had moved into the flat, the five of them had got to know one another and agreed that Ralf Kern needed to be found. They took turns standing watch, keeping an eye on the 16entrance, two hours at a time, night and day, and then all of a sudden a car they had not seen before pulled up outside the building: Henry had arrived.

         Rosi had just taken over the watch from Marlice, and from the window she saw a strange car filled with cardboard boxes come to a stop. She called Marlice over, and as she was phoning Peter and Sonia, who had gone out to shop but luckily were just around the corner, the driver – which is to say Henry – got out and let himself into Ralf Kern’s building. Marlice rushed downstairs to the street, jacket over her arm and shoes in her hand. She quickly phoned Anton, and shortly thereafter, before she had managed to put on her shoes, she saw the driver of the strange car open the passenger door, place a laundry basket on the seat, walk around the car and get in behind the wheel. At about the same time, Sonia and Peter came running towards their car, which was parked down the street. Marlice, suddenly unable to decide whether she should call out to the man, hurried over to Peter and Sonia, followed by Rosi, who had also raced down the stairs. Just as Henry climbed in and began driving down Henselstraße, Marlice, then Rosi threw themselves into the back seat – Marlice with shoes in her hand, jacket over her arm, and still on the line with Anton, who was a few streets away, coming home to take over the watch from Rosi.

         Henry hadn’t been aware of any of this. Admittedly, not long after leaving Henselstraße, he had noticed a car stop on the 17tramline to pick up a passenger but apart from thinking it a stupid risk, since the next tram could come along at any moment, he had paid no heed to his pursuers. Besides, he was having to rely solely on his side mirrors, as the entire back of the car was stuffed with boxes of crackers and porridge oats, completely blocking his rear view.

         Keeping a few cars between them, they had calmly driven through the city and out to the suburbs, where Henry had unexpectedly indicated, turned left and stopped in front of a large wrought-iron gate. He had got out, rung the intercom, and a moment later, when the gate swung open, he drove through, still oblivious to his pursuers, who had pulled over a bit further up the road as soon as they saw him slow down and indicate.

         Now we knew that we were at least six people in the eighteenth of November, Peter said. And probably more, said Marlice. She had been certain all along that it was not Ralf Kern they had been chasing across the city. She could not get the picture on the poster in Berlin to fit with the person in the car.

         When Henry, who quite rightly was not Ralf, had disappeared through the gate, they drove past the house, but there wasn’t much to see, hidden as it was behind the wall and all the trees. They turned around, drove back and parked in front of the gate. After briefly considering whether they should leave again, they got out of the car and hesitated for 18a moment before Sonia rang the intercom – and the rest you know, said Marlice.

         Ralf said we had been sure we were not alone. At least, he had been sure. Because if it had been only the four of us stuck in this November day, our meeting would have been far too strange a coincidence. So few among so many. Marlice said they had thought the same. That is, when she and Rosi first met, for a long time they had believed that it was just the two of them. That it was some sort of local anomaly affecting only them. Like a microburst, said Rosi, a sudden weather phenomenon, violent enough to throw planes off course or lift cars into the air and toss them aside. A kind of microburst in time, she thought. A leap or sudden turbulence or a localised time-tornado, if you will. Whatever you wanted to call it. If it could happen with the weather, then surely it could happen with time too, she argued. It wasn’t until they met Anton during a trip to Poland that they began to believe there might be more people suspended in the eighteenth of November. Because if the same impossible suspension could occur in the middle of Amsterdam and in a small town in southern Poland, then surely it could occur in other places too.

         And now we knew that this event had taken place at least nine times and in at least eight different locations. Nine people, each alone in the midst of the catastrophe. Alone with the shock. If a catastrophe without any dead or injured can even be called a catastrophe, said Marlice.19

         It is clear that she and Rosi have been together for a long time. More than once, they have used words they’ve had to explain to the rest of us. An anastrophe, that’s what they had called the incident. Or Marlice had, and then Rosi had too. And Anton, after they met him. For it was no catastrophe, just an inversion, and that was what that meant: anastrophe. Their world had not ended, they had simply been sent back to the same day. Without tragedy, without any fallen or dead.

         Marlice had studied Greek and archaeology, Rosi said, when Ralf asked for some clarification of the term, but Marlice hastened to say that she had left her studies a long time ago, long before her day ground to a halt. Ralf thought it a weird word – an unnecessary construct, as he put it. He has never felt any urge to call a hundred days a centium either, as Henry and I still do on occasion when we need to take long strides in time, but naturally, on our very first evening he had mentioned his BeDaZy project by name and explained it to the newcomers, and no one seemed to find the name or his idea – constructing a system to generate a better day – particularly weird. I remembered all of Ralf’s concepts from our meeting in his flat. Were they also unnecessary, or constructs, or both? Perhaps he would argue that his concepts point forwards, not back, and that an innovative new structure is more useful than constructs of the past.

         I also detected a faint sigh when Marlice’s studies were mentioned, and Ralf glanced pointedly in my direction when I 20began asking questions, as if to make sure I would not steer the conversation off track. He does not believe that people with an interest in the dead are what we need most in our situation, and he was visibly encouraged when, on the first evening, Sonia mentioned that she was a doctor. She had been working in an emergency department when her time ground to a halt, and neither Olga nor I could help but smile when we saw how Ralf instinctively began nodding as she spoke – several nods in succession, shoulders slightly hunched so that they seemed to nod along – like a prompter in a theatre or a teacher during an exam when their pupil is closing in on a satisfactory answer to a difficult question but must be nudged towards the right words.

         Sonia is the only one of us to have entered the eighteenth of November with a touch of drama. On the evening of the seventeenth, she had been working the late shift at the emergency department. It had been a busy night, and at one point she’d had to stitch a deep gash on a patient’s chin, a rather nasty gash, she said. She had administered a local anaesthetic and normally would have waited a bit, but because it was a busy evening, she asked whether he would let her try stitching him straight away, even though the anaesthetic might not have fully taken effect. It might sting a little, she had warned. He had nodded, and she had begun suturing, as she put it. By the time she was halfway done, the anaesthetic had fully kicked in, and she was tying the last knot when the police suddenly burst in – two heavily armed officers who informed her that her patient was 21wanted for murder. He had been on the run for a long time, and a minor traffic accident had finally exposed him. He was not as badly injured as first assumed – the laceration to his chin, a sprained hand and a few bruised ribs – but an officer had recognised him when the police arrived at the scene and called for a patrol car, which had followed the ambulance, and now his days as a fugitive were over. Fortunately, Sonia was almost done, or else she would have been stuck suturing between a murderer and two heavily armed officers.

         It was late in the evening. Sonia finished her shift at midnight, and a colleague drove her home. The next morning, she woke up to the eighteenth, an unremarkable day, though she was still a little shaken from the events of the night before. That evening, she had another late shift. It was a quiet night, but she felt off balance. When she woke the next day to an exact replica of the eighteenth, she was convinced that the events of the seventeenth had derailed her.

         For Marlice, it had been different. She did not feel that something external had thrown her off balance, despite also working in the hospital business, as she put it. She had been working in a hospital laundry facility on the outskirts of Amsterdam, and on the eighteenth of November she had been fired for taking a hospital gown home. That is, she had taken a gown a few days earlier and grown so fond of sleeping in it that she had tried to take another. It was gown number two that got her caught. She believed it was the theft of the 22second gown that had sent her into the November loop. Her inability to be content with just one.

         She had met Rosi in a park in Amsterdam. Rosi had been an au pair with a Dutch family and had just taken the family’s two children to school when she noticed the fault. Her mornings were usually quite routine, and her second eighteenth of November had started like most other days. The parents had left for work, she had taken the children to school, and if there was anything unusual about this particular morning, it was that, for once, she had set off with the children in good time. That was probably why she had not realised that the day was a repeat of the day before. She only became aware of it when – just as always – she went to sit in the park after dropping off the children. From her bench, she saw a dog break loose from its owner and attack another dog. The same thing had happened the day before, and the owner of the aggressive dog had been distraught. This had never happened before, the woman told the owner of the attacked dog – which was probably true the day before, but after a second attack just as vicious as the first, it had to be a lie. It was this lie that made Rosi uneasy, because who lies so blatantly, and who would believe such an obvious lie? They were the same two dog owners and the same aggressive dog, and once Rosi noticed this repetition, it was not hard to see that everything was exactly the same as the day before.

         Marlice and Rosi had met each other in the park a few hundred days later. Rosi had initially tried to carry on as usual, getting 23up to see the children off to school and picking them up again in the afternoon. She had told a friend about the day repeating itself, but the friend had not believed her. She had called her parents, who had urged her to return home immediately, but the next day they had forgotten all about it. Eventually, when her days had begun to feel dull and she discovered that she could withdraw her money again and again and do more or less whatever she wanted, she had moved into a hotel and called her employer each morning to say that there was a family emergency and she had been forced to leave during the night. The phone call became part of her morning ritual, often followed by a walk in the park, and one day she had met Marlice, sitting on a bench that should have been unoccupied. After they met, they had spent much of their time together, first in Amsterdam, and later leaving the city to travel, usually together, sometimes alone, but always returning to Marlice’s flat near the park where they had first met.

         They met Anton Janas in Poland, where he was visiting his parents, who lived in a small town in the south of the country. In his day-to-day life, Anton taught history at a secondary school in Kraków. But his father, recently diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease, had just turned sixty and was celebrating his birthday. Most of the students at the school were working on a major assignment and would not have classes again until later in the week. Anton had arranged for a colleague to cover his remaining classes so he could stay a few extra days with his parents. They had celebrated his father’s birthday and he had 24been due to travel back on the twentieth, but when he woke up early on the day which he thought was the nineteenth, it turned out to be the eighteenth again. He, too, believed that he had a part to play in the suspension of time – that he was gaining extra days with his father this way. He had been worried. Very worried, in fact. He thought that his concern for his father was what had sent him into the loop. Perhaps his desire to halt the progression of the disease had brought time to a standstill.

         Anton had not gone anywhere, not at first, at least. He had spent his days with his parents, helping them around the house, doing repairs here and there, petting their old dog, painting window frames, although his father had been adamant that one should never paint window frames in November. Anton thought the wood was dry enough to paint, and once he started, his father had insisted on giving him a helping hand. That was when Anton noticed the difference: his father’s movements had become slower, but the most remarkable thing was that the painting his father did had vanished overnight, and after a few days Anton insisted on doing the work himself. He felt his father needed to rest.

         Later, Anton had gone back to work, taking over the classes his colleague had been covering for him and told the whole story to this colleague, who believed him, but only after Anton predicted a few events from the eighteenth. Together, they tried to get to the bottom of the problem with time but 25had not been able to solve the mystery. Anton also met his ex-girlfriend and told her about his father’s illness and about his eighteenth of November. She too believed him, without him having to provide any proof. Plenty of sympathy, no help, he said. But what could they have done?

         During the weeks that followed, he had alternated between staying in Kraków and at his parents’ house. When he was with his parents, he would take the family dog for a walk every morning. That was how Marlice and Rosi had come across him. It was during one of those periods when they had been on the road, travelling in Poland, moving from city to city. Normally, they would check into one of the larger hotels, where the many guests and a changing roster of receptionists made it easier to claim that they had arrived the night before. At smaller places, it was more difficult. You know the problem, I’m sure, said Rosi. There you are in the morning, having to explain your presence. Or you sneak out, then come back in as if you’d only just arrived.

         Rosi and Marlice had arrived in the town early in the morning and checked into the only hotel they could find: a family-run establishment near the town square. Because the owner was running the place alone, and the only other guests were an elderly couple, they would not have been able to explain their presence in the morning. They’d had to slip out before the owner woke up and return a little later, pretending they had just arrived. They had spent the waiting time in a 26bakery that had a small café with a few tables and chairs set up in a bay window overlooking the street. Here, Marlice and Rosi would sit before heading back to the hotel to check in again. Since things went smoothly, and since they enjoyed exploring the town and going for walks in the surrounding countryside, they stayed for several days, and every morning they would have coffee and apple pancakes there, looking out onto the neighbouring houses from the bay window. One of the houses belonged to the Janas family, and it was on one of these mornings, when it struck Rosi that there was far too much variation occurring across the street, that they realised they were not alone.

         Each morning, Anton took the family’s elderly dog for a walk, always at roughly the same time, but some days he would come back carrying the old creature, setting it down only when they reached the front step. Other times he would return with the dog on a lead, and on one occasion, just before reaching the house, he had removed the lead and let the dog walk to the front door at its own slow pace. They had not seen such variation before. That is, they had not registered it until now, but that morning Anton came walking down the street with the animal in his arms, and when Rosi detected this variation and drew Marlice’s attention to it, Marlice ran outside and asked Anton to put his dog down. There was something she wanted to speak to him about. He looked at her, confused, not grasping what she meant. He had never noticed the two women having breakfast across the road 27every morning, but soon he understood what was going on, and after thinking it over for a few days, he left with them.

         It had been a little difficult to organise his departure. He didn’t want to worry his parents and had initially found it hard to leave them. Whenever he stayed in Kraków, he had called them early in the morning to tell them that he’d had to leave before they woke up, but would he remember to do so every morning if he left them for good? Rosi had managed to solve the same issue with the family she worked for, after she and Marlice had explored the mechanics of things. She had written a letter, kept it with her for so long that it no longer disappeared from where she left it, and one night she returned to the family’s home and placed it on their kitchen table. Anton did the same. In fact, he wrote several differently worded letters, carried them around with him, one for a couple of days, another for three, and eventually, it worked: one of the letters, his original draft, remained in the house, even though he himself had gone with Marlice and Rosi to spend the night at the hotel. And now his parents read that letter every morning. Or at least he was positive they did, he said, because on the rare occasion that he called to make sure everything was all right, they had already come to terms with his early departure.

         Again, we sat in the drawing room late into the night, sharing stories of our November days, our unexpected meetings and the mechanics of time. Ralf spoke of his chance encounter 28with Olga on the side of the road, while Henry described the series of coincidences that had led him to a lecture on supply chain reliability in the Roman Empire. I no longer remember exactly how Sonia and Peter met. I think I was growing tired by the time we got to the details. It was at a hotel. Or a nightclub. Or perhaps they met at the hotel and ended up at the nightclub. Either way, they had been at a nightclub and left together. There was nothing unusual about that. While they had been alone in the eighteenth, both had occasionally brought a fling back to their hotel room. It had been simple: casual affairs that would ideally begin early in the evening and end before the night was over – preferably, they would say goodbye to their flirtation or date, or whatever they called it, well in advance to avoid any unnecessary confusion. Everything would, of course, be forgotten the next morning, but they could do it all again if they so wished. Easy, no strings attached, Sonia said.

         When they met, they both assumed that it would be just another such rendezvous, of which the other would remember nothing the next day. Neither had suspected anything was amiss when they first laid eyes on each other, but no sooner had they got to talking than the truth became clear: that they would not forget in the morning, that both of their memories were intact, that they were alone but no longer alone, that they were two of a kind – all the things the rest of us thought too when we first met another person in the eighteenth of November. And yet, not quite the same, for theirs 29was a lovers’ meeting and they had been together ever since. They had no intention of going their separate ways. Not ever. Not even if they could return to a normal time. If they were to go back, they would go back together.

         It was obvious that they would have liked to share more details, as they have revisited the miracle of their meeting several times since their arrival. All those days, filled with a love that grew ever stronger. That they had lost all interest in returning to progressive time. They had never imagined it could be so easy. That love could be so simple. That one could find such peace in the company of another person. That sort of thing. But it’s as if our minds start to wander when they begin to tell us their story. Ralf starts asking about Peter’s work as a freshwater biologist before the eighteenth of November, or we grow tired, or Henry suddenly remembers something he needs to collect from somewhere. Perhaps we simply need to have their story told a little bit at a time. It’s hard not to think of longing and lost love. I’m sure Henry’s thoughts turn to his son and Martha Atlings when they’re speaking. I haven’t heard Rosi or Marlice insist on hearing more details either. Maybe it is easier to hear about lonely days in the eighteenth, about unease and confusion, about attempts to navigate the repetitions of the day, than to have to listen to their great love story.

         I think of Thomas, of our time together, but that was long ago. I remember how it was, but I have no need to hear a similar story when ours has disappeared into a long tunnel of 30November days, and theirs is happening right here. Maybe we just need to get to know them a little better. Maybe one has to grow a little fonder of them before they get to sit there, bathed in so much happiness. But that probably won’t be too difficult.

         # 1921

         It is felt in the morning as we wake. The house stirs. We drift towards the kitchen and settle around the large table in the conservatory. As though we are a group. A flock. A gathering. Or at least, that’s how it feels.

         It is in the way things move. Cutlery and bowls making their way to the table. A hand reaching into a drawer for a handful of spoons, the sound of metal. The drawer sliding shut again. A cupboard opening, a stack of plates balancing in a pair of hands, then other hands bringing cups to the table. A pot of coffee is brought in, then another. Tea, brewed by Sonia, carried to the table by Peter, poured by Rosi, and Henry gets up to fetch milk while I take the empty coffee pot back to the kitchen and return with a full one.

         It is this intertwining that makes it feel as though we are a group. The voices in the room, the eyes sweeping the table and the objects migrating from the kitchen to the conservatory. Then someone asks whether Olga is up yet, or whether anyone has seen Peter. Someone answers, or throws out a guess across the table. More questions follow, another scan of the table. Would anyone like more tea, are there any more oranges, and 31is there anything else I should bring up from the basement? Sentences floating, a voice replying, sometimes several at once. Yes, on the table in the kitchen; or no, she’s still sleeping; or he was here just a moment ago; and then the coffee’s ready, are there enough cups? And new questions come up, followed by comments on the questions and an answer from the other end of the table. We speak into the air over the table and answer on behalf of one another. We check to see whether we’re out of bread, and someone mentions that the lamp in the upstairs bathroom needs a bulb, and then someone else remembers seeing a box of old light bulbs in the basement.

         It is an open space. There is no need to set rules or make plans, we simply weave ourselves into what is already under way. If spoons or a trivet for the large dish just out of the oven are needed, someone will find them or bring something that can be used instead, teaspoons or a chopping board from the kitchen.

         It is rarely clear who is doing the clinking and balancing, opening and closing. Or sometimes it is, because if someone takes out a tray and sets it on the table in the kitchen, if they stack plates and bowls and cutlery before carrying them in, then it’s probably Sonia, or maybe it’s me, because I have also taken to stacking. And if you hear someone yelp when they burn themselves on a pot or a baking tray, it’s usually Henry, as he often uses damp tea towels instead of oven mitts, but most of the sounds could be made by any one of us.32

         It is not so different from when we were only four. And yet, in some ways, it is. The days were simpler. We more or less had assigned seats in the conservatory, not exactly, but our habits and routines were more stable. Ralf typically went off to work in the morning, but if he was home and the car was not in front of the house, we assumed Henry had gone out for supplies. We knew that if it was morning, Olga was likely still fast asleep in her room, and if she was not home at night, she was out walking. I could often be found in an armchair by the largest window in the drawing room. With a blanket tucked around me and usually a book or stack of papers in hand, or simply taking in the view of the lawn sloping down towards the stream at the bottom of the garden.

         Now pieces of information are always floating around the house. The breakfast table is a place where sentences can be set aside. The kitchen is a place for exchange, some bring provisions, others turn those provisions into meals, which are then brought to the table, and people arrive and sit down, eat and tidy up, our digestive systems break down the same dishes, our brains hum with the same sentences, our words take on the hue of other words. It is an ongoing entanglement, all day long our bodies seep through the house, exchanges on the stairs, conversations and catch-ups in hallways and doorways, and in the evening by the fire, we sit and unspool all our days, long chains of the past, the time in the eighteenth and the time before the eighteenth, our whole lives, pulled into the room with us, where sentences float about and we trade 33gestures and movements. And sometimes, we talk about the time after the eighteenth. Not often. A remark as we get up and retreat to our rooms, or a stray thought as we lie awake, each on our own yet still together in the eighteenth, together in thinking of the nineteenth, perhaps.

         There is much we do not need to explain. Everyone knows that we are using up our world, that we must tread carefully if we are not to become monsters and ravaging locusts. We know that anything new is finicky. That it takes time to make things stay put. Everything that once seemed bizarre and confusing has become normal, because we carry the same experiences and they no longer give us pause. Our distant families and lost connections, friendships that have been left behind, love that has crumbled, all that we once faced alone has become shared, it has all become a given. It is simply how things are.

         Peter and Sonia sleep in the last room at the end of the hallway on the first floor. Rosi and Marlice have each taken a room of their own but are already fantasising about fixing up the chauffeur’s cottage and moving in there. They believe more people will come. There are so many posters with our information scattered around, and if there are others like us, it’s only a matter of time before some of them make their way to Bremen. Peter and Sonia are convinced that they have already seen some of the others: five or six people who did not fit the pattern of the eighteenth. They reckon it won’t be long before the house is full.34

         They had been in Milan, sitting at a café in an arcade near the cathedral square. They had noticed a group of people in the square, or rather, Sonia had – one of them in particular, a woman in a yellow jacket. She had thought that she would fancy a jacket like that herself, maybe she had even mentioned it to Peter, but they had been talking about something else, or were simply too engrossed in each other. In any case, they had not realised until it was too late: that this group of people did not belong in the regular pattern of the Duomo square. When they returned a few days later, both the group and the jacket were gone. It was Sonia who noticed it: that she hadn’t seen the woman in the yellow jacket, and although it was the same time of day, there was no sign of the woman or her group. They could interpret it only one way – that there must be others trapped in the eighteenth, either this whole group or part of it. It could have been a single person who had diverted the others from their pattern, but they believed the most likely explanation was that they had seen a whole group trapped in the eighteenth.

         It was after a longer stay in Italy that Sonia and Peter had caught sight of the poster with Ralf’s name on it. They had travelled north, to Hamburg or Hanover, or wherever it was, and they had assumed that the poster would lead them to the group with the woman in yellow, but instead, it led them to Rosi and Marlice and Anton. And to us. And none of us has ever owned a yellow jacket.35

         # 1928

         Ralf wishes there were more people in the house. His project requires participants and information – not yet, but soon, he says, once the technology is ready. He still goes to his office, though not as often. He has long since started asking our new residents whether they have come across any critical incidents. Naturally, they have. They’ve told him about fires and traffic accidents and a heart attack in the middle of the street. Most have tried to intervene and prevent the accidents of the eighteenth, but to no avail, because the next day it all happens again. On one of her very first days in the eighteenth of November, Marlice had seen a plume of smoke rising from a basement window close to the park where she later met Rosi. The flat’s residents had forgotten a pot of frying oil on the hob, no one had been hurt, but the residents – a family of seven in two small basement rooms – had lost everything, she said. And when Marlice and Rosi went to the park, they usually remembered to knock on the basement window and draw attention to the dangerous pot shortly before the fire broke out.

         Most regard Ralf’s project with a sense of relief. That they can hand over the day’s accidents to him. It is hard not to dwell on the accidents one knows about, said Sonia. That one allows them to happen. That one cannot help. Or that one does not know what actually occurred. She remembers a certain drowning accident – or perhaps it was not a drowning at all – at the harbour in Naples. She and Peter had travelled from Milan to Naples, and on their first evening out in the 36city, they had walked along the waterfront. Around midnight it had begun to rain, and they took shelter under an awning. Suddenly they heard someone shouting for help. It sounded as if it came from the water, from beneath a pier or somewhere behind a moored boat. They rushed over and could clearly hear cries for help and the sound of someone in the water – or, at least, that’s what they thought they could hear. They contacted emergency services and reported what they had heard, but others had already called for assistance. Soon, a rescue team arrived in boats, and a little later a helicopter hovered above. A beam of light swept across the water, first in the harbour basin, then further out, but there was no sign of the victim, and after some time Sonia and Peter had gone back to their hotel. The water could not have been cold enough to be life-threatening, but still they were uneasy.

         The next evening, they had gone back down to the harbour. They had walked along the water and stood in the rain with their umbrellas, near the spot where they believed they had heard the cries, but there was nothing to hear. They had wandered around the area, but nothing happened, and they were no longer sure where the sound had come from.

         The first few days after the incident, they had returned to the harbour several times, but still nothing happened, and it seemed that no one had fallen into the water. Peter and Sonia were now convinced that they were not alone. That others, too, were breaking the pattern of the eighteenth of 37November. It could have been someone from the group in Milan who had been in distress at sea, or who had made it to shore and disappeared before the rescue team arrived.

         Ralf wasn’t sure if what they had experienced could be considered a critical incident. Had there been an incident at all? There had been a cry, but is a cry an incident? And if the person in distress had been one of us, it would, at any rate, fall outside the scope of the project, he said.

         Ralf has prepared a form we are to fill out when reporting a critical incident, preferably with plenty of details and precise data. He wants phone numbers for witnesses and contact details for friends and relatives. He wants information on passersby and is compiling numbers for rescue services and emergency operation centres to ensure help can arrive in time. One of the most important fields on his form, apart from time and place, of course, is the one he insists on calling interference potentials, and recently he has added several more columns to his form, allowing us to suggest both digital and analogue ways to prevent accidents. His form contains several terms I have never come across before, some of which are surely of his own devising. As though he believes his plans can be implemented more successfully if the professional terminology and technical vocabulary have been established.

         This morning, when Ralf once again insisted on talking about his project – perhaps in a little too much detail and maybe 38with slightly unrealistic expectations of those who had yet to arrive and to whom he could delegate tasks – Olga gave me a sceptical look, but I don’t see how Ralf is doing any harm. Or how there would be anything wrong with us becoming more.

         Of course, it is possible that we will never be more than nine, but none of us believes that any more. We could also stop here, Olga suggested later as we went upstairs. Or, rather, she stated it, because I don’t think it was really a suggestion. She said that we could retrieve our posters and pull up the drawbridge. She only said it to me, but added that she wasn’t sure if she meant it. She’d had the thought. So had I, but why shouldn’t we come together if we are trapped in the same day? Being alone is always an option, I said. Besides, she herself had once hoped that there were others in the eighteenth – or at least, that’s how I remember it. She didn’t remember that, but yes, she said, being alone is always an option. She could move back to Ralf’s flat for a while if she wanted, I said, but I don’t think she wants that. She has her nocturnal strolls. And her solitary mornings. There are many ways to withdraw. If she wanted, we could go to Düsseldorf together, I said. For a few days. We could take the train, or one of the cars if she wanted to drive. I miss the medlar tree and my sunshine.

         # 1940

         But Olga is neither unfriendly nor dismissive towards our new residents. On the contrary. She bakes bread and makes jam. She has shown them around the neighbourhood, which 39she knows well from her many walks, she ties her hair up with colourful elastic bands, she drinks October beer from the basement with Rosi and Anton, and afterwards she takes long strolls in the dark of the night. Sometimes Anton goes with her, sometimes she stands in the kitchen with Peter and Sonia, but it’s clear that she enjoys her discussions with Rosi the most. She doesn’t really get Marlice, she says, but I don’t get why she doesn’t.

         Nor did she seem to have any doubt about Chani Lydai when she suddenly appeared at the gate. I had just woken up and could see her from my window on the first floor. The gate was open, but she didn’t come in. After I found a jumper and put it on, I heard footsteps in the hallway. It turned out to be Olga – already up and fully dressed. I asked whether she wanted to go down to the gate to fetch our new resident, as there was someone out there who had obviously gone astray. She said she didn’t want to but then went down straight away, and moments later they came laughing up the driveway.
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