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         # 1144

         I have met someone who remembers. Yesterday. That is to say, I met him yesterday. But he remembers yesterday, too. He remembers that we met yesterday. Actually, we met the day before, but we didn’t speak until yesterday. Yesterday he acquired a name. His name is Henry Dale, and I don’t need to tell him that time has ground to a halt. He already knows.

         And he knows a lot more than that. He knows it is autumn, but that we’re not heading into winter. That spring and summer will not follow. That the reds and yellows of the trees are here to stay. He knows what the words mean: that yesterday doesn’t mean the seventeenth of November, that tomorrow means the eighteenth again, and that the nineteenth is a day we may never see. He knows it when he wakes up in the morning and when he goes to bed at night.

         Now he also knows that he is not alone, because this morning we met at Café Möller. We met because we had arranged to meet, and because we both remembered this was what we had arranged. Two people who remembered. Not one who remembered and one who forgot. It’s strange to think: someone walked through the door with their memory intact. 2

         Because that is what he did: he walked through the door of the café. When he arrived shortly before nine o’clock, I was already sitting at the table. I had got there around half past eight, ordered a coffee at the counter and waited for the table by the window to become free. At 8.39 it did, so I hadn’t been sitting there for very long when Henry D. came up the steps.

         He opened the door, spotted me at the table, and with a look that made it clear he’d recognised me, he walked over, hesitating for the moment it took me to get to my feet, and then we just stood there, face to face, unable to come up with a suitable greeting.

         Henry D. took a step towards me, extending his hand, but just as I moved forward, he drew it back a bit. I turned slightly, and we found ourselves in a lopsided embrace – me attempting an air-kiss to the one side, him giving my shoulder a few pats – and this strange medley of hellos, scraps of old habits we had dragged with us from the past, turned the whole thing into an odd little dance: clumsy and a bit off-kilter.

         We couldn’t help but laugh, probably at our wavering and the oddness of our gestures, but also because we felt out of practice. We had apparently both lost the knack of greeting another person, or rather, of greeting a person we recognised and who recognised us in return. 3

         Not that it’s anything extraordinary. We were just two people who had met the day before and had moved the other from the category of a person to that of a specific person, and now we were meeting again. It should have been simple, but we were clearly so used to being among people who didn’t believe they’d seen us before that we no longer remembered how to greet a person we knew.

         But we did: we knew each other. Because we met yesterday and we remembered it today, and even though I’ve seen all the café’s patrons and staff and everybody on the street outside many more times than I’ve seen Henry D., none of them would have said that they knew me. In fact, they would have said they had never set eyes on me before. The recognising happens only on my part, naturally enough, but then here we were, Henry D. and I, and if anyone had asked whether we knew each other, we could have said that yes, as a matter of fact we did. We had spoken, we knew each other’s names, we remembered having met, and now we were resuming a conversation which had started yesterday at the university and could be picked up again as we sat at the window table in Café Möller, where we had both shown up and greeted each other with an awkward dance that made us laugh.

         He must have felt as astonished as I did, because all at once a lightness came over us, a giddiness which couldn’t be attributed solely to our lack of sleep the night before. We laughed our quick, relieved laughs, and suddenly there was nothing 4remarkable about the situation. We were simply picking up a conversation which had already begun.

         The thought of our meeting makes me smile now, and it occurs to me how long I’ve lived without this mutual recognition, the little mental jolt, a faint quiver in the brain as you recognise someone who recognises you back. A sensation that had been absent for so long it came as a surprise: a peculiar new feeling which launched us into an odd little dance.

         I am back in the flat on Wiesenweg, alone now that we’ve parted ways, but still astonished that it’s possible for two people to share a common history in the midst of the eighteenth of November, a very brief history, but a history all the same, of meetings and goodbyes and reunions and plans to meet again.

         Once our relieved and slightly nervous laughter had died away, Henry D. admitted he’d been worried. He’d been afraid that my memory of our encounter would be erased overnight. I told him that in the early morning hours, after a sleepless night, I had nearly convinced myself that I’d imagined the whole thing; that our meeting hadn’t taken place, that it hadn’t happened at all. But it had, it had happened, and he ordered a cup of coffee and we had breakfast, and although I still don’t quite understand how it could be possible, suddenly there we were, talking about when we first met, yesterday, at the university, he with his version of events, I with mine: 5him making his way down the steps in a lecture theatre, me edging my way along a row of seats, him eyeing the woman coming towards him with surprise, me gesturing that I’d like a word. And there we stood, each with our own view, from two different angles, but the ingredients were the same, the room and the rows of seats and the steps leading to the exit. We remembered all of it, and we could share that recollection because there were two of us who had stored our meeting in our memories.

         After breakfast, we returned to my flat, and I showed him in – not to my Roman mess, not to bags of rubbish by the door, half-empty cups, salad tubs, floors strewn with loose sheets of paper and books, but to my tidy kitchen, to my living room with its bookshelves and folders and neatly stacked papers. All the material for my investigations was there. Books on the Greeks and Macedonians, the Mycenaeans and Persians, a few pages of notes on the Hittites and Sumerians, and a pile on the Egyptians. And then, of course, there were the Romans. There were books on the Franks and files on the Spartans and Etruscans. There were notes on northern tribes, lists of various Germanic peoples, and on the table next to the computer lay both Janita Weng’s Rome and Rye and her latest book, Noxious Pustule: The Case Against Claviceps Purpurea, along with a survey on marine archaeological artefacts, everything in an order that was not chronological nor alphabetical nor geographical nor arranged according to any other well-known system, but an order of sorts nonetheless. It was 6possible to walk around without stepping on piles of papers and books, there was none of the scattered detritus from days and nights spent on the trail of dead Romans and lost civilisations. It was easy to move around the flat, you didn’t have to dig your way through or clear a forest or hack a path with a machete. It was simply a flat, the relatively tidy flat of an inquisitive person, which we left again after a quick tour, a look at the medlar tree in the backyard, a glass of water by the kitchen sink, and then off we went, leaving our bags on the kitchen floor. It wasn’t something we discussed. We just left them there and set off for a walk by the river.

         By then we had long since begun to unravel the story, the string of eighteenths of November which we called up from our memories, all the way back to the very first day and further still, to our lives before the eighteenth, and then back again to more November days. We sat on the stone wall by the river watching as boats sailed by, jumping back and forth in our strings of days before arriving once again, or more than once, at the details of our unexpected meeting, at the uneasiness, the surprise and the inexplicable coincidence that had brought us together. And after sitting by the river for long enough, we strolled towards town, eventually returning to my flat where Henry picked up his bag and we parted ways – he to his hotel, I to my bed, where I would have gone to sleep if I could, but I no longer feel tired; instead I’m oddly perky, struck with wonder, because even though I have sometimes considered whether it would be possible to drag someone else 7with me into the eighteenth of November, I could never have imagined that I might meet someone already walking around in my loop.

         It was the Romans who led me to Henry D. Or rather, I wasn’t led to Henry D. He simply appeared. I might have met him before, because I’m now quite certain that I saw him in the canteen at Heinrich Heine Universität on one of my first visits. Maybe, if I had been paying attention, if I had been looking for anomalies, I would have met him sooner. But I wasn’t looking for anomalies; I was looking for the Romans. And when I wasn’t looking for the Romans, I was looking for Greeks and Etruscans, Sumerians and Mycenaeans, Germans and Franks. That sort of thing. I wasn’t looking for a man with a bag.

         Henry D. wasn’t looking for anyone either. He had simply walked into a lecture theatre and taken a seat. The day before yesterday. Although, as he said, one is always on the lookout to some extent, I suppose. He had been visiting the university and had seen a notice for a lecture by the entrance to the lecture theatre. Then, he had walked in and taken a seat in one of the back rows.

         When I walked up the steps and sat down in the same row as Henry D., I had already attended this lecture once before. The first time had been on one of my very earliest visits to the university. I had wandered somewhat aimlessly up and down 8the corridors and eventually found my way to the canteen. There, I had come across a notice, a reminder about a lecture on the eighteenth of November: Heute, it said in big, red letters followed by something about trade and supply chain reliability in the Roman Empire. The lecture was apparently part of a longer series being held throughout the autumn, an interdisciplinary collaboration of some kind, on complex societies from antiquity to the present day.

         The lecture would be starting soon, and after loitering for a short while in the canteen I made my way a little hesitantly to the lecture theatre, which I found without much trouble. I remember feeling quite unprepared, and almost turned back, but instead, with a nod to the handful of lecturegoers already seated, I slipped into the third row. Just before the lecture began, a large group of students arrived. The front rows were suddenly filled with people, all of whom knew each other and were chatting back and forth, and I felt very much in the way, as though I were intruding.

         The lecture dealt mainly with the logistical apparatus required to ensure the steady flow of goods and resources which kept Roman society functioning. In particular, it focused on the challenges of importing, transporting and storing the vast quantities of grain needed. The lecture was in German and as it went on I became more and more aware that my command of the language was not quite as good as I had hoped. While my German was perfectly adequate for everyday use, many 9of the nuances and technical terms were lost on me. Still, my interest was piqued and when I left the lecture theatre, it was with the certainty that I would come back.

         And eventually I did go back, the day before yesterday, arriving only moments before the lecture began. This time I was on surer ground. In the meantime, I had not only become better acquainted with the Romans, I had also begun to feel more at home among the students, and on several occasions I had sneaked into classes in the various departments. Both my knowledge of German and my world had expanded, and I began to move around with a cautious eagerness that opened one door after another, to rooms and lecture theatres where I often sat at the back, to classes which, for one reason or another, had caught my interest and, of course, to the world of the Romans – to doors leading in or out.

         I felt well-prepared. I had found video recordings of the first lectures in the series and familiarised myself with some of the technical terms being bandied about. At the library I had picked up books about the Roman Empire’s resources and the scarcity thereof: about water consumption, mining and food imports. I had read articles on both the grain trade and the management of the enormous granaries, and I had finally finished Janita Weng’s Rome and Rye, in which she argued that it was the shortage of wheat in the north which had halted the Roman expansion. I had sat in my armchair night after night, reading her long and detailed descriptions. I read about the 10critical importance of grain rations and supplies, about the unrest that broke out as soon as distribution began to fail, about wheat bread as a marker of identity, as Weng put it. She posited that the Roman sense of self was inextricably bound up with the grain supply, wheat having been viewed from early on as the very thing that distinguished humans from animals, Romans from barbarians. The story of wheat had become the story of a people’s superiority, she contended. In Plautus’s comedies the primitive tribes were mocked for offering weeds to their guests, as if they were oxen. Weng cited Pliny and Galen. She described the Roman aversion to the black bread eaten in the cooler regions of Thrace and Macedonia, which was not considered fit for human consumption. She expounded on the evils of rye, and apparently this was the one thing Romans could agree on – and had for five hundred years: without wheat, they would fall into a primitive state, into the depths of barbarism. Only wheat eaters were civilised. An emperor or praefectus annonae unable to provide his people with wheat could scarcely be deemed Roman, and it went without saying that grains such as rye were fit only for barbarians and beasts.

         As it turned out, I had gradually become more interested in the barbarians than in the Romans. In all those who had provided the building blocks for the Roman world, in vanished peoples the Romans barely knew about, and in all those who came after, who would soon encroach on the Roman territories, countless tribes and groups and peoples with names I’d 11never heard of. My forays into the world of the Romans had taken me in several directions at once, into a web of countries and kingdoms and cultures. I was no longer preoccupied with my own arrested state or the boundaries of the Roman Empire – or at least not as much as before. What intrigued me now were all the different empires that had existed, constantly interacting with one another, sometimes through war and conflict, other times through gradual cross-pollination.

         Maybe that is why I returned once more to the university the day before yesterday. Because I wanted to know more. About this fine-woven network which stretched out in every direction. The contrast, perhaps, between all the Romans’ containers and this constant exchange with their surroundings. In any case, I once again took the tram to the university, running a little late, and dashed across the square, past the people sitting about on the low walls, took a shortcut along one of the buildings and slipped in through a side door close to the lecture theatre where the lecture was to be held. The flock of young students had already fluttered into their places and sat there, restless and chattering in the front rows as I hurried up the steps and took a seat towards the back where there was a bit more air. Further along my row sat three or four others. Henry Dale – or the person who turned out to be Henry Dale – was among them.

         I didn’t see him at first. I was sitting a few seats in from the end of the row and only noticed him because he left the lecture 12theatre during the break, just before it was time for questions. He must have been sitting somewhere in the middle of the row, and now he got up, slung his bag over his shoulder and made to leave. I could see someone else had stood up to let him pass, so I rose too, my seat springing up behind me as I took a step back to make way.

         He seemed impatient but also strangely apologetic, and something about him made me look twice at the man descending the steps with his hair in a ponytail, his big bag, his jacket over his arm and his somewhat awkward manner. He was older than the students I had previously sat next to in the front rows, so I assumed he was a lecturer or possibly a mature student. He struck me as being out of sync with everyone else in the room, not by much, but enough to catch my eye as he walked briskly down the steps to the exit.

         I had the feeling I had seen him before, but there’s nothing unusual in that. I see the same people again and again and have often caught myself saying hello as if we knew each other, though I’m well aware that it’s only me who knows them. Usually, of course, I see them at the same time or in the same place, but it can happen that someone turns up in a totally different setting: a shop assistant minding the till at the supermarket in the morning may come walking along the street in the afternoon, a diner I’ve seen at a restaurant might suddenly be standing in front of me in a shop, and now I had the feeling that I had seen the man who had just edged past 13me before. I remembered the bag and wondered if maybe I had seen him in the canteen, but there was something different about him. Maybe it was his clothes, or his hair, I wasn’t sure. I noticed the colour of his shirt, a dusty green. I liked it, but it was unusual. Whatever it was, it caught my attention.

         At first, there was nothing in this to make me think twice. He was just a man in a green shirt with a bag over his shoulder. I might have seen him before, but I don’t spend much time thinking about the men I come across or their outfits, not any more, not in these autumn days of mine – unless, of course, they happen to be football fans or bicycling bag thieves.

         When the man in the green shirt had passed me and was heading down the stairs to the exit, the first question was already being answered. I had prepared a question myself, something to do with Janita Weng’s theories and the matter of other types of grain, such as rye, which could have had implications for the food supply, but I lost my train of thought and didn’t get to ask it.

         I don’t know whether that was why yesterday I took the tram to the university yet again, attending the same lecture and sitting in the same seat, or if it was because I had, after all, sensed that something wasn’t quite right. When I arrived, I noticed someone was missing from further down the row, and I couldn’t spot the man in the green shirt even though I glanced around discreetly a couple of times to look for him, 14while at the same time trying to concentrate on the various aspects of the Roman grain trade: techniques for loading and unloading, considerations regarding shelf life, the problems of storage, bulk measurements, the handling of payment methods and comparisons between the transportation of grain by land or sea and that of other essential products, raw materials and resources, salt, tin and cement, oils and fish sauces – all the necessities of the Roman Empire.

         But the missing lecturegoer did not show up. Or rather, he appeared during the break, after the lecture had ended, and took a seat two rows behind me. I saw him climbing the steps, heading for the back rows, and shortly afterwards it was announced that there would now be an opportunity to ask questions. This time the latecomer was wearing a blue shirt, but there was no doubt in my mind that it was him. He still had his jacket over his arm and his bag over his shoulder, and he made it to his seat before the first question was asked.

         Again, I had my question ready. This time I had written it down. I wanted to ask whether it could be true that – despite the difficulties in obtaining enough grain for both the inhabitants of Rome and the legions stationed in the empire’s provinces – the Romans had never, at any time, eaten or imported rye, and also whether the poor wheat yield north of the Germanic border could have been a contributing, or perhaps even decisive, factor in impeding the Roman expansion northwards. 15

         I had, of course, already realised that something was very wrong. Not only was I quite possibly the only person in the room interested in the Romans’ relationship with rye, but also – or first and foremost – the man who had just walked up the steps was wearing the wrong coloured shirt. Because the eighteenth of November does not change shirts. The eighteenth of November repeats itself, and the passengers of the eighteenth of November do not wear two different shirts at the same point in the day. In the eighteenth of November, people follow patterns, and as long as you don’t divert them from their established routines, they will stay in their allotted places. They don’t walk down the steps one day and up the steps the next.

         As the man in the green shirt was going up the steps, now wearing blue, it began to dawn on me that I might not be the only one at odds with the eighteenth of November. There could be other explanations, of course, and I did consider a couple of them even though I knew: this was a break in the pattern, and the only plausible explanation was that the man now taking a seat a few rows behind me in the lecture theatre was caught in time.

         Naturally, I never got round to asking the question I had prepared, because all I could think of was the man sitting two rows further back. Every once in a while, I could feel his eyes on me. I wasn’t dressed any differently from the day before and I was sure I was in the same seat, so I didn’t see how I 16could have attracted his attention. Maybe I had stared a bit too intently as he made his way up the steps, maybe he had noticed how my focus had suddenly shifted to him.

         But it also occurred to me that he might already know that I inhabited another time. In any case, I had now figured out what was off about him and I found it unsettling. Like walking naked down a deserted street in the middle of the night and bumping into someone else also walking naked down that deserted street in the middle of the night. That’s how it felt. Naked. Like being exposed.

         As the last question from the floor was being asked, I began to pack up my notes and close my bag, ready to make a quick exit. During the questions, the man in the blue shirt had been sitting back, still with his jacket over his arm, and now he got up. I did the same, reaching the steps just as he came level with my row. I cleared my throat and said that I had a couple of questions I wanted to ask him.

         He nodded. I edged out from the row with my bag and as we walked down the stairs together I asked him, a touch of uncertainty in my voice – I don’t know whether it was my poor German or the unaccustomed situation that made me nervous, probably both – whether he was also a repetition. Ein Wiederholung, I said, realising as soon as I’d said it that it probably should have been Eine Wiederholung. The combination of my accent, my grammatical error and the oddness 17of the question made my words ring strangely in the air around us. He merely nodded but then thought better of it and gestured at the lecture theatre. Really, he said, it was all this that was a repetition. I nodded and said, yes, that was probably more accurate, because I was now certain that he too was stuck in the eighteenth of November.

         He proposed that we sit down somewhere and have a cup of coffee. I agreed and we headed towards the canteen, which was very busy. It would have been hard to find a free table where we could speak undisturbed, so he suggested that we get coffee from a machine down the corridor. On the way, he opened his bag to take out his wallet, and inside the open bag I caught a glimpse of green, which had to be his green shirt, before he closed the bag and asked what kind of coffee I’d like.

         While he was getting the coffee, I walked over to a group of tables in the corner. There weren’t many people, so I left my bag and went back to help with the coffees, which he was now attempting to carry across the room, juggling them precariously as his big shoulder bag threatened to tip him off balance. I rushed over to relieve him of one of the paper cups to allow him to steady himself. As we sat down at the table, I realised that we hadn’t introduced ourselves. I told him my name was Tara Selter. His was Henry Dale.

         He told me that originally, which is to say, before time fell apart, on the sixteenth of November to be exact, he had come 18to Düsseldorf to attend a conference at the university. He was from Norway, but he had studied in Freiburg and Düsseldorf. A long time ago, he said. He was a sociologist. Normally he lived in Oslo. Now he spent most of his time in Germany. Or in America, but that was a long story, he said.

         I told him that I had once studied anthropology. Now I was a bookseller, or rather, at present, I was not a bookseller. At present, I was nothing. I was interested in the Roman Empire. In the boundaries of it. Or I had been, until recently. Now the boundaries seemed to be crumbling. My horizon had broadened.

         But otherwise, I was nothing. I lived in one November day. On repeat. I had tried to make time pass. But it stood still. The eighteenth of November was a container, or at least that was how I saw it. I had tried to figure out why I was here. And to do as little damage as possible. I was trapped in a gilded cage, I said, then tried to explain what I meant by that. Or perhaps I was a monster. Gradually devouring my world. A monstrosity in the eighteenth of November. I could tell that there was something missing from my explanation. I looked at him. He said nothing. And then I thought: But so is he. Now there are two of us.

         I asked him when he first became aware that he was not the only one trapped in the eighteenth of November. Not until I asked my odd question, he said. But he had noticed that 19something wasn’t quite right. That’s why he had come back. He had thought there was something odd about me when he squeezed past on his way out of the row of seats in the lecture theatre.

         Once we’d finished our coffee, we sat with our empty cups in this unwonted situation for a while. I thought for a moment I might have alarmed him with my peculiar observations, but when I suggested, a bit tentatively, that we walk into town and perhaps find a place to eat, he nodded and got to his feet.

         He slung his bag over his shoulder, took our empty coffee cups and threw them into a bin while I picked up my own bag from the floor. Then we left the university. Two travellers with bags a little too big for their situation.

         A couple of hours later, I returned home – dazed and filled with a sense of unreality. Surely it wasn’t possible for two people, quite independently of each other, to be caught in the same eighteenth of November? And even if it weren’t impossible, what were the odds of precisely those two people meeting?

         And this morning we met at Café Möller. We had both feared that the memory of our first meeting might have disappeared from the other’s mind overnight, but it had stuck. In two minds, not one. 20

         I had hardly slept. Henry had managed a couple of hours, but upon waking he remembered everything. He remembered that we had met. That we had had coffee. He remembered that we had strolled into town, a walk during which few words were spoken, the long silences between us a sign that we both needed a moment of quiet to make sense of what had happened. He remembered our dinner at a Japanese restaurant. He remembered what we had talked about.

         I will write it again: I have met someone who remembers. This sentence has been buzzing about in my head since this morning, and now I am typing it here, on my computer, in the document which I’ll print out shortly. On paper, on my remembering material – until yesterday the only place from which I could expect the slightest bit of memory, my sole witness, my confidant.

         But now there are two of us. Two of a kind: remembering, trapped in the eighteenth of November and no longer alone.

         # 1148

         My voice feels as though it’s been in hibernation. It cannot sustain the lengthy stream of conversation it’s been engaging in lately. I am struck by how few conversations I’ve had with those around me since celebrating Christmas with my family. And how brief these conversations have been. Brief and pleasant. And not at all tiring. 21

         But now we have talked and talked, Henry D. and I. Our voices grow hoarse, our vocal cords tire, we take breaks, we go our separate ways and when we meet again the conversation can continue. We don’t need to repeat ourselves, because neither of us forgets everything overnight. It’s strange to meet someone who remembers. After so many days of being alone in remembering. 1143 days of everything vanishing from everyone else’s memory.

         Or 1144 days. We have compared our numbers and they are not the same. Henry has one more day than I do. According to him, we first met and had coffee and walked into town and said goodbye outside a Japanese restaurant on day # 1144. According to me, day # 1144 was the day we met at Café Möller and greeted each other with a peculiar dance. I’ve counted the days in my notebook several times. Henry has counted his days too. I can’t arrive at a different result, and neither can he. I have 1148 days, he has 1149.

         But on most things we agree, with only minor variations. We agree that the eighteenth repeats itself. We agree that we’ve been through so many repetitions that they would amount to more than three years, if years were what we counted in. But we don’t count in years, we count in days, and the discrepancy is minimal, the gap small. We agree that two people carrying bags that were a little too big met at Heinrich Heine Universität, and that it was five days ago. We agree that we sat there with our paper cups, our disposable cups, our containers 22for hot drinks, and talked about the same suspended day. We don’t always use exactly the same words, but the words are accurate enough. We agree that we met at Café Möller four days ago. That we strolled by the river. That we met again three days ago and the day before yesterday and yesterday, when we wandered through the park, discussing the number of days once more, and today we will meet again. We no longer worry about forgetting. Or not so much, anyway.

         # 1150

         We settled the matter by tossing the sestertius. It sat in its cracked cup on the kitchen worktop, nestled among crumpled sachets of sugar and a single square of chocolate from a café we’ve visited.

         I had told Henry about the coin that led to Rome. How it had been lying on the worktop, out of place and almost in the way, before it suddenly transformed, launching my investigation of the Roman world, and in the end – that is to say, now – it is again only a coin, a piece of metal. It rests comfortably in its cracked cup and can be taken out when needed – to play heads or tails, for example – like the sugar, waiting in the cup, should you need a sprinkle.

         And we did: need the sestertius. And when we tossed it to settle the number of days, Henry won. As a result, I am skipping day # 1149 and Henry Dale has moved into my flat. And with that, we have synchronised time and place. 23

         He has moved in with his bag, his clothes and some books and papers he collected from his hotel. He has put his toothbrush in a glass in our bathroom, and he has hung his green shirt and a pair of trousers over the armchair in the living room. We talked about things that stay and things that disappear. He thinks the shirt will stay with him even though it’s fairly new. He no longer needs to sleep with it at night or carry it around in his bag.

         We haven’t quite synchronised our language. He tends towards German, I towards English. I think of his Norwegian as a winter language, a language of snow. We switch between German and English and occasionally a bit of French.

         Today Henry got hold of a sofa bed, which he has put in the living room. We’ve moved the dining table back into the kitchen. There it stands with its chairs around it, and with people who sit down on them and eat meals, talk and remember. I have moved most of my papers and books into my bedroom, and tomorrow we will pick up a coffee table Henry found in a second-hand shop. Soon we will have a sofa and a coffee table and an armchair tucked in the corner.

         We have gone shopping for our dinners. Henry was hesitant when I insisted on buying groceries past their sell-by dates. He says he’s trying to get used to eating rubbish. He knows we’re using up the world. He has seen it too: the empty shelves. He has seen dishes being erased from the blackboard 24menus in restaurants and cafés, and he has seen the breakfast buffet at a hotel being emptied of little packets of apricot jam, but then he simply moved to a different hotel. Or a different city. I told him I had the same problem, as I too am partial to apricot, but switched to strawberry before the apricot jam ran out.

         He finds it a strange set of experiences to have in common. A single-sized packet of jam. The sound of coffee machines. Blackboard menus. Endless strings of hotels and beds and cafés. Welcome to the leisure class, he said. I said that a class of two was a very small class. Larger than a class of one, though.

         He believes my urge to eat rubbish is an overreaction. What good will it do? It’s true we’re emptying our world, but what difference will it make? I believe that we use up a little less of the world if we only take what’s going to be thrown out anyway. That way there will be more left if the nineteenth ever comes round again.

         He doesn’t believe the nineteenth will come round again. Or so he says. He thinks that if it were possible, it would have happened long ago. He has inhabited the eighteenth for so long that he no longer believes in the nineteenth. But hadn’t he also been alone in his loop for so long that he assumed he would be alone forever, I asked. He supposed he had, he said. But we live and learn. Yes, I said, we live and learn. I’m not entirely sure why I sounded so optimistic, because I no longer 25believe in the nineteenth either. But perhaps one of us has to be the optimist. That way, we each have our role to play.

         The thought of it makes me dizzy. That this whole time another person has been living in the same eighteenth of November as me when I believed I was alone. That we’ve been eating apricot jam and asking the same questions. That Henry believed he was alone too. But we were not.

         # 1167

         What do I think of Henry Dale? I don’t know. What would I have thought of him if we had met under different circumstances? I’m not sure it’s sympathy I feel for him. It’s something else, a feeling that we’re bound by a common fate. By something that has befallen us both.

         This morning, when Henry D. came into the kitchen wearing a white shirt I hadn’t seen before, it made me think of a hospital room: a bare room containing two beds. And there we lay, myself and another girl. I must have been thirteen or fourteen, she a couple of years older. We were in to have our tonsils removed, and she had turned up carrying a green bag, with her thick curly hair pushed back with a headband, clearly not happy about having to comply with hospital rules and change into hospital clothes and be operated on. While I was already in bed wearing my white hospital gown, she dispatched a nurse to fetch her a new one because the gown she had been given was too small. 26

         The nurse admired her bag and enquired about her life and her school. She responded in a condescending tone and repeatedly asked for help with the slightest things, as if the nurse were her maid or her dresser.

         We had to fast that night, so instead of eating dinner we drank dark-red squash in bed. It was clear that my roommate felt it beneath her dignity to be saddled with me. As though she blamed me and my childishness for our having to drink squash and go to bed early like little kids and after agreeing that the squash tasted weird, we didn’t talk much that evening.

         The next morning, we were wheeled off to the operating theatre – first me, then her shortly afterwards. A mask was placed over my face and I was instructed to count to ten, but I only made it to four, and when I woke up I was back in my room and the bed next to mine was gone. All I remember is feeling dizzy and seeing the empty space next to me. I grew queasy and looked around for the cord to pull to call a nurse, but it wasn’t there and soon I drifted off to sleep.

         When I woke, the bed next to mine was back in its place and my neighbour was fast asleep. I tried once more to find the cord to call for help. All I could see was a lone hook high up on the wall where the cord should have been fastened. Gingerly, I turned over and tried to inch closer to the wall and up to the hook, but my arms were floppy and buckled 27under my weight when I tried to prop myself up. The second time I tried, I became nauseated and threw up blood onto the white pillowcase. Later, I tried again and on the third or fourth attempt I succeeded. I managed to push myself against the headboard and wriggle my back up the wall, which was a yellowish-white and oddly grainy, then lifted myself higher and finally pulled on the hook where the cord should have hung. I heard a sound in the corridor, but nothing happened.

         Sometime later, a nurse came into the room. She glanced from one bed to the other, from my sleeping neighbour’s cord to the one that should have been hanging next to me, up to the hook and down to my pillow. I don’t know why I remember it so clearly, since I must still have been affected by the anaesthetic. She said my pillowcase looked as if it needed changing, and she must have taken care of that, but I didn’t wake up again until my mother, my father and Lisa came into the room, one after another through the heavy brown door. My pillowcase was clean and white, my roommate awake and sitting up, and from the hook hung a cord, zigzagging down the wall, still kinked from being folded and stored.

         For the rest of our stay we barely spoke to each other. I was the younger, unremarkable patient who quickly recovered and was soon back to normal, while she lay pale and listless in bed, in pain, her hair lank and dull. She considered herself too grown up to enjoy the generous scoops of vanilla ice cream we were given, and nothing could remove the woeful 28expression from her face until, all of a sudden, she felt better, took a long shower and emerged as her former self.

         Everyone was thrilled and applauded her dramatic transformation from ashen-faced patient to glamorous teenager. The next day we were picked up by our parents: she by her mother, who was greeted with a half-hearted grimace, me by my family, who insisted on taking pictures of the two of us in our room.

         I don’t know if under different circumstances – had we been older, for instance – we might have become friends. I doubt it, but I left the hospital feeling that the situation had brought us together, and that, whether we liked it or not, a bond had been forged between us.

         I don’t know why I thought of my hospital companion. Perhaps because that’s how I see Henry D. The strangeness of the situation has brought us together. As if we were alone in a world of anaesthetic, squash and white shirts.

         # 1173

         But Henry and I can hardly stop speaking. We exchange stories and I have told him about Thomas, about Clairon-sous-Bois, about T. & T. Selter, about the sound of a person in a house. I have told him about my seventeenth of November, about my first eighteenth of November, about my visit to Philip and Marie, about the burn which healed. I have told him about 29foggy days with Thomas, about wanderers and divers and shipwrecked sailors, about the fog lifting, about our investigations, about twins and teams of horses and lumberjacks. I told him about fried eggs that vanished from memory, about Thomas’s hunger just as we had finished eating at the table. The feeling of a chasm opening between us. Of being alone.

         I said that I had felt like I had been rebuilt, that I became someone else. I described my foolish hope of leaping back into normal progressive time at the end of the first year. I told him about my Christmas with my family and my attempt to build the seasons. I told him about winter and spring and summer. About the bicycling bag thief and the roads to Rome.

         I think Henry D. finds me odd. A curiosity. In fact, he has said as much. To sit in a house, listening to your lost love, pretending you are still together. To believe that you can leap back after a year of eighteenths of November. To think you can build seasons by travelling north or south.

         He felt his approach to the situation had been more pragmatic. He was under no illusions, he said. He didn’t believe that you could find a way back, and he didn’t believe that you could capture what had been lost or come up with an explanation. One has to admit defeat, he said. Accept one’s losses. Live with the repetition. That sort of thing. Even so, sometimes he had still hoped that he’d wake up to the nineteenth. And the twentieth. That there would be a change. 30

         He told me about his seventeenth of November: an uneventful day. He told me about his sixteenth of November: he had taken a plane from Oslo to Düsseldorf and arrived on the evening of the sixteenth. He was to attend a conference starting on the seventeenth. He would be delivering the closing keynote, he said, but had to explain what that meant. The final lecture. He was scheduled to do that on the nineteenth. In other words, tomorrow, he said with a slight smile. He had written his speech, but he didn’t think he’d have any use for it any more. Besides, he said, he would have had to rewrite it. He’d had time to think.

         On the seventeenth, he had attended the conference, which started at one o’clock, met some colleagues and gone out to dinner with them that evening. On the eighteenth, he had again attended the conference and then spent the evening preparing for the next day. But the next day was not the nineteenth. It was the eighteenth of November for the second time. And so it continued. You know what I mean, he said. I believed I did.

         It wasn’t during breakfast at the hotel that he realised what had happened. He had eaten a little later than on the previous day. There had been no newspapers at his hotel, only a screen showing the news in one of the breakfast rooms. He had been reviewing his speech in the next room and hadn’t noticed anything amiss. Only when he arrived at the conference did he realise that the day was repeating itself, and it wasn’t the 31nineteenth at all. No need to say any more, I guess, he said.

         He had been thirty-seven years old when it began – when the day got stuck, as he put it. He hadn’t measured time in years, but he had counted his days. He hadn’t tried to build seasons or imagined that there was a normal year running underneath him or alongside him – or above him, for that matter. Or within him. He hadn’t imagined that time was a container. He had taken each day as it came, a long tunnel of days.

         But he said he had become a different person. He knew what it was like: the feeling that his mind had been rebuilt, that a path had been cleared or snow shovelled, that a thicket had been cut down or tiles laid. He had changed his appearance. He had let his hair grow and now wore it in a ponytail. He hadn’t had one before. Or a man bun, as he called it when he twisted his hair round a couple of times and fastened it with an elastic band.

         We sat at the window table in Café Möller, and as he spoke he played with the elastic band he used to tie his hair. I haven’t always looked like this, he said. He had been back to Heinrich Heine Universität several times during his November days, but after he let his hair grow, it was as if he became someone else. When he bumped into one of the other delegates at the conference, they nodded to him with a glimmer of recognition, but it was clear that they couldn’t quite place him. He must have changed a great deal. 32

         After realising time had come to a halt, he had taken things one day at a time. He would shower in the morning, then shave; it was a routine. At the hotel they only made up your room if you hung a sign on the door. Fortunately, he said, otherwise he wouldn’t have been able to keep track of the days. One morning he had counted his disposable razors in the bathroom bin. There were seven, but one was from the seventeenth, he believed, so six days must have passed. From that morning on, he had counted his days.

         He had only realised his hair was growing when he noticed he needed a haircut. He hadn’t noticed his nails were growing either; he had cut them without giving it a second thought, he said. So we had that in common, too.

         He’d had his hair cut at a barber’s near the hotel, and later, when he’d left Düsseldorf, he went to a barber’s wherever he happened to be. He hadn’t liked these haircuts, because they reminded him that time was passing. Every time he went, he would sit there thinking about how much more time had passed. So he’d let his hair grow and time slip by without these sharply defined intervals. Now he was used to it. Used to being someone else.

         I had asked him about his work a few times, and each time he had tried to dodge the question, but now he said that, in a way, that was what his research was all about: becoming someone else. About our response to the sudden changes in 33human existence. Sharp ruptures. Existential abruptions, as he called them. He had written an article I could read if I was interested: ‘Homo Abruptus: The Sociology of Identity Ruptures’.

         He believed it was a distinctly human trait. The ability to sever ties with the past and chart an entirely new course. To reinvent yourself. Our highly developed adaptability. He called it our abruptive capacity. Or compulsion. It might even explain our success as a species. He had seen it as an asset to human life. Perhaps something distinctly human, he thought. Or had thought, at least. Now he wasn’t so sure.

         That was the short version, he said, after tossing in a few examples. Something about the human ability to create a new life for yourself. The abrupt shifts. Charting an entirely new course, even if it means burning bridges. That sort of thing. He had also written a book, but it was in Norwegian. I wanted to know more, but he didn’t feel like going into detail, not right now. It had been a long time since he had talked to anyone about his work. He had had time to second-guess himself. His research was, of course, built upon the theories of others, he said, and he mentioned a couple of sociologists I hadn’t heard of, and one I had come across when I was studying. He had refined his theories and introduced the concept of Homo abruptus. In Norwegian, his book was titled Det abrupte mennesket, the abrupted human. I told him I thought it had a nice ring to it when he said it in Norwegian. He wasn’t so sure. 34He had started having doubts about the title and couldn’t stand hearing himself explain it. The lecturing tone, he said.

         But maybe he would tell me more some other time, he said, without voicing what we both were thinking: that there would be more, that these conversations could continue, and not just for two, three or ten days, but perhaps even longer. That we might revisit this conversation, again and again. Our conversations didn’t need to be one-off strikes. A world had opened up, and it was not all to the good; we were in some strange way bound together. There was a promise of more conversations, but not only that. There is something alarming about the thought of being bound to a random person. There is the certainty of having gained a travel companion, but also the sense of having been assigned some of the responsibility for their baggage.

         He was happy, however, to talk about his eighteenth of November. About how initially, he had thought it was some kind of dream. How he had acted as if nothing had happened. Or almost nothing. As if it would all go away if he just thought about something else.

         For the first few days, he attended the conference and acted as if it was the eighteenth for the first time. After that, he had stayed at the hotel, treating each day as a sort of gift. Days which he could spend tackling jobs he’d been putting off: proofreading an article, giving feedback to students, writing 35emails he had forgotten to respond to, all this he got done, and he sent it off in the belief that he was catching up on his to-do list. He had retreated into his usual work bubble, feeling that he had been granted extra time. He had been so slow to grasp what had happened that, at first, he was actually relieved to see the eighteenth of November reappearing in the top corner of his computer screen. For a long time, his days had felt like an endless train of tasks hurtling towards him. It had felt this way for years, in fact. As soon as one carriage had passed, the next was already on its way. And once the entire train had passed, a new one with just as many carriages would appear in the distance. Days full of more work and new projects: a conference, a manuscript to complete, a lesson plan to be prepared, an application for external research funds to be coordinated with his co-applicants, peer reviews, papers to read, another conference and, of course, CV maintenance, as he called it: placing articles in the right journals, small projects that looked good but were not too time-consuming, organising events with researchers from whom he hoped to receive similar invitations. And then there were new curriculums, collegial debates, hushed conversations in corners, an appointments committee which put him in a bit of a bind, a statement that called for diplomacy, minor squabbles, not to mention the constant stream of emails, reminders and deadlines.

         I felt quite breathless hearing him reel off this long list, which he had clearly been brooding over for some time. I found his response to the suspension of time stranger than my own. His 36work assignments, his university jargon and his mechanical reaction seemed more bizarre to me than sitting and listening to one’s beloved making tea, walking up or down the stairs, opening doors, peeing and listening to music. But soon enough, Henry Dale had realised that his obsession with work was pointless. He had drafted a few comments on a new curriculum at his institute, attached them to an email and sent it to the office, relieved to have the matter resolved. But the next day he couldn’t resist adding a few more comments, which he sent off with a note referring to his previous email, only to receive a reply that his earlier email had never arrived. It had disappeared overnight, and he couldn’t find it in his outbox. The world had been reset, he said. Fortunately, so had his bank account. And after a few days, his phone had died – at first he couldn’t make calls, and eventually it stopped working altogether. His computer continued to function, but whatever he did on it disappeared. He could still start it up, but everything looked as it had on the morning of his eighteenth of November, and then it dawned on him – rather slowly, in my opinion – that nothing he had done had left any trace. None of his edits, no emails, no proof corrections, no comments. It was all gone, swallowed up into a vast digital void. He should have grasped it sooner, but he hadn’t. Like a robot he had stuck to his work routine. It was ridiculous, and he had felt like a fool.

         But it seemed like an exaggeration to me when he later described how, in the days that followed, he had felt even more 37foolish. The digital erasure, he claimed, was a perfect parallel to the world he had lived in before. It had occurred to him that the outcome would have been the same even if time hadn’t got stuck, ground to a halt, started repeating itself or whatever it was doing. Everything would have disappeared anyway, only more slowly. Or most of it, he said. Most of what he had done had been entirely meaningless.

         At first, I didn’t fully understand what he meant, but what he meant was that most of his work amounted to no more than a brief stop on the way to the wastepaper basket. Curriculums that made no real difference would be changed after a year or two anyway, and could, in theory, be skipped altogether. Comments on articles that couldn’t be improved by his feedback would remain of average quality, be printed out, and then forgotten – changing nothing but the length of the author’s CV. And even that didn’t matter, because everyone else did the same, so their CVs got longer too. Evaluations that made no sense, and evaluations of evaluation methods which never led to change anyway. Monitoring procedures designed only to push students through their courses faster or pressure researchers into churning out more articles. Researchers who, in the name of productivity, chopped their findings into so many pieces that all coherence was lost. Students who were only interested in moving through the system, graduating and coming out the other side. Who never had time to read anything beyond the syllabus, and who did nothing with what they had read except compile those fragments which could 38help them to pass their exam, then promptly forgot it all. A kind of superficial knowledge that never sank down to their feet, as he put it. Everything he did was pointless, he said, and would disappear without trace. Larger and larger areas of his life had become precursors to pressing the delete key. The disappearance of his work into the digital void, which he had only become aware of after a few days, felt far too similar to his life before the eighteenth of November.

         In many ways, the repetition of the eighteenth of November came as a relief. A day that made no assertions of progress and propulsion and promotion. At least the eighteenth of November is honest, he said. It wipes the slate clean.

         I believed there was more of a difference. If the days had continued to pass, I would have returned to Thomas on the nineteenth of November, and winter, spring, summer and autumn would have come and gone several times. Our newly planted apricot tree would have grown, and we might already have picked its fruit. The rambling rose that Thomas’s grandfather had planted might have grown several feet taller and bloomed with a profusion of pink buds and white flowers and their falling petals sprinkled everywhere. We would have tended to old Selter’s garden and would be making plans for spring. The quince bush could have begun to bear quinces, the apple tree could have let fall its many apples, the birds in the tree could have hatched chicks, brood after brood. Maybe, for once, we would have remembered to sow cauliflower in the autumn. 39We would have brought something into the world. We might even have had a child. With another on the way, who knows? It would not be the same as the eighteenth of November repeating itself over and over again, I thought.

         Or you could have got divorced, Henry said. Or died. The apple tree could have been uprooted by a storm. And there would be nothing. No children, no marriage, no apples. Maybe, I admitted, but I didn’t like that he’d said it. Besides, I would rather be a hamster in a hamster wheel, growing leeks and chard to no purpose, than a monster stuck in a single day, devouring its world one bite at a time, I said, and proceeded to tell him about my discovery of the disappearing leeks in the garden, the shelves emptying, my plundering. Was that any better?

         He was insistent. He didn’t mean to be pessimistic. Not at all. We were alive. That was not nothing. But these things happen. You might have children, you might get divorced, you might suffer loss, you might die. These things happen, he repeated. One has to accept one’s losses. Come to terms with one’s disasters.

         He had already mentioned that he had a five-year-old son and an ex-wife who had moved to America with their child and her new boyfriend, but I didn’t like how he spoke about these things as if death and misfortune and divorce and loss were simply to be expected in life, so I returned to his 40eighteenth of November. I still felt that his response was far more bizarre than my own.

         Once he had realised the futility of his work, he began to read the things he hadn’t had time to read in his work bubble. Papers by his colleagues. Works he had referenced without fully reading. Articles that cast doubt on his conclusions. Older writings he should have read long before. Alternative explanations, counter-arguments, opposing theories. Past accounts of sudden transformations, conversions, metamorphoses. That sort of thing.

         He discovered that much of what he had previously read had not stuck in his memory. It had all been sorted into what he could use, which was funnelled into his work, and what he had no use for. Both types were forgotten as soon as they had passed through his hands and he had written his article, given his presentation or lecture or whatever he had needed them for. Now he started to think again. He began storing information he had no use for. He started looking around without knowing what to do with what he saw. Collecting unusable pieces of the world. Like grit in the mind. It slowed things down. Now there were sounds when he roamed around in his thoughts. Before, it had been quiet and dark. He had been an owl: silent, efficient and intent only on the prey he was about to catch.
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