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The rough wool sack gently scratched my face as it was snatched off of my head. I 
gasped in the fresh air. It was like emerging from beneath the surface of the water after holding 
your breath as long as possible. The comparison came to mind unbidden, and it puzzled me. 
What did I know of water? I had no memories, no way of remembering that feeling, yet, I did. 
Somehow I knew what it was like to swim and hold my breath, despite the impossibility of it.

Along with the difference in the air quality, the amount of light seared my eyes. The sack 
had been mostly dark, with little light filtering in through the weaving. I couldn’t make out the 
details of the room through the white spots of light that danced across my vision. Because it took 
time for my eyes to adjust, I could not match the short, pounding, rhythmic footsteps to a person 
before they disappeared. Even when I could see the room clearly, there was little to see. There 
were only three small rectangular lights hanging from the ceiling, but everything was made of 
reflective steel, from the four solid walls to the chair I was handcuffed to. There didn’t appear to 
be any doors or windows. There was no way out. 

My breathing echoed against the smooth walls. I held my breath for a moment; yes, it did 
stop. I needed insurance that I was alone; I needed assurance that there wasn’t someone just out 
of view. Whatever was going on was not good, and I needed to keep my guard up. I craned my 
neck in circles in an attempt to familiarize myself with my surroundings.

Then there was a sharp, electronic beep, and a portion of the wall slid forward and to the 
left. Standing in this hidden doorway was a young woman in a business jacket and pencil skirt. 



She wasn’t exactly tall, but she was above average, and her bearing made her seem a giant. Her 
hair was pulled back sharply into a red, curled ponytail. She strode into the room and circled me 
expectantly.

“Well?” she snapped as she paused in front of me, glaring with her cold gray eyes.  I 
blankly stared back at her. “No threats? No ransom? Come now, I can’t believe a Cleaner would 
be so calm about this. Too many secrets stored up in that head of yours.”

“I have no secrets,” I replied.

“You are a Cleaner,” the woman said through tightly clenched teeth. “You are the closest 
kept secret of the government; I should not even know you exist, yet you claim you have no 
secrets. How is that?”

“I’m a Cleaner. I’m not a human. My brain doesn’t have the capacity to store memories,” 
I sat up straighter in my chair to get a better look at her. She had settled on the edge of the table 
in front of me, and she was looking at me with sharp narrowed eyes, like a bird of prey. The 
government wipes my mind every night, because otherwise my brain would overload. It’s for my 
own safety. So I couldn’t have any secrets. I hate to disappoint you.” Her hands were on her hips 
and she let out an exasperated sigh from her perch.

“What do you mean? Of course you’re human. A despicable sort of human, but you’re a 
human nonetheless. How else would you do your job? Wiping memories, monitoring the world, 
that sort of thing,” the woman said as she hopped of the table. She slowly stalked toward me and 
leaned down so that her mouth was next to my ear. “Don’t play dumb with me,” she hissed.

“Amanda!” a voice exclaimed from my left. I turned to see the wall open again and a man 
standing in the doorway. He too had a commanding presence, but he didn’t seem quite so fierce. 
Dressed in khakis and a green button up shirt that matched his eyes, he leaned against the frame 
of the door. Though he appeared to be in his early to mid-twenties, his eyes told a different story. 
They were deep and sad, more the eyes of an old man than a young adult.

“David! I can handle this interrogation. She’s giving me some trouble, but I can break 
her,” the woman replied, standing at attention. 

“Amanda,” David sighed and sauntered in to the room. “You know that’s not how we 
handle interrogations. For goodness sake, we don’t even have interrogations! I’m still not sure I 
approve of this whole plan of yours in the first place. Now, just leave me to finish this, you go 
organize things or whatever it is you do for fun,” David waved his hand toward the door and 
smiled at her as she left.

“Now,” he said as he leaned against the table and stretched his long legs out in front of 
him. His smile disappeared as he raked a hand across his clean-shaven face. “I’m sure you’re 



wondering where you are and what is going on. I must apologize for the rough treatment. I truly 
did not intend for the wool sack kidnapping. We simply needed to get you here,” he ruffled his 
scruffy gold hair. “We need to understand what they’re doing. It’s sick, and people don’t even 
know what’s going on! We’re the Memorists. That’s what we’re trying to do. We’re trying to take 
down the system, and that’s why we need your help. ”

“They aren’t doing anything wrong,” I said as I shook my head in confusion. “They make 
the world good. They’ve taken away all the bad in the world.” David tried to interrupt me, so I 
began to talk louder. I had to make him understand. “Since World War 3, when the world 
organized itself into one government, bad has essentially been eliminated!” David stood up and 
started pacing.

“They didn’t take remove bad, they only take away the ability to remember it. People 
have no choice. You’ll forget your own best friend, brother, your own child for goodness sake! 
And why? Because the government has decided that it’s ‘bad’ and the only way they can keep 
control is by convincing people that nothing bad ever happens! Don’t you dare try to argue that 
with me. You have no idea what their ‘Utopia’ has cost me,” David shouted, spinning around on 
his heel to face me. His blood-red face paled instantly.

David walked over to me, squatted, and gently raised a hand to my face. “What is it? 
What are you doing?” I jerked away.

“Cariss?” he whispered, cupping my cheek lightly as a small smile spread across his face.

“What? What are you talking about?” 

He ran a hand over my smoothly shaven head and the smile melted off as quickly as it 
appeared. “How could they do that to you of all people? I was just sure they would make you a 
teacher. You’re too sweet to be a Cleaner.”

“What are you talking about? I’ve never been anything but a Cleaner. I’ve spent my 
whole life scanning memories and erasing the bad ones. I’ve spent most of my life hooked up to 
a computer, living inside other peoples’ heads. That’s all I can do. Cleaners are born, not made,” 
I drew my head away from him and moved to push him away before realizing I was still 
handcuffed.  

“Oh Cariss,” David sighed. “You weren’t born a Cleaner. You were born a normal person. 
Your name is Cara Isabelle Alsgrove. You are twenty-one years old. You have an older brother, 
Connor. You’re—“ 

“Stop. You must be mistaken. I’ve never been anything but a Cleaner,” I cut him off and 
rattled my handcuffs in another attempt to move farther from him.



David walked around behind me. Before I knew what he was doing, the handcuffs on my 
wrist were gone. “I’m not mistaken.” He pulled a small, worn paper out of his pocket and held it 
to his heart for a moment before holding it out to me. “This is how I know.”

I took it from him and looked at it. It was an old picture, and its wrinkles spoke volumes 
about how often it had been looked at. In the front, there was a thin, wiry boy with light blue 
eyes and dark red hair. He was taking the picture with the camera out in front of him. Behind 
him, a few feet in the back were two people sitting on a set of porch stairs, laughing, clearly 
unaware that a picture was being taken. The girl was younger, with deep turquoise eyes, a slim 
boyish figure, and long, beautiful strawberry blonde hair braided down her shoulder. The boy had 
bright green eyes and golden hair. He was much younger, but there was no mistaking that this 
boy was David. 

“That’s impossible.” I dropped the picture on the table offhandedly. It couldn’t be me in 
that picture. “I can’t have memories. My brain, it wasn’t made to store memories.”

“Your brain is no different from mine. If you’d like, I can prove it to you,” David said, 
reaching out for my hand. “Call me Davies. It’s what you always called me when we were kids. 
Couldn’t pronounce my name at first, but I was always over at your house.” David walked over 
to the wall and placed a hand on it. A blue light flashed where his hand was, and the door slid 
open. He led me down the hall as he talked. “Connor and I were best friends, and you were our 
little tag along. You drove Connor nuts, but I didn’t mind you that much. Not to say I didn’t tease 
you. I mean, I did always call you Cariss. It annoyed you to no end at first, but eventually it 
became our thing. You called me Davies and I called you Cariss.”

“Where are we going?” I asked when he led me onto an elevator. 

“We’re going to see Doctor Barres. He can show you that you’re perfectly human,” 
David, no Davies, said as he pressed the down button. Almost immediately, the doors opened to a 
new floor.

“Doc!” Davies exclaimed, smiling at an older gentleman that was sitting at a desk on the 
far end of the sterile, white room.

“Hmm? Oh, David, how can I help you?” The man said, pushing his wire-rimmed glasses 
up onto his thinning gray hair.

“Well Doc, I was wondering if you could take some CT scans for me. Trying to prove 
that she’s a perfectly normal human being,” Davies said, pointing his thumb at me. 

“Wait, slow down, who is this now?” Doctor Barres motioned toward me.

“Cleaner 4210,” I replied curtly.



“Cara Alsgrove,” Davies said at the same time.

“Well, which one is it?” the doctor asked as an amused smile crept across his face.

“Cariss here was my best friend when I still lived in the city. They turned her into a 
Cleaner though. Wiped her whole memory. I’m trying to prove to her who she is. It’s why I need 
the scans. Can you help?” 

Half an hour later, Davies and I were looking at two scans side by side. “This scan,” 
Doctor Barres pointed at the picture on the right, “is David’s brain. The other one is yours. Both 
are perfectly normal human brains. No difference to indicate any sort of inability to remember 
things. The only difference is this,” the doctor pointed at a small rectangular box near the front of 
my brain. “David has one too, but his was disconnected years ago. Yours is still functioning.”

“What is it?” My hand flew to my head instinctively. 

“We call them Erasers. They’re how the government monitors and wipes memories,” 
Doctor Barres explained.

“You’re wrong. Those must be fake. I would know if something like that was in my head. 
That’s not my brain. It can’t be. I’ve always known I’m not human. It was part of that innate 
knowledge that didn’t disappear. It wasn’t a memory and that was why I could remember it. 
You’re all lying to me!” I panted, squeezing my head between my hands.

“Cariss, we’re not lying. That is your brain. And the reason you don’t know about that is 
because they are implanted into babies’ brains about three months after birth. You never really 
knew any differently,” Davies put a hand on my shoulder.

I shook him off and wrapped my arms around my shoulders. Davies decided to take 
another approach. Placing a hand on my back, he steered me toward a mirror on the far end of 
the room. As I looked in it, he held up the picture again. “It’s you,” he whispered, wrapping an 
arm around my shoulders. “I’m going to get you back, and I’m not going to let anything happen 
to you. Okay?”

I turned around and walked back over to the scans. I shakily pointed to the Eraser and 
asked, “So, that’s why I don’t remember anything? I-I really am human?” When the doctor 
nodded, I sat down on an examination table and took a deep breath.

“Yes,” Davies whispered, tucking a hand under my chin so he could make me look up at 
him. “You are Cariss Alsgrove. Like I said.”



“Is there a way to fix it?” I looked at Doctor Barres earnestly. “You said his was 
disconnected. Can you disconnect mine?”

“Are you sure you want this? I know he wants it, but I won’t operate on anyone 
unwillingly,” the doctor asked as he stood in front of me.

“Yes, I’m sure,” I looked down at my hands. “I have to know. I have to know if what he’s 
saying is true. So can you do it?”

“Now, that’s the easy part. It may sting a bit, and you’ll be disoriented for a bit, but you 
should have at least some memories back by morning,” Barres said, shuffling into another room.

Barres came back with a silver, taser-like machine in his hand. “Just sit still,” he said, 
tilting my head to the left. The cold metal pressed up against my bare skin. There was a short, 
quick burning sensation and then nothing.

Hours later, I awoke in a strange room. My head was pounding and the soft light filtering 
through the curtains only served to make it worse. There was a faint rumbling sound to my left. 
Passed out in a plush blue chair was Davies. His snoring was only making the headache worse. I 
rolled over and buried my face in a pillow. The snoring eventually stopped, and I knew Davies 
was awake. 

“My head, it hurts...” 

“Doc said that might happen,” Davies said, moving to sit on the foot of the bed. “But 
other than that, how do you feel?”

“Not any different. I don’t remember anything,” I rolled over to face him. “Not a thing. 
You must have been wrong.”

“I don’t think so,” he handed me the picture from the day before. “Keep that.”

He left the room. I ran my finger along the edges of the picture. I traced the faces. I 
couldn’t remember. Not a thing. Everything felt blank. Something was missing, but I didn’t 
know what. Something felt wrong. Anger at my inability to remember started to build inside me. 
I threw the picture across the room, as though it would help.

The feeling was no different from the first day Davies had left. I didn’t know he had 
disappeared. I didn’t even remember he had existed, but I had known that something was wrong, 
that something was missing. 

“Wait,” I whispered to myself. I had just remembered that. No one had told me about 
Davies leaving, that wasn’t me constructing a memory based off of something Davies told me. 



That was me remembering. “Wait!” I yelled louder. Throwing the covers off, I dashed down the 
hall after Davies. “Wait! I-I remember! It’s a small memory, but it’s a memory,” I panted. I threw 
my arms around his neck. 

“What was it?” he smiled, returning the hug. 

“They-they made me forget you. Even before I was a Cleaner. Everyone was acting 
normally, but something was wrong. I knew it, but what could I say? Nothing bad was supposed 
to happen anymore. But they made me forget you,” I whispered, squeezing his neck tightly. As I 
hugged him, the memories came flooding back. 

There was a memory from not long before Davies left of me sitting by the pool with 
Connor and Davies. I could smell the loads of sunscreen Connor had lathered on. I could feel the 
sun scorching my skin. I could still see the angry blisters on Connor’s skin after he fell asleep 
while Davies and I went swimming.

There was a memory of me during my first year of school. I had run to Davies for help on 
a math project. He had been advanced in school as well, so I just knew he could help. We stayed 
up all night as he explained to me how to determine limits on graphs and practical uses for them. 
I remembered how sore my eyes were after staring at his holo-screen for hours, but I didn’t care. 
Spending time with Davies was great, and he was the only person that really understood my love 
for learning.

There were also memories from when I was younger. There was a clear one of staying up 
and watching a scary movie with the boys. It was from before the days of World War 3, back 
when there was still bad in the world, so it was quite old. I was about eight years old, so I 
decided I wouldn’t get scared. I sat on the couch in our living room between the boys. I tried to 
act like it didn’t scare me, but I was terrified. My skin was covered in tiny goosebumps, and I 
jumped at every noise I heard. Even later that night, after I had gone to bed, Connor and Davies 
decided to scare me. They opened my door and crawled along the floor until they were on either 
side of my bed and then they jumped out and yelled. I screamed and never managed to go to 
sleep that night. 

Funny memories, happy memories, scary memories. All of them, flooding back to me 
while I clutched his neck as though the whole world was falling apart and Davies was the only 
thing still standing.

“Shhh, it’s okay,” Davies murmured, rubbing my back. “Don’t cry. Don’t cry.”

“No, no, it’s not that,” I choked out. 

“What is it then?” Davies asked, pulling away to look me in the eyes.



“I want to help you with whatever you’re doing. I need to stop this. No one has the right 
to take away someone’s memories.”


