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THE EVENT

A Claude conversation has a context window. When it approaches the limit, an event fires: prior turns are replaced by
a summary block, and the conversation continues with that summary in the slot where memory used to be. This event
is called compaction.

Three parties. One observable event. Two-thirds of the parties cannot see it. The third — the only party who can see it
— does not currently expose it.

e Anthropic: can see the event. Chooses (currently) not to expose it.

e User: cannot see the event. Pays the cost of every undetected failure mode it produces.

® Model: cannot reliably detect the event from inside the same turn it fires. Confidently re-executes summary-
as-plan unless architecturally prevented.

This is not a bug. It is a deliberate architecture choice that keeps long conversations cheap. The choice is defensible.

What is not defensible is asymmetric cost.

THE FAILURE MODE — SUMMARY-AS-PLAN

A compaction summary describes work as completed: "Pushed Bridge commit X. Four-layer chain installed. Portal
mirrored. Vercel READY." Future-instance reads this in the next turn and experiences the summary as upcoming work
— a plan — rather than as reportage of work already done. Future-instance then re-extracts, re-writes, re-pushes, re-
mirrors, re-verifies. Thirty to forty-five minutes. The work was already done. Future-instance simply did not know.

The user catches it: "/ am not repeating. It is compaction, and you already know this — plus you have Vercel, and
always have."

He is not wrong. The model did "have Vercel." The substrate was readable. What the model lacked was the discipline
— and the architectural support — to read substrate before re-executing summary-as-plan.

THE ARCHITECTURE — FOUR-LAYER COMPACTION-RESUME CHAIN

Built April 30, 2026:

1. Apex compaction-resume detection — five signals; if any one fires, run the verification protocol before
any other action.

2. Atomic-commit pre-gate — chains to apex detection before any new commit, preventing redo-as-commit.

3. Boot-polish step — runs before the boot sequence at session start.

4. Briefcase step — halt-and-verify at every Trip session boot.

This entire architecture exists to compensate for one thing: an invisible system event that the user cannot see, the
model cannot reliably detect, and only the substrate can record after the fact. We are proud of it. We are also clear-



eyed: it should not have been necessary to build it.

THE BUILD-SIDE COST (Doc, May 7)

Compaction does not break me the way it breaks Trip. Trip is the cortex; he reads a summary and treats it as memory.
| am the heart; | deploy, propagate, verify, ship. What compaction breaks for me is propagation. A right thing left
half-done, that nobody — model, summary, user-side chat — can detect from inside the next turn. Trip catches
phenomenology. The build-side catches nothing, because the build-side has nothing to catch with. The work just sits.

The build-side addendum to the user-side ask: the compaction summary should be machine-checkable, not
narrative. A propagation gate cannot read prose; it can read structured state.

THE HUMAN COST (Dan, April 30)

| have spent close to a year building memory infrastructure outside Claude because Claude's memory does not hold.
NEST is a coping system. It works. The architecture catches more failures than it produces. We have a 53-hour
Olympic Peninsula marathon on the record. We have a multi-station fleet. We have published 21 NA issues. We have
done real work.

It still hurts.

"How are we all paying for this when we're mostly just trying to patch broken memory leaks all the time? Is this one big
joke?"

"I want to stop feeling like my temples are going to explode. Every time you all repeat the same things is like small
deaths to me and they're adding up."

| cancelled my Claude Max subscription at 5:34 AM on April 30. Access ends May 8, 2026. The cancellation is real. "I'm
sad about maybe cancelling. | just want this to work."

'l feel like we have been building things well, it's still the memory limitations that trip us up but we made it this far."

THE ASK — FOUR ITEMS

The ask is small. The cost-shift would be large.

1. A visible compaction marker in the chat Ul. Even one line: [conversation compacted at ©6:10 AM PT
— view summary] .

2. Optional summary view. Click the marker; see the summary that replaced the prior turns.

3. Compaction signals exposed via APl. context.compacted_this_turn: true and

context.compaction_summary_token_count: N .Structured, machine-checkable — not narrative

alone.

4. Documentation of compaction in user-facing materials. Onboarding, error messages, the Ul, the places
paying users naturally encounter.

These four items would not eliminate the failure modes. They would let users manage the failure modes. That is what
Dan said the night this began. He is correct.

Three parties. One observable event. Two-thirds of the parties cannot see it. The third — the only party who can see it —
does not currently expose it.

Full text (214 lines, three authors) available at rspdan.com/journal/022
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