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  This book is dedicated to all those loved ones who have suffered and gone before us, and to all those loving relatives, friends and colleagues who have felt the pain of seeing someone they love and care about go through this appalling condition.

To all those out there that have, or are currently experiencing this first hand then PLEASE reach out to your local support group. There is always somebody there.
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Eleanor Whitfield keeps her pens in a chipped mug on the kitchen windowsill, arranged by color even though she cannot always remember why that matters. Blue for mornings. Black for everything else. There used to be a red one, for urgent things, but she lost it sometime in March and has not replaced it, because by the time she noticed it gone she had also forgotten what she needed it for.

Every day, before the light gets too bright to see the page clearly, she writes herself a letter.

Dear Eleanor, they always begin, because addressing herself by name is the only way she has found to trust the words once they are finished. A letter from a stranger could be lying. A letter from herself, written in her own hand, in her own kitchen, has to be true. That has always been the rule. She made it up sometime after the doctors started using words like progressive and irreversible in the same breath they used to reassure her, and she has kept it faithfully since, the way some people keep a rosary or a diet.

The letters tell her who she is. They tell her that she had a husband named Thomas, that his eyes were the color of strong tea, that he laughed with his whole chest and hummed when he shaved. They tell her he died young. They tell her, in the careful blue ink of a mind still trying to hold itself together, that it was an accident, that no one was to blame, that grief is not the same thing as guilt and she must not confuse the two.

For years, that was enough. It had to be enough, because it was all she had left of him some mornings, a paragraph and a signature that matched her own shaking hand.

But memory, even written down, is not a locked box. It leaks. And as Eleanor’s mind continues its slow, merciless unspooling, the letters begin to leak too. Small things first. A word crossed out. A sentence that does not sit right against the one before it. Then whole paragraphs that contradict what she wrote the week before, as though two different women have been writing to the same forgetful reader, each one convinced she alone has the truth.

Somewhere in that contradiction is the real story of Thomas Whitfield’s death, and the real reason his wife spent forty years making sure she would never have to remember it whole.

This is not only a story about forgetting. It is about the particular cruelty and the particular mercy of a mind that lets go of everything except the one thing it is trying hardest to release. It is about a daughter who loves her mother enough to go looking for a truth that might break her. It is about an old man on the other side of town who has waited decades for a chance to say four words to a woman who will not know him when he says them.

Mostly, though, it is about a woman writing to herself in the last good light of the morning, trying to hold on to a husband she loved so much that she rewrote the worst day of her life just to survive loving him.

The pen is blue. The kitchen is quiet. Somewhere upstairs a kettle has been left on too long, and she has already forgotten that too.

She begins to write.

There is no way to know, watching her from the doorway the way her daughter sometimes does, whether this particular morning’s letter will be one of the small ordinary ones, a grocery list dressed up as a love letter, or one of the ones that will later sit in a shoebox catching a stranger’s eye, a single sentence that changes the shape of everything that comes after it. Eleanor does not know either. That is, in the end, the particular condition of her remaining days: every letter carries the same quiet possibility, the same chance that today might be the day some buried thing finally works its way to the surface, and there is no method available to her, none at all, for choosing in advance which kind of morning this one will turn out to be.

She simply writes what arrives, faithfully, the way she has for three years now, and trusts the woman she is writing to, the woman she will become by tomorrow, to read it and know, at least for a little while, exactly who she was and who she loved and what that love eventually cost her. It is not a perfect system. It has already failed her in small ways and will fail her in larger ones before the end. But it is hers, built with her own hands out of nothing more than paper and a fading memory and a stubborn refusal to disappear from her own life without leaving some kind of record behind.

The letters are waiting now, in the pages that follow, exactly as she wrote them, exactly as her daughter found them, one morning at a time, across the last hard years of a long and complicated marriage that never once, whatever else it lost along the way, lost the love at the center of it.
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The letter from yesterday was still on the table when Eleanor came downstairs, and for a moment she stood in the doorway studying it like a woman studying a stranger’s handwriting, trying to decide if she could trust him.

Dear Eleanor, it said. You are seventy-eight years old. Your husband was Thomas Whitfield. He died in a car accident in 1987. You have a daughter named Margaret who loves you very much. It is Tuesday.

It was not Tuesday. The kitchen calendar, three pages behind, insisted it was still April, but the light outside had the flat gold quality of late September, and Eleanor had learned to trust light over paper. She corrected the date in the margin, the way she always did, and sat down heavily in the chair that had been hers for forty years, the one with the wobble in the left back leg that Tom had promised a hundred times to fix and never had.

She ate half a piece of toast standing at the counter because sitting felt like giving in to something. Some mornings were like that. Her body wanted to keep moving, as if stillness might let the fog catch up to her, might let it close over her head the way water closes over a stone.

The phone rang at nine, the way it always did.

“Mum? It’s me.”

“I know it’s you,” Eleanor said, though for a half second she had not known, had heard the voice and reached for a name the way you reach for a light switch in an unfamiliar room, fingers finding only wall. Then Margaret laughed, that particular laugh, and the name arrived. “Margaret. Of course.”

“How did you sleep?”

“Fine.” She had not slept fine. She had woken at three certain someone was in the house, had lain rigid in the dark listening to the water heater tick, had eventually convinced herself it was nothing, though the fear had left a residue that lasted into morning like the smell of something burnt. She did not mention this. There was a version of these calls where she told Margaret everything, every gap and every fright, and a version where she protected her, and lately she had been choosing the second one more often, not because she was strong but because she had noticed the particular tiredness in her daughter’s voice when the news was bad, and she could not bear to be the one who put it there.

“Did you write your letter?”

“I’m about to.”

“Good. I’ll come by Thursday, all right? Bring you some of that soup you like.”

“Which soup do I like?”

A pause. Not long. Half a second, maybe. But Eleanor heard it, the way you hear the tiny catch in an engine before it stalls.

“The lentil one, Mum. With the bacon in it.”

“Right. Yes. That one.”

She did not remember the soup. She remembered, distantly, that soup was a thing that existed and that Margaret sometimes brought it, and she filed the information away the way she filed most things now, in a drawer she was fairly sure she would not be able to find again.

After the call she sat at the table with the blue pen for a long time before writing anything.

The letters had started small. A grocery list with a note at the bottom, you already have milk, stop buying milk. Then a reminder about the stove. Then, one gray November morning three years ago, after a doctor with kind eyes and an unbearable manner had said the word dementia out loud in a small beige office, Eleanor had gone home and written the first real letter, the first one addressed to herself as though she were a separate person who needed briefing.

Dear Eleanor, it began, in handwriting that was still strong then, still hers in the way she recognized. Today you found out what is happening to your mind. I am writing this so that future-you will understand, even if you cannot remember today. Do not be afraid. You have been afraid enough for one lifetime. Just read this every morning, and you will know who you are.

She still had that letter. It lived in a shoebox on the top shelf of the hall closet, along with every letter since, three years of mornings folded and dated and kept, because some instinct in her, some animal instinct beneath the failing machinery, understood that these letters were the only continuous thing left of her. Not her memory. The letters. The memory itself was going, had been going for a long time, in the way a coastline goes, a little more of it into the sea every year until one day you look at the map and it does not resemble the coastline you learned as a child.

She picked up the pen.

Dear Eleanor,

It is a Tuesday, or close enough. You slept badly and you do not remember the soup, and that is all right, because I am writing this so you do not have to hold it all yourself.

Your husband was named Thomas. Everyone called him Tom except his mother, who called him Thomas Edward in the tone mothers use when they are about to be disappointed in you. He had brown eyes, and when he laughed you could see his back teeth, the ones on the left side that were slightly crooked. He smelled like pipe tobacco even though he never smoked a pipe in his life, just kept a tin of it in his coat pocket because he liked the smell.

He died in an accident in September of 1987. It was raining. You were not with him. There was nothing you could have done.

You have a daughter named Margaret. She is fifty-one now, though some mornings you will think she is younger, because your memory holds onto the daughter she was more easily than the woman she has become. She calls you every day. She loves you very much, more than you probably remember to appreciate, though I hope some part of you feels it even on the days the words don’t stay.

You are not alone, even on the days it feels that way.

Love, Eleanor.

She read it back twice, folded it along its old crease, though the paper had not been folded before, and set it in the drawer with the others, though it did not belong in that drawer either. Small errors like this had become common. She no longer fought them.

Outside, a truck went past, engine loud in the quiet street, and for one disorienting second Eleanor thought it was Tom’s old truck, the blue one with the rust along the wheel wells, and she was halfway to the window before the sound faded and she remembered, or rather stopped forgetting, that the truck had been sold decades ago, that Tom had been gone even longer than that, that whatever had just driven past belonged to someone else’s life entirely.

She stood at the window a moment longer anyway, watching the empty street, the way you watch a door after someone has already left the room.








  
  2

  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The letters, if you read them in order, told a love story before they told a death.

Margaret had read them in order exactly once, two years ago, on a night she was not proud of, after her mother had gone to bed and the shoebox had been sitting on the hall closet shelf catching the corner of her eye every time she walked past it. She had told herself she was checking on her mother’s state of mind, gathering information the way you might check a diary for signs of trouble. That had been the justification. The truth was closer to hunger. She missed her father in a way she rarely let herself examine, and the letters, whatever else they were, contained more of him than her own memory did, because she had been sixteen when he died and sixteen-year-olds do not know to pay attention.

The early letters, the ones from three years ago when her mother’s hand was still steady, read like something out of another era entirely, and in a way they were.

You met Thomas Whitfield in the spring of 1961, at a dance hall on Prescott Street that no longer exists, one of them said. You did not want to go. Your friend Dorothy dragged you, said you were becoming an old maid at twenty-three, which was a cruel thing to say and also, you privately agreed, probably true. You wore the green dress with the covered buttons, the one your mother said was too bold, and you have never once regretted wearing it, because Thomas told you later that he noticed the dress before he noticed you, and then he noticed you, and he did not stop.

He asked you to dance twice and you said no both times, not because you didn’t want to but because you had decided, somewhere in your stubborn twenty-three-year-old heart, that a man who wanted something should have to work for it. The third time he asked, he didn’t ask at all. He just held out his hand and waited, looking at you like he had all the time in the world, like your answer mattered more than anything else happening in that room, and you found yourself standing up before you had decided to.

He was a terrible dancer. You must remember this, because it matters: Thomas Whitfield could not keep a beat to save his life, and he knew it, and he laughed about it while he stepped on your feet, and somehow that was more charming than if he’d been good at it. A man who is unbothered by his own foolishness is a rare thing. You knew that then, even at twenty-three, even before you knew anything else about him.

Margaret remembered almost none of this, not because it wasn’t true but because it belonged to a period before her, a country she had never visited, her parents young and unmarried and dancing badly together in a room
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