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 First
time: last time

 


I

 


So here I was. Where I never wanted to be.
Always assumed it would be the other way around. Guilt wracked
through me with an intensity I could never have imagined, while
stark reality stared at me from the open door of her wardrobe.
Clothes. Tons of them. Shoes too. And handbags. Where could I
start? The clothes were too personal. I’d be throwing her away if I
dumped them, denying her existence; at least, that’s how it felt
today. So, I started - for I had to start somewhere - with the
bags. Slender green, chic black, sombre brown, large blue, patent
white, mass-produced, designer. Mostly leather, because she loved
leather. And, underneath them all, one I’d never seen her use. A
battered floral tapestry bag with almost circular plastic
handles.

I opened up the handles and peered into the
depths. Nothing. But on one side there was a compartment with a
metal fastener. Its catch clicked smoothly, as if oiled only
yesterday, and I opened it up to the light. Papers. Folded neatly.
And frayed yellowed envelopes. Old bills? Several black and white
kodaks slipped from the pages of a slim blue exercise book. They
featured a couple I’d never seen before, leaning on an ornamental
metal rail at the seaside, walking towards the camera on the pier,
sitting on deck-chairs on the sand with a toddler digging at their
feet. I squinted at the photos. Was that my future wife happily
shovelling sand? And was the smiling couple her parents?

Danielle was orphaned as a child, and in her
teens was the victim of a terrible tragic accident. Crushed by a
runaway lorry. The dreadful event that stole her memory almost took
her life. Aged nineteen, she awoke from her year-long coma and had
to start all over again. She soon learnt to talk and feed herself,
yet struggled with everything else she had once taken for granted.
Suddenly, after several months of rehabilitation, the everyday
skills came flooding back, but her history to that point was
forever lost to her and - unknown and unloved - she began her life
anew. She was reborn, even celebrated the day she'd miraculously
opened her eyes as her birthday, thus acknowledging and proclaiming
that her old self had died in the crash.

The very same hospital in which she passed
away just twenty-three days ago had been her home for an age back
then too. It was almost new at the time and must surely have been a
brighter and shinier edifice than the one we’d spent so much time
in recently. After the accident, she'd endured years of both mental
and physical reconstruction before she could properly begin her new
life, yet the scars she carried into adulthood did nothing to
diminish her beauty and the childlike enthusiasm and curiosity
she'd acquired as a newborn nineteen year-old stayed with her for
the rest of her days. Five years after the accident that created
her, we met, instantly fell in love and quickly married.
Twenty-five blissful years later, cancer took her from me.

So whose papers were these? And why had she
never shared them with me? I opened the exercise book and opened up
a window into another world. A folded sheet of foolscap covered in
love-hearts and scribbled notes fell from the centre pages and into
my lap. I quickly scanned it then slowly read it over and over. In
shock and deep confusion, I stared right through the ranks of
coats, tops and dresses hanging before me and painfully replayed
her last night on Earth.

 


II

 


I yawned and rubbed my eyes, stood slowly,
stiffly, then turned and quietly left her bedside. I stopped at the
door and took one last look at her. She was so peaceful, serene and
angelic, greying hair arranged like a halo around her head. I
didn’t want to leave her, but I needed a break. They said it could
be any day, any time and, in order to cope, I needed to look after
myself. I couldn’t simply sit there and wait; I’d waste away, both
in body and in mind. The doctor met me in the doorway and rested
her hand reassuringly on my forearm.

‘Why don’t you go home? There’s nothing you
can do. She doesn’t even know you are here.’

‘Yeah, I know I ought to… but I’m okay.
Makes me feel like I’m doing something, though I know it’s more for
me than...’

I nodded towards the bed. The doctor peered
over her glasses and into my bleary eyes.

‘Eat and sleep as best you can. You’ll need
all your strength to get through this.’

I took a deep breath and sighed. Even though
Danielle was sleeping soundly, I still felt guilty leaving her.

'I'll take a walk and stretch my legs. Maybe
grab some food and read a paper over a coffee.'

I stepped carefully along the polished
corridor, left the ward and entered the lift area. Afternoon
visiting was over. Twenty or so people were waiting, impatiently
scanning the red LED displays that glowed above each pair of
sliding doors. I eschewed the lifts and headed for the stairs. It
was four flights down to the refectory on floor B and only two
further flights to the exit. I shook my head and forced my first
smile of that long day as I passed through the crowd, all of them
too habitually lazy to even think of using their legs. Not me. I
prided myself with my fitness and youthful appearance. However, as
I negotiated the first flight, the toughened glass of the stairwell
reflected a different story and I was shocked by my crumpled sorry
state; the untidy grey hair, unkempt stubble, tired hollow eyes,
and pale skin were so at odds with my mental self-image. My
creased, ill-fitting suit indicated I'd lost some weight too.
Despite all my efforts, the tribulations of the last thirteen weeks
had undoubtedly taken their toll. I looked rough. The tedious
hopelessness and monotony, the worry and the apathy, the smell of
disinfectant and death, had all permeated me and conspired to age
me. I determined to try harder to look good for her, though knew in
my heart it mattered little: Danielle rarely opened her eyes
now.

Then I saw her. Huddled in the corner. Young
girl. Tanned bare arms and legs. Dressed in a blue smock. Head
bowed. Long black hair covering her face. She was crying and shook
with almost silent sobs that nevertheless echoed up and down the
whole fifty flights of stepped concrete. I cautiously approached
her, consciously adopting an air of empathy and concern in both my
body and voice.

‘Are you okay, love?’ She held her breath as
my words bounced off the hard, green walls. More sobs followed, but
as I waited they seemed to be abating. My presence was affecting
her, calming her. I tried again. ‘Sweetheart? You okay?’

Her words gushed.

‘I’m lost… I ran away.’

‘Ran away? From where?’

She was obviously a patient here. Why would
she run? I squatted beside her. Her crying stopped and she sniffed.
I felt in my jacket pocket for a handkerchief and passed her the
folded fabric. She felt it touch her fingers, held up her hand to
push it away, but I insisted and she took it, nodding her head by
way of thanks before wiping her eyes. She looked up at me through
her hair. I sensed she was not afraid of me, but she was scared all
the same. I tried a different question.

‘Who are you running from?’

‘I don’t kn… no one.' There was a long pause
as she gathered her thoughts. 'I… I’m running…’ She chose her words
carefully and spoke with purpose, as if delivering a tragic punch
line. ‘I’m running from a slow death.’

I took her arm and helped her to stand. Her
words perplexed me. Was she mad? No - she looked troubled,
disturbed even, but not insane. I held and supported her. She began
to crumple into grief a couple of times but each time she steeled
herself and soon became more steady on her feet. Then she spoke.
Slowly. As if forming the words for the first time.

‘Brain tumour. Just told me the results.
They can’t operate. It’s not… "operable". They found it too late.
I’ve had pain for months, blackouts… Fucking hell! I kept telling
them, telling them! They say it can’t be stopped. It's too
aggressive. No one’s fault... Oh God!’

She broke down, wailed and fell against me,
her tears darkening my jacket. I put my arm around her and held her
for what seemed an age. I gazed around the cold, reverberating
space, searching for words to console her, but found none. She
inhaled deeply.

‘It’s not fucking fair, I haven’t lived. So
much I want to do. I've just taken my exams, have so many plans.
Why me? When there’s all these fucking old people in here, kept
alive… for what? What? What’s the fucking point?’

I was stung by that, and she surely must
have felt my body tense. I thought of Danielle just a floor above
us. What would she give for one more healthy day? What would I
give? She had lived every minute to the full, yet we had so much
more to do together. Despite struggling to maintain a measured
tone, a hint of anger coloured my words.

‘The point is that someone loves them and a
life is a very valuable thing.’

I was instantly sorry for intruding into the
girl's understandable grief. She was little more than a child and
had every right to be bitter. I suddenly felt protective towards
her and responsible for her. She could have been the daughter
Danielle and I had longed for but could never have, and I couldn’t
just leave her there.

Her breaths were quick and short and I
waited in silence till I felt her heartbeat begin to settle. When I
eventually spoke, it was little more than a whisper.

‘I’m going for a coffee, bite to eat… fancy
anything? Just a bit of company?'

I wasn't surprised by the lack of reaction,
had merely felt obliged to offer. However, just as I'd decided
against repeating it, she nodded, even smiled a little.

‘I…’ Another sob shook her. ‘Er… yes. I’d
like that.’ She looked down at herself then glanced up at my
surprised smiling face with brightness burning in her eyes. The
transformation was unsettlingly immediate. ‘But not like this! I’ll
nip and get some clothes on. Get the coffees in - I’ll be two
minutes.’

 


III

 


I sat there, cup in hand, elbows on the
table, staring at nothing in particular. Quite a few of the
hospital staff were passing through here too, recharging,
refuelling, all looking tired and washed out, but there was no sign
of the girl. She wasn’t coming. I swallowed the bitter dregs and
prepared to leave.

Approaching footsteps turned my head. A
stunning young woman strode confidently in through the swinging
double doors, her long curly black hair bouncing with each jaunty
step. Tight blue jeans hugged her hips and long slender legs. A
white cropped tube top accentuated her taut tanned belly, while
barely constraining her deliciously pert breasts. Her face was
symmetrical and lightly freckled, and her eyes were the colour of
dark honey. She headed towards me, smiling with brilliant white
teeth.

‘Sorry I took so long!’

Realisation instantly dispersed a bedlam of
carnal thoughts and quickly deflated my physical reaction to her
appearance. I stood and drew back a chair.

‘Wow! It’s you. Scrub up well, don’t you!’
She laughed at the hospital reference. Was this really the broken
girl from the stairwell? ‘You look amazing. I can’t believe you…
you’re… I can’t believe…’

She raised an eyebrow.

‘That I’m dying?’

‘No. Well, yes… No. I can’t believe it’s
you. You look so much older… with your clothes on.’

I pulled a fake embarrassed sort of face and
she laughed again.

I quickly queued for fresh coffees then sat
opposite to her at the small, circular pine-topped table. We looked
appraisingly at each other.

‘Cheeky! So much older? I’m eighteen… well,
in two weeks.’

Then she bit her lip, stared into the
steaming cup and froze. Pain twisted her lovely features. I rested
my hand on her bare arm, hoping to transmit both my concern and my
patience with a single touch. After two or three minutes of
silence, she pinched the bridge of her perfect nose and spoke as if
she’d just remembered something.

‘Regina!’

She looked up quickly, her smile rebuilt and
her hand held out over the tabletop.

‘Sorry? Oh… sorry. I’m Adam.’

I shook her hand. It was very much alive. I
surprised myself by raising it to my lips and kissing its smooth,
vibrant skin.

‘You are a gentleman, Adam,’ and she gently
pulled my hand to her mouth and pecked the back of it with her very
soft, succulent lips, her eyes laughing all the while. ‘Thanks for
taking the time back there. They were really fucking worried when I
ran off.’

I looked quizzical.

'They?'

‘The doctors, nurses, fucking social
workers... whatever. They thought I might top myself, leap down the
stairwell or something. It’s fucking deep enough! Bet they fucking
wish I did - save them a few quid and a lot of trouble.’

'I'm sure they don't think like that...'

Her sneering face grew serious and she
lowered her voice.

'Anyway, I’ll be out of their hair soon
enough.' Tears filled her eyes as anger then resignation flashed
across them. ‘I was going to do it. Five floors. Fucking simple.
Eighty feet onto solid concrete? Overkill really. Eighteen would
have done it. Anything but this! I don’t want to fucking die
slowly. I want to fucking live… I wanted to live…’

‘Then fight it. Give it everything you’ve
got. Miracles happen!’

She quickly changed the subject, ignored my
patronising though heartfelt statement.

‘Why are you here, Adam?’

So I told her about my wife, my beautiful,
loving, dying wife: her accident and recovery; our meeting and our
marriage; her illness and impending death. She gently twirled the
ring on my third finger as I spoke and her tears splashed onto the
tabletop where they mingled with my own.

‘Danielle…’ She turned the word around in
her head, examined it from every angle. ‘That’s a lovely name.'
There was a long pause. 'I hate mine… bloody parents fucked up
right at the start. Regina! What sort of name is that? Makes me
sound like a right c…’

I interrupted her impending expletive.

‘I like it. It’s lovely. Means "queen"
doesn’t it? They must have known how you would turn out.’ Her
frown quizzed me. ‘You have regal bearing, cut a very impressive
figure.’

She rolled her eyes and a giggle wrinkled
her nose. Her slightly husky voice and measured delivery were much
older than her flawless face made possible.

‘You’re a bloody smooth talker, Adam. I
actually meant, why are you here now, with me? Why do you even
care?’

I wasn’t expecting that one and was
momentarily thrown.

‘I… I don’t know. Well, I felt responsible,
I suppose. You were obviously in pain, maybe trouble of some sort.
I wanted to help, wanted to be sure you were okay. I couldn’t just
leave you there.’

A better reason now stared me in the face,
but I couldn’t return its stare.

‘So it’s a … mercy mission? You felt sorry
for me?’

‘No, course not. I was concerned. I
felt...’

Her anger quickly surfaced.

‘I don’t need your fucking pity, Adam!’

I squeezed her hand and breathed deeply,
gave her a moment to breathe too.

‘It wasn't pity. I was worried, thought you
maybe… might need someone to talk to. And I’m glad I came. Really,
really glad.’

‘Really glad, eh? And why’s
that?’

‘Er… well, you, er…’

I spread my palms, shrugged my shoulders,
maybe even coloured a little. She laughed at my reaction then
smiled teasingly, half closing her eyes.

‘You… you don’t fancy me, do you? Aren’t I
quite a bit too young for you?’

I stared at the tabletop, the inability to
meet her gaze speaking louder than any words. She was very sweet.
Beautiful too. Anyone would have fancied her, though it seemed she
somehow hadn’t worked that out yet.

The next couple of hours flew by. I soon
knew all about her past, from birth to the stairwell: how her
family had come to this city when she was seven and how she’d run
away from home aged twelve to escape the alcoholic father who beat
her mercilessly when drunk - probably because she looked so like
the mother who had run away with her boss three years previously.
Regina had absconded from the impersonal children’s homes and the
cold-hearted foster parents her damaged, rebellious nature always
seemed to attract. As she had optimistically neared the age where
she would be finally free from the care system, she had slowly
become aware that something inside her head was achingly wrong.
Scans confirmed it. The grades predicted for her A-level exams
would easily secure her first-choice university place, though were
of neither use nor interest to her now. She said she was going to
live one day at a time, squeezing as many years as she could into
the few weeks still left to her.

As she meandered through her own lifelines,
she took my hand from the table and absently examined my palm; her
fingers were long and slender, her nails meticulously manicured.
Though I was sure it was an innocent unconscious act, her touch was
turning me on. She was simultaneously woman and girl, a child on
the cusp of adulthood, a potent combination of worldliness and
innocence. Long lashes shuttered her beautiful brown eyes, and then
slowly rose, creating an expression of total trust that bordered on
love. Initially, the implied intimacy was a little disconcerting,
though it quickly became very engaging. All pretence was abandoned;
she was open and honest and living in the moment. I began to feel
very, very close to her.

Death is a surprisingly unpredictable
companion. Amongst its many unexpected effects, I’ve found it can
create an insistent need to procreate. In my early twenties, I
remember being appalled by how, at a tragic school friend's
funeral, I felt myself becoming aroused while consoling a sobbing
mourner as we dropped petals into the open grave. However, appalled
or not, it didn’t stop me. Charlotte, the mourner in question and a
mutual friend of the deceased, gladly accepted my offer of a lift
home from the cemetery. She asked me in for coffee, but before she
could even fill the kettle, we exchanged a single knowing glance
then tore each other’s clothes off and fucked on the kitchen table.
During the next few frantic hours, we had each other every way we
could think of. Charlotte obviously felt the same natural instinct
as me, the drive to create new life out of death. Our lovemaking
was incredibly passionate and increasingly desperate. Between the
panting and sighing, the silence and the crying, we talked about
our remarkable hunger as we tried to alleviate the guilt we both
felt. Over a parting coffee, we concluded that Linda, our wonderful
departed friend, would have been ecstatic to see us being so alive,
so human, so loving, and would be looking down applauding us as we
simultaneously celebrated our ephemeral vitality and Linda’s own
short life. Thus we confirmed our will to continue the fight
against the inevitable.

‘I have to go.’

I didn’t want to leave, but knew I must. I’d
been away from my wife for long enough and had to get back to her.
It was unlikely that Danielle could hear me, but I liked to talk to
her, to reassure her, just in case. Time was suddenly running out
for us and was thus growing exponentially more precious by the
hour. Regina seemed genuinely disappointed.

‘Oh, really? So soon? Okay.' Her resignation
made way for optimism. 'Will you be down here later? Listen: I’m
going nowhere. There's still some tests to do and they’re keeping
me in. Say you will. I need the company. There’s no-one, no-one
else… I…’

Her voice cracked, she bowed her head and
once again became the
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