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  Anna




  Fifteen months ago . . .




  No one trusts anything I say. If I point out, for example, that the toast is burning or that it’s time for the six o’clock news, people marvel. How about that? It is time for

  the six o’clock news. Well done, Anna. Maybe if I were eighty-eight instead of thirty-eight, I wouldn’t care. Then again, maybe I would. As a new resident of Rosalind House, an

  assisted-living facility for senior citizens, I’m having a new appreciation for the hardships of the elderly.




  ‘Anna, this is Bert,’ someone says as a man slopes by on his walker. I’ve been introduced to half a dozen people who look more or less like Bert: old, ashen, hunched-over.

  We’re on wicker lawn chairs in the streaming sunshine, and I know Jack brought me out here to make us both feel better. Yes, you’re checking into an old folks’ home, but look,

  it has a garden!




  I wave to Bert, but my gaze is fixed across the lawn, where my five-year-old nephew, Ethan, is having coins pulled out of his ears by a man in a navy and red striped dressing gown. My mood

  lifts. Ethan always jokes that he’s my favorite nephew, and even though I deny it in public, it’s true. He’s the youngest of Jack’s boys, and definitely the best one.




  Once, when he was four, I took him for a spin on my motorcycle. I didn’t even bother asking Brayden or Hank; I knew they’d just say it was dangerous and then tattle to their mother.

  As far as I know, Ethan never tattled. Brayden and Hank know what’s wrong with me – I can tell from the way they constantly glance at their mother when they talk to me. But Ethan either

  doesn’t know or doesn’t care. I really don’t mind which one.




  ‘And this is Clara.’




  Clara wanders toward us with remarkable speed (compared to the others). She’s probably in her eighties – but portly, more robust-looking than the rest. With a cloud of fluffy

  yellow-gray hair, she reminds me of a newborn chick.




  ‘I’ve been looking forward to meetin’ you,’ she says, then gives me a whiskery kiss. A burst of fragrance fills my airspace. Normally I don’t like to be kissed, yet

  from her, the gesture feels oddly natural. And these days, I make a point of respecting people who are natural around me. ‘If you need anything at all, you let me know, honey,’ she

  says, then wanders off toward a huge oak tree. When she gets there, she kisses the man in the navy and red striped dressing gown full on the mouth in a way that feels vaguely territorial, like

  she’s staking her claim.




  Beside me, Jack is talking to Eric, the center’s manager – a paunchy, red-faced man with a thick Tom Selleck mustache and a titter of a laugh that, by rights, should belong to a

  female in her eighties. Every time I hear it (which is a lot, he seems to chortle at the end of every sentence), I jerk around, looking for a ladies’ auxiliary group giggling over its

  knitting. He and Jack talk, and I listen without really hearing. ‘We do a lot of activities . . . we’ll keep her active . . . twenty-four-hour care and security . . . experience with

  dementia . . . the best possible place for her . . .’




  Blah, blah, blah. Eric has a certain desperate-to-please manner about him that, a few years ago, Jack and I would have exchanged a look over, but today Jack is eating it up. He’s happily

  oblivious to Eric’s false laugh, his too-tight chinos, his gaze that wanders to the right (and vaguely near my chest), every few moments. Eric’s only redeeming quality so far is that

  when we arrived, he asked my advice on an old knee injury that had been giving him some trouble (probably because he hoped I’d offer to give it a rub). He needed a doctor, not a paramedic,

  and I explained this, but I appreciated him asking. These days, the most interesting conversations I have are about my favorite color or type of food. I like it when people remember that I’m

  a person, not just a person with Alzheimer’s.




  Jack seems to have forgotten that. Ever since I went to live with him and Helen, he’s stopped being my brother and started being my dad, which is beyond annoying. He thinks I don’t

  hear when he and Helen whisper about me in the kitchen. That I don’t notice them exchanging a look whenever I offer to walk the boys to school. That I don’t see Helen trailing after me

  in the car, making sure I don’t become disoriented on the way there.




  Jack’s been through this before – we both have – and I know he considers himself an expert. I have to keep reminding him that he’s an attorney, not a neurologist. Anyway,

  the situations are different. Mom was in denial about her disease. She fought to hang on to her independence right up to the point when she burned down the family home. But I have no plans to fight

  the inevitable. It’s why I’ve checked myself into residential care.




  The upside of this place, if I’m choosing to be positive, is that not everyone is nuts. Jack and I looked at a few of those dementia-specific units, and they were like Zombie City, full of

  crazies and folks doing the seven-mile stare. This place, at least, is also for the general aging community – the ones who need their meals cooked and laundry done – kind of a hotel for

  the elderly (the wealthy elderly, judging by the zeros on the check Jack wrote this morning).




  Still, I’m not exactly thrilled to be here. It was bad enough when Jack sent me to ‘day care’. Seriously, that’s what it’s called. A day program for people like

  me. Also for people not like me, because with only 5 percent of Alzheimer’s cases occurring in people under the age of sixty-five, there aren’t a lot of people like

  me. That’s what makes this situation all the more unusual. I’m not checking into just any residential care facility – no sirree. We’ve traveled all the way to

  Short Hills, New Jersey, from Philadelphia so I can live in a facility with someone like me. A guy, also with younger-onset dementia, someone Jack heard about through the Dementia Support

  Network. Since learning about the guy, Jack has been hell-bent on getting me into the very same care facility as him. It’s like he thinks having two young people in a place filled with oldies

  makes it spring break instead of residential care.




  ‘Would you like to meet Luke, Anna?’ Eric asks, and Jack nods enthusiastically. Luke must be the guy. I wonder if he’s going to rappel down from a tree or something. His

  entrance will have to be pretty impressive if they think it’s going to make a difference to my mood.




  ‘I just want to go to my room,’ I say.




  Jack and Eric glance at each other, and I feel the wind leave their sails.




  ‘Sure,’ Jack says. ‘Do you want me to take you there?’




  ‘Nope. I’m good.’ I stand. I don’t want to look at Jack, but he stands, too, gets right in my face so I can’t look anywhere else. His eyes are full and wet, and I

  catch a glimpse of the soft-hearted man he used to be before his brushes with dementia and abandonment hardened him up.




  ‘Anna,’ he says, ‘I know you’re scared.’




  ‘Scared?’ I snort, but then my vision starts to blur. I am scared. One thing about being a twin is that you get used to having someone right by your side whenever you want

  them. But in a moment, Jack’s going to leave. And I’m going to be alone.




  ‘Get lost, would you?’ I tell Jack finally. ‘I have a pedicure booked in half an hour. This place has a health spa, right?’




  Jack laughs a little, shooing a drop from his cheek. When we were younger Jack sported a golden tan, but now his skin is vaguely gray, almost as white as my own. I suspect this has something to

  do with me. ‘Ethan! Come and say good-bye to Anna.’




  Ethan thunders across the lawn to us and tosses himself into my arms. He strangles me in a hug. ‘Bye, Anna Banana.’




  When he pulls away, I take a long hard look at the large white bandage covering his left cheek and try to remember the angry red burns and welts underneath. I need to remember them.

  They’re the reason I’m here.




  The first time I knew something was wrong with me, I was at the mall. I was lugging my bags toward the exit when I realized I had no idea where I’d parked my car. The

  parking lot was seven stories high. In the elevator, I stared at the buttons. None seemed any more likely than the other.




  Eventually I made my way to the security booth. The man behind the desk laughed and said it happened all the time. He picked up his walkie-talkie and asked for the license plate number. When I

  looked blank, he smiled. ‘Make and model?’




  It was such an easy question. But the more I tried to find the answer, the more it blacked out. Like a photograph with a question mark over the face, a criminal with his jacket over his head

  – something was there, but my brain wouldn’t let me see.




  The man’s smile faded. ‘The color?’




  All I could do was shrug. I waited for him to say this happened all the time. He didn’t.




  I caught the bus home.




  If I’d been tested for the mutated gene, as Jack was, I’d have known for sure it was coming. But finding out you’re going to be struck down in your prime didn’t fit into

  my life’s plan.




  After that, things started happening all the time. Usually, I could explain the incidents away. Sure, I forgot a lot of appointments, but I was a busy paramedic. Getting lost on the way

  home from work was a little stressful, but directions had never been my strong suit. Unfortunately, there were things that were harder to explain. Like the time I smashed my car window with a ski

  pole when I couldn’t get the keys to open the door (and then found out the car belonged to the family across the road). And the time I showed up to work on my rostered day off (for the fourth

  time in a row).




  It was the time I forgot the word ‘twin’ when introducing Jack to my buddy Tyrone, from work, that I really started to worry. It was a year after the parking lot incident. I remember

  staring at Jack, wondering if there was indeed a word for what we were. I searched the dark, dusty corners of my brain, but it was useless. Eventually I called him a person who my mother carried in

  her uterus at the same time as me. I know, I remember ‘uterus’ but not ‘twin’. Tyrone laughed; he’d always thought I was nutty. But Jack didn’t laugh. And I knew

  the jig was up.




  I quit my job that day. If I couldn’t remember the word ‘twin’, what would happen when I couldn’t remember how to resuscitate someone or when I decided it was a good idea

  to move a patient with a possible neck injury? I had a feeling I’d already been off my game. And when I know something’s going to happen, I don’t see the point in dragging it

  out.




  The same theory applies to life. Life’s going slowly in one direction. I can stay in the slow lane, just keep rollin’ on down that hill, gathering moss and cobwebs until finally,

  when I come to a stop, I’m so covered in crap, I’m unrecognizable. That’s what Mom did. That’s what most people do. But that’s never been my style.




  At Rosalind House, there are a lot of drugs. Enough that everyone has their own basket. Every morning and afternoon, the nurse rolls her table-on-wheels through the halls with

  the baskets, a veritable candy woman of pharmaceuticals. In my basket is Aricept, a round peach-colored tablet responsible for slowing the breakdown of a compound that transmits messages between

  the nerve cells. Also in the basket is vitamin E, clear and yellow, long and thin. Lastly there is Celexa, a powerful antidepressant responsible for making all of this feel like no big deal.

  That’s the one I know for sure isn’t working.




  I don’t get dressed until my second week at Rosalind House. When I do, I wonder why I bothered. All I do here is lie in bed, scribble in my journal, and stare out the window. Any visitors

  I might have had (Jack notwithstanding) have been told, at my request, that I’m at a facility on the other side of the country (Hey, I’m not likely to remember them anyway, and I need a

  ‘pity visit’ like I need a hole in the head). Eric, the manager guy, stops by continually, trying to cajole me into bingo. (Yeah. Like that’s gonna happen.) Various nurses and

  staff have popped in. But I’ve been out of my room only once, and when I did leave it, I got so twisted around that I couldn’t find my way back. As far as blips went, this one

  wasn’t so bad. At least I knew I was at Rosalind House. I knew I had a room. But the only thing my little trip out of my room taught me is that I’m in the right place.

  Residential care.




  Today, outside my window, a handsome gardener prunes the boxwood. It’s warm out, and he’s stripped to a thin white T-shirt, which allows me to enjoy his ripped physique. A few years

  ago, I’d have leaned out and asked for a sprig of something, or even asked if he needed any help. (When I was a kid, Jack and I used to spend a lot of time in the garden with Mom, planting

  and weeding and mulching.) But now I can’t even be bothered to return the gardener’s smile. I’m too busy thinking about Ethan. About the incident.




  It happened at night. I get restless at night, one of many joyous side effects of ‘the disease’. I was in the living room, trying to figure out how to use the Xbox, when I heard his

  little footsteps behind me.




  ‘Let’s make fongoo.’




  ‘Fongoo’ was a loose derivative of fondue, and it was our word for melting candy bars on the stove and then dipping cookies, marshmallows, or whatever else we had handy into the

  melted goo. I said yes for several reasons: One, I love fongoo. Two, I’m not his mother – it is not my job to worry about his teeth or his lack of sleep. Three, my life is hurtling

  toward a point where I’m not going to know myself anymore, and while I do know myself, I sure as hell want to be making fongoo with my nephew.




  We’d finished the fongoo and were playing Xbox when we smelled the burning. Ethan and I locked eyes.




  ‘Shi–oot!’ I said. ‘The fongoo.’




  I bolted for the kitchen, cursing. Burning the house down would do nothing to assure Jack I was a competent adult. I threw the door open, ready to reach for the fire extinguisher, but instead of

  finding it, I found the bathroom. I turned, opened another door. A cupboard filled with towels. I spun again. Where, in God’s name, was the kitchen?




  It wasn’t the first time this had happened. I knew all I had to do was stay calm and wait for a few moments, and everything would come back to me. But the burning smell was getting

  stronger, and I couldn’t see Ethan anywhere. And I couldn’t even find my way out of the fucking bathroom!




  That was when I heard Ethan scream.




  According to Jack, after I ran in the opposite direction, Ethan tore into the kitchen and tried to take the saucepan off the stove. The handle was red-hot. He’d whipped his hand off so

  fast, he toppled the saucepan, splattering the burning chocolate onto his cheek. The worst part, except for hurting Ethan, was that it confirmed they were right about me. I can’t be trusted

  with my nephew. I can’t be left alone, even for a second.




  ‘Knock knock.’




  I roll my head toward the door, which is eternally open, thanks to the skinny helper lady, who has an unnatural obsession with fresh air. Every time I try to close it, she appears like a magical

  air fairy – fresh air, fresh air, fresh air! But this time when I look, Eric is there with a huge lion of a dog by his side. I feel my insides pull together to form an internal

  shield.




  ‘Hey,’ he says. ‘How are you doing?’




  ‘Fine.’ I address the dog since I can’t seem to look anywhere else.




  ‘Everyone being nice to you?’




  ‘Yep.’




  It’s a German Shepherd. Its teeth are yellow and shiny with saliva; its mouth is curved into that smile-snarl that dogs always wear to keep you on guard. Am I happy? Am I angry? Come a

  little closer and find out.




  ‘Oh,’ Eric says. ‘Are you afraid of dogs?’




  I try to put on a brave face, but I obviously fail, because Eric sends the dog out. On his way into my room he pauses at a watercolor of a leaf that Jack must have hung on my wall. It belonged

  to my mother.




  ‘This is lovely,’ he says.




  ‘Keep it,’ I say.




  He frowns at me. ‘You know you don’t have to just sit in your room all day. There’s a bus that goes into town twice a day. Some folks like to go to a shopping center or to a

  movie.’




  I sit up. ‘I’m allowed to do that?’




  ‘Sure. Trish, one of our staff, is escorting the bus group today.’




  I sink back into my bed.




  ‘Or there are board games in the parlor,’ he says. ‘We try and encourage residents to congregate in there when they’re home. We find that people feel isolated when they

  spend all their time cooped up in their rooms.’




  ‘I’m okay with being isolated.’




  Eric perches on the edge of my bed, a frown bobbing on his forehead. My heart sinks. It must be time for the pep talk. I actually feel bad for Eric. He doesn’t want to give it any more

  than I want to hear it. Deep down he probably knows that if he were a resident here, he’d stay in his room, too. But that’s not the dish they’re feeding us.




  ‘Fine,’ I say, cutting him off before he can start. (Mostly because I want him to get off my bed.) ‘The parlor? That’s the place to be? I’ll go there today.

  Promise.’




  Eric sighs. ‘You don’t have to go to the parlor. That wasn’t my point. My point is that I want you to be happy here.’




  ‘I know.’ Everyone wants me to be happy here. If I’m happy, they don’t have to feel guilty.




  Eric rests his hand dangerously close to my thigh. ‘Give us a chance, Anna. I won’t pretend I know what it’s like to be you. But I do know that your brother didn’t put

  you in here to wither away and die in your room. There’s still a lot of life to be lived, but you need to stay in the game.’ He winks. ‘Jack told me you were an adrenaline junkie.

  I have to admit, I was pretty excited when I heard that. The most adrenaline we get around here is on bingo night.’




  He grins and I think I might actually vomit. ‘You’re right,’ I say. ‘You have no idea what it’s like to be me.’




  They say when you lose some of your senses, others get heightened. I think it’s true. There was a time when I had a razor tongue. If there was a joke at the offering, I

  was the first to snap it up (and then deliver it with more pizazz than anyone else). Now I’m not as quick as I used to be, but I’m more observant, especially when it comes to

  people’s state of mind. So when a young woman with spiky blond hair bursts through my door, I know at a glance that she’s not only lost, but that there’s something on her

  mind.




  ‘Oh, um,’ she says. ‘Which way is the visitors’ bathroom?’




  Obviously, I have no idea. When I was diagnosed, my neuropsychologist (Dr Brain, I called him) explained that memories tended to evaporate in reverse order. This meant my oldest memories would

  be the ones to hang around the longest, and new information, visitor’s bathrooms included, were quick to disappear into the black hole of no return in my brain.




  ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know,’ I tell the woman. Her face, I notice, is crumpled and red. Wet. ‘Are you okay?’




  She sighs, and I half expect her to turn and leave – continue on her search for the visitors’ bathroom. But she stays.




  ‘Yeah.’ She sniffs. ‘I mean no. It’s my grandpa. He’s . . . impossible.’




  ‘Who’s your grandpa?’




  ‘Bert. Bert Dickens.’




  ‘Oh,’ I say, though I have no recollection of meeting Bert. ‘Is he . . . okay?’




  ‘He’s fine, physically. Mentally, not so much. Sorry, I shouldn’t have just barged in like this. Are you — ?’




  ‘I’m not busy.’ It’s the understatement of the century. ‘What’s going on with Bert?’




  ‘Are you sure you want to hear this?’




  ‘Sure I’m sure.’




  ‘Okay.’ She comes farther into the room. ‘The thing is –’ She extends a hand and wiggles her fingers. ‘– I’m getting married.’




  I eyeball the diamond and smile like I’m supposed to, even though I’ve never seen what all the fuss was about when it came to those sparkly rocks. ‘Congratulations.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  I glance at my own ring finger, naked for almost a year. The knuckle seems to protrude higher now, without its anchor weighing it down. ‘Does Bert not like the guy?’




  ‘No. I mean, yes. He likes him. But he doesn’t want us to get married.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘He thinks our family is cursed. Yeah, and he’s not senile either. He’s always thought that. His wife, my grandma, died when my mom was a baby. And Mom died when I was four. He

  thinks if I get married, then the curse will continue.’




  ‘I’m sorry about your mom.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  ‘Why does he think it’s marriage causing the curse? Why not the baby?’




  She gives me a strange look. This, I realize, is probably not helpful.




  ‘Hey, I’m just pointing out that his theory isn’t watertight. Maybe you could convince him the baby part causes the curse?’




  ‘But what happens when I have a baby?’




  ‘You want a baby, too?’




  She nods. Somewhere deep in my soul, I think she’s being a little greedy.




  ‘Well, do you believe the curse?’ I ask.




  ‘No. I mean, my family has had bad luck, but . . . No. I don’t believe it. But I want Grandpa to come to the wedding, and he says he won’t. He says he can’t bear to watch

  me seal my fate.’




  ‘Tell him if you don’t get married, your fate will be worse than death.’




  She watches me through narrowed eyes.




  ‘Tell him if you go to your grave with him as your husband, you’ll go a happy woman. Tell him that even if he’s right, you’d rather have a year of true happiness than die

  without knowing what happiness is.’ I think for a moment. ‘If he says you’re wrong, ask him if he wishes he’d never married his wife.’




  ‘Wow,’ she says. ‘You’re good.’




  There’s an expression that says this exactly, and I try to conjure it up. Slowly, it starts to come. ‘A life lived in . . .’ I try to continue, but the rest slips away.

  Poof. Gone.




  ‘A life lived in fear is a life half-lived?’




  ‘Right. Exactly.’




  ‘You’re right. He adored Myrna. There’s no way he wishes he hadn’t married her. Besides, if I listen to his silly superstitions, I’m reinforcing the idea that this

  curse could actually be true.’ She sighs. ‘Thanks for being the voice of reason. I’d better get back.’ She cocks her head toward the closed bathroom door. ‘Do you

  think she’s okay in there?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Your . . . grandmother?’ She squints at the silver name-thingy on the wall. ‘Anna, is it?’




  I often have trouble understanding things, so I don’t worry too much that this goes over my head. I’m about to nod as if I understand completely – when suddenly, it dawns. She

  thinks I’m visiting an old person named Anna.




  ‘Oh . . . yes. She’s fine.’ I smile at the girl whose name I didn’t catch, if she told me at all. ‘She’ll be out of here really, really soon.’
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  There’s something in my soup, floating between a chunk of carrot and a green bean. It’s not a hair or a fly. It’s white.

  It’s about two inches long and curved around itself like a spiral. I reach into my bowl and give it a squeeze. It compresses between my fingers, then springs back like a piece of rubber.

  Before I even put it in my mouth, I know what it will taste like: bland, chewy, but appealing. I like this food. Why can’t I remember what it’s called?




  ‘Tastes like an old boot, right?’




  When I look over, the old lady next to me is watching me. I’m grateful it’s her speaking because the alternative, on my other side, is an old bald man who keeps referring to the

  empty seat beside him as ‘Myrna’. At one point, he even asked someone to pass Myrna the salt. So much for no crazies at Rosalind House.




  ‘I’m sorry?’




  ‘The pasta,’ she says. ‘It tastes like an old boot.’




  Pasta! I feel a thrill akin to finding a missing, well, boot.




  ‘Actually, the pasta’s all right,’ I say. ‘It’s the rest of it that’s the problem.’




  ‘I s’pose you’re right,’ she says, examining the spiral on her own spoon. ‘Beans and celery and watery soup – the pasta’s the savin’ grace,

  really.’




  The woman has a Southern accent, which cheers me a little. After all, how could you not like someone with a Southern accent? Then again, there’s the rednecks and Ku Klux Klan, but this

  woman doesn’t look like she’s affiliated with either. She’s younger than the rest of the residents, who remind me of mottled pieces of driftwood ready to sink to the ocean floor.

  This woman, on the other hand, while probably eighty, seems able-bodied – verging on spry.




  ‘I seem to have forgotten your name,’ she says.




  I nearly laugh. ‘It’s Anna.’




  ‘I’m so forgetful these days, aren’t I, sweet thing?’ Southern Lady looks at the old man next to her with such adoration that I feel something move in my stone-cold

  heart. Then she looks back at me. ‘I’m Clara. This here’s Laurie,’ she says, pointing to the man next to her with a spoon, ‘my husband.’




  I observe Clara’s face, looking for clues as to whether she actually forgot my name or if it was just a clever way of introducing herself. If it’s the latter, I like her even

  more.




  ‘I’m glad you came out for lunch today,’ she says. ‘I’ve been lookin’ forward to having another young person to talk to.’




  There’s something nice about a woman in her eighties referring to herself as a ‘young person’. I don’t see any reason to tell her that I came out here only because Jack

  is visiting this weekend, and I know he’ll ask me if I’ve ventured out of my room. If I can say yes, we’ll have a nice visit, a relaxed visit. Maybe we’ll even share a few

  jokes? In an ideal world, we’d also share a beer or two, but the world, of course, is not ideal.




  ‘Have you met our Luke?’ Clara asks, tipping her head toward the young guy opposite her. Somehow, I’d completely missed him. All at once, I realize Clara wasn’t talking

  about herself when she mentioned another young person. She was talking about the other person like me.




  ‘I don’t think so,’ I say, ‘which means it’s entirely possible.’




  With his head down, he chuckles. I’m pleased to note he’s not so far gone that he can’t appreciate a little dementia humor. I give him the once-over. He has golden skin,

  straight white teeth, a dimple. His wavy hair is near black and long enough to tuck behind his ears, and his blue shirtsleeves are pushed up over his strong forearms. Well.




  Clara lowers her voice, but not nearly enough. ‘Sexy, right?’




  ‘So you’re my counterpart?’ I say, ignoring Clara. ‘Young person, old mind.’




  He laughs again. ‘I g-guess you could s-say that.’




  My counterpart has a stutter, but otherwise he seems remarkably normal. He lifts his gaze. His eyes are the shade of weak black tea. The way I have it.




  ‘How are you s-settling in?’ he asks, and I shrug. ‘Takes some getting used to, this place,’ he says. ‘The g-group meals, the activities, the showers . .

  .’




  I wince, remembering the showers. Perhaps stupidly, it never occurred to me that I’d be assisted with those. But the laminated white square on my bathroom wall had other ideas. There, in

  erasable pen, I could find my scheduled daily wash time, and the moment the clock ticked over to that time, a helper lady barged in, ready to strong-arm me into the shower.




  ‘It’s policy,’ she’d say when I explained that I did not require a chaperone. ‘I’m not interested in peeking. I’ll just wait by the door in

  case you need me.’




  Now I always consulted the laminated square and made sure to finish my shower by the time she showed up. When she asked me about it, I blamed the dementia. ‘Oh, I was meant to wait for

  you? Silly me.’




  ‘I hate the showers,’ I tell him.




  ‘It’s t-tough, the first few weeks,’ he says. ‘I remember.’




  His dimple bobs on his cheek, and I can’t help but smile. I suppose he does remember. My eyes drift down to his hands, which are resting lightly on the table – large, masculine, yet

  somehow elegant.




  Clara’s right. ‘Sexy’ is the word for this guy.




  The room has become conspicuously silent. Under the table, something is brushing against my leg. Something . . . hairy. I whoosh backwards.




  ‘It’s . . . just Kayla,’ Luke says. ‘Eric’s d-dog. She’s h-harmless.’




  I nod, eyes on the dog.




  ‘You don’t like dogs?’ he asks.




  ‘For someone with Alzheimer’s, you’re fairly perceptive.’




  ‘Actually, I have fr-frontotemporal dementia.’




  There’s another beat of silence, and I peel my eyes from the dog to look at him.




  ‘You lose memories,’ he says, answering my unspoken question. ‘I lose speech.’




  I look back at the dog. Its tongue unrolls from its mouth, the most unwelcome welcome mat I’ve ever seen.




  Luke’s hand curls around its collar. ‘You really don’t like d-dogs?’ he asks. I can tell by the way his toes curl under the dog’s belly that he is a dog lover.

  ‘Not even . . . puppies?’




  Now I’m definitely aware of his speech. It’s not only slow but also slightly slurred. And more than that, he seems to require an above-average amount of effort to project words from

  his throat. The disjointedness seems out of place, coming from such a young, healthy-looking man.




  ‘Not even puppy embryos,’ I say.




  He gives the dog a pat, then guides her to the glass sliding door and lets her out. She pads outside, tail wagging.




  ‘Was there an i-i-i-ncident?’ he asks when he gets back. ‘With a dog. To cause your d-dislike.’




  I nod, pointing to the faint pink stripe slicing my right eyebrow in half. ‘When I was three.’




  ‘Family dog?’




  ‘A neighbor’s. You’re clearly a dog fan.’




  ‘Definitely. I used to –’ He pauses, and his forehead creases like he’s thinking hard. ‘– give my time to the animal shelter a few years back. I was in charge

  of p-puppy adoption.’




  ‘Oh yeah?’ An image of him snuggling a puppy against his chest flashes into my mind.




  ‘Last call for the afternoon bus!’ A man in a white shirt and trousers with a large name badge that says trev stands in the doorway. ‘Anyone need assistance?’




  Luke turns to me. ‘Plans this afternoon?’




  ‘Yeah.’ I laugh. ‘My social calendar is packed.’




  ‘Well, you heard the man. Last c . . . c-all for the afternoon bus.’




  ‘Oooh!’ Clara jumps up. ‘I’d better grab my purse. The afternoon bus waits for no one.’




  Clara hurries off, and Luke leans forward in his chair. ‘She’s wrong, you know. The afternoon bus waits for everyone.’




  I laugh. And I feel a tickle low in my belly.




  ‘You need anything?’ Luke asks me. He makes a gesture that looks like he’s hanging something invisible over his shoulder. ‘Your thingy that you put stuff in?’




  ‘Oh . . .’ I know exactly what he’s talking about, but in that instant, I can’t think of what it is called either. ‘Actually, I don’t think I’ll make it

  today.’




  In high school, we always had a week of class after our exams were over. There was nothing left in the curriculum, because we’d completed – and been tested on – it all, but the

  idea was to give us a chance to ‘finish off the school year right.’ Whatever that meant. Most of the teachers played games with us. Some let us talk and hang out. One teacher, Mr

  Kaiser, continued with lessons as usual. The whole thing was beyond pointless, yet year after year, that’s what we did. Heading to the mall with Luke now, ready to engage in

  getting-to-know-you conversation, feels just as pointless.




  ‘So-socks to sort?’




  ‘Yeah. Something like that.’




  He nods and drops his head again. ‘Looks like it’s just us, Clara,’ he says when she returns.




  ‘Well, that’s a right shame,’ she says, looking at me. ‘Are you sure we can’t convince you to come, honey?’




  There’s a beat of silence as they wait, long enough to make me second-guess myself. Maybe I should be doing these things? One last trip to the mall? A last first conversation with a sexy

  man? But I shake off the doubts. I have enough to worry about without creating a heap of new ‘lasts’.




  ‘I’m sure,’ I say. ‘You two have fun.’




  But as they drift away, I realize that if I was trying to avoid creating a new last, I’d failed. The whole exchange was, in fact, a ‘last’: It was the last time I’d say

  no to something I really wanted to do.




  Dr Brain once told me that an Alzheimer’s brain was like the snow on a mountain peak – slowly melting. There are days when the sun is bright and chunks drop off all

  over the place, and there are days when the sun stays tucked behind clouds and everything remains largely intact. Then there are days – spectacular days (his words) – when you stumble

  across a trail you thought had melted, and for a short while you have something back that you thought was gone forever.




  I get the feeling that since the analogy involved the words ‘mountain peak’ and ‘spectacular’, Dr Brain thought this news wouldn’t be depressing to hear, when in

  fact, the opposite was true. I think I’d have felt better about my prognosis if he’d reworded a little. Something like, The brain is like a filthy, stinking pile of crap. When

  the sun comes out, it stinks worse than you can imagine, and when it’s cold or cloudy, you can barely smell it at all. Then there are the days that, if the wind is coming from a

  certain way, you might catch the cold scent of a spruce for a few hours and forget the crap is even there. With that analogy, at least we’d have been calling a spade a spade. Because the

  truth is, if you have dementia, your brain is crap. And even if you can’t smell it right this minute, it still stinks.




  A little while after Luke and Clara leave, I’m still in my seat, but it feels lonelier. Everyone has left the eating-room, except me and the old bald man. And, I suppose,

  Myrna.




  I’m about to head back to my room when the old bald man slams his spoon into his bowl. A shower of soup rains over his face. ‘Hey!’ he cries. ‘Who told you to take

  Myrna’s lunch away?’ He’s staring at the cook-lady – a pretty Latina with dark hair and large hooped earrings. I’ve heard the other residents call her Gabriela.




  She sighs. ‘I’m sorry, Bert,’ she says. ‘I thought she was finished.’




  ‘Well, she isn’t. So you’d better march on into the kitchen and bring it back.’




  ‘I’ve already dumped it out, and there isn’t any left.’ She doesn’t say it unkindly, more wearily. ‘How about I grab her a banana from the fruit

  bowl?’




  Weird as it is, I kind of respect the fact that she’s playing along about Myrna. But Bert doesn’t seem charmed. ‘Myrna don’t like bananas.’




  ‘A sandwich, then.’




  ‘She don’t like sandwiches.’




  Gabriela puts a hand on her hip. Her eyes narrow. ‘Well, what’s she like, then?’




  Bert raises his chin; a challenge. ‘Soup.’




  At this, I can’t help but smile.




  ‘Well, you’ve still got a bit of soup left,’ she says, throwing a dish towel over her shoulder. ‘You and Myrna will have to share.’




  Bert mutters under his breath, and I feel a little sorry for him. He’s a grumpy old thing, that’s for sure, but I like his gumption. Standing up for his hungry (albeit fictional)

  woman like that? That’s gallant, in my book.




  ‘Don’t you worry, love,’ he says, pushing his own bowl toward the empty setting. ‘You have mine. There’s a good girl.’




  Now Bert’s face is transformed. His eyes are soft and admiring. His lips curve into a helpless smile. At first I think he’s smiling at me, but the truth takes only a second to dawn.

  He’s smiling at Myrna. On one level, I find this unimaginably sad. On another, it’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever seen.




  ‘Listen,’ I say on impulse. ‘I’ve barely touched my soup, and I’m not hungry. Perhaps Myrna would like to . . . finish it?’




  I brace myself, aware that Bert might be insulted by the offer of leftovers for Myrna. He frowns at me, but after a quick assessment, gives a gruff nod. ‘She’d like that very much.

  Thank you, young lady.’




  I give Bert back his bowl and place mine in front of ‘Myrna’. I start to leave, then hesitate by Bert’s chair. ‘Myrna’s a lucky lady, you know that? I’d sure

  like to have someone to look out for me when I . . . I can’t do things for myself.’




  Bert continues to frown at me, but it’s a little different now. Less irritated. More thoughtful. ‘You never know, young lady,’ he says. ‘Maybe you will.’
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  Eve




  Present day . . .




  The man standing before me isn’t what I expect. For starters, he’s at least five years younger than me – thirty, tops – and he has a smudge of dirt on his left cheek. His

  eyes are deep-set, his skin is olive, and his hair is tawny. He’s . . . gorgeous. But in green shorts, a thin white T-shirt, and sturdy boots, he’s too disheveled to be the manager. I

  glance again at the small gold-plated sign next to the doorbell: ROSALIND HOUSE. GIVING THEM PEACE, GIVING YOU PEACE OF MIND. I’m definitely in

  the right place.




  ‘I’m Eve Bennett,’ I say. I have a brief flash of myself standing onstage, accepting the award for most promising graduate at the Institute of Culinary Education in New York,

  and another flash of Mother’s face when I told her I was applying for a job at a residential care facility for the elderly. ‘I have an interview at two o’clock. For the cook

  position.’




  I wait for a greeting, a handshake, an Oh yes. Please come in. But the man just stares. I see a glint of recognition in his eyes and my heart sinks.




  My last job interview had been a tough one, too, but at least I’d got a hello. It was ten years ago, at Benu, the hot NYC Asian fusion restaurant (back when Asian fusion was the next big

  thing). Simply landing an interview for an apprenticeship at Benu was nothing short of a miracle. Word among my friends at the culinary school was that Min-Jun, the head chef, hired only blood

  relatives to work in his kitchen, for fear others would steal his famous brown sauce recipe. I met with Min-Jun in the kitchen, and rather than shaking my hand, he’d supplied me with a knife

  and a bag of carrots to julienne. In the hour I spent there, he barely said a word to me. Later, when he offered me the job (which I declined, stupidly), he told me it was the way I looked at the

  carrot, like I was in love with it, that got me over the line.




  The disheveled man still hasn’t spoken. I wait for him to curse me or slam the door in my face but instead he shuffles back and lets me inside. I step into a bright foyer with a sweeping

  staircase. Low polished timber side tables sit alongside well-stuffed pastel furniture. Though I haven’t been inside many residential care facilities, I suspect this is a very nice one. A

  three-story shuttered colonial with a huge, rambling garden. It reminds me a lot of . . . well, my house.




  ‘Are you Eric?’ I ask.




  The man turns, gesturing for me to follow. ‘No.’




  ‘Oh,’ I say, relieved. ‘So . . . uh . . . you are?’




  ‘The gardener.’




  He disappears around a corner and I have to run to keep up. I catch him at the end of the corridor, where he is already knocking on the door.




  ‘Eric?’ he says through the door. His gaze touches mine briefly. ‘Eve Bennett is here to see you.’




  The door swings open. The man standing there has a thick mustache and, unlike the gardener, is smiling.




  ‘Hello,’ he says brightly. ‘You must be Eve. I’m Eric.’




  The gardener makes himself scarce and I take Eric’s extended hand. ‘Good to meet you.’




  ‘Well, don’t just stand there. Come on in.’ He ushers me inside. ‘Is that a British accent I detect?’




  ‘East London,’ I say. ‘But I’ve been in the United States nearly fifteen years.’




  ‘Well, I won’t welcome you to the country, then.’ He laughs, an oddly feminine giggle. ‘Only to my office. Please, have a seat.’




  Eric pours a couple of glasses of water, and once we are sitting comfortably, picks up my résumé. ‘I have to say we haven’t had many applicants with your cooking

  credentials,’ he says. ‘Our current cook is self-taught, and while the residents are quite fond of her, I think they’re getting a little sick of rice and beans and enchiladas for

  dinner every night. Gabriela’s pregnant, and her last day is Friday, so we need someone pretty desperately.’




  ‘I’m available immediately,’ I say.




  ‘Good,’ he says. ‘Then why don’t you tell me why you are applying for this job. With your training, I imagine you could get a job at an upscale restaurant or

  café!’




  Eric laughs again, and I feel a bolt of encouragement. Clearly, unlike the gardener, he has no idea who I am.




  ‘This is close to home,’ I say. ‘And my daughter is at elementary school, so the day shifts suit better than regular hospitality hours.’




  ‘Fair enough.’ Eric’s gaze darts to the right, and then down to my résumé. ‘And why do you think you’d be a good candidate?’




  He looks up expectantly, and I take a sip of water, buying some time. I don’t think it’s the moment to mention that this is my last-ditch attempt to get an address in

  Clementine’s school zone. That without this address, she’ll be zoned to the far less idyllic Buttwell Road Elementary, known to the locals, of course, as Butt Road.




  ‘Cooking is my passion,’ I say finally. ‘I know what needs to be cooked fresh and what can be prepared in advance. I grow my own vegetables and try to use what’s seasonal

  both for taste as well as keeping costs down — ’




  ‘Some of our residents have special dietary requirements,’ Eric interrupts. ‘High blood pressure, that kind of thing, so we need to keep our meals healthy and balanced, not to

  mention soft for those with dentures.’




  I keep my wince on the inside. ‘I know all about cooking for high blood pressure. And I love the challenge of making simple food taste great.’




  Eric smiles, threading his fingers together behind his head. The buttons on his shirt strain against his doughy belly. ‘And I don’t suppose you’ve done much in the way of

  cleaning?’




  I pause. ‘I . . . er . . . thought this was a cook position.’




  ‘Oh, it is. But our cleaner has just left us in the lurch, and I am hoping whoever takes this job can fill the void until I find someone.’




  I swallow. ‘I see.’




  ‘Have you had any experience with cleaning?’




  ‘Of course,’ I manage, even though until six months ago, Valentina, our live-in maid, took care of all the housework at our place. Since Valentina left, I’d taken over, but the

  standard of cleanliness had taken rather a large dive.




  ‘Wonderful . . . well, it’s not a lot, really. The kitchen needs to be cleaned after meals, and the residents’ rooms need to be made up each day. There’s not much

  ironing, but some of the men like to wear a dress shirt on Sundays.’




  I slump a little in my chair. I’ve ironed a couple of shirts before, but probably not more than a couple. When Richard and I were newly married, I’d made a great song and dance about

  being the one to iron his shirts. Once, I’d even done it naked. I thought there was something terribly romantic about ironing my lover’s shirt before he set off for work in the morning.

  But after a while, I’d handed the ironing over to Valentina along with the rest of the household chores that didn’t interest me.




  ‘Shirts on Sundays,’ I say, thinking of Butt Road. ‘No problem.’




  ‘What else?’ he says, clicking his tongue. ‘We have a fantastic nurse, Rosie, who does night shift, and we have caregivers here between eight and five. Trish is our personal

  care attendant, and Carole is her assistant. Angus, who let you in, is the gardener, and he also takes care of maintenance. As for the residents, we have twelve at the moment. One of our selling

  points is that we’re intimate. A family, really. We have to make sure everyone is a good fit before they start.’




  I nod, a false smile woven to my face. The one thing I’m convinced of is that I’m the opposite of a good fit. I’m a chef, specializing in fine dining . . . What do I know about

  being a cook and temporary cleaner at a residential home?




  ‘We’re a private facility,’ Eric continues, ‘one of several across the country owned by a group called Advanced Retirement Solutions. I am the administrator of this

  center. We are licensed and inspected annually by the New Jersey Department of Health and Senior Services.




  ‘We are an assisted-living facility, not a nursing home, so our residents are all in good health – physically speaking. But we do have some residents with dementia. One of our older

  residents, Bert, is beginning to show some signs, and we also have two young residents suffering from the disease. Anna is thirty-nine. She has younger-onset Alzheimer’s, the memory-related

  type of dementia that most people have heard of. Luke is forty-one. He has a variant of frontotemporal dementia, which affects speech and word production. He finds it physically difficult to speak

  as well as hard to find the words he needs. He’s mostly nonverbal these days.’




  ‘Wow.’




  ‘Although you won’t be responsible for caring for the residents, you’ll be interacting with them daily. How do you feel about that? Do you have experience with the elderly or

  disabled? Grandparents?’




  ‘I don’t have any grandparents or any real experience with the elderly. But that’s something I’d like to change.’




  This part, at least, is true. I’ve become all too aware recently how tough life can be. And from the weight of Eric’s nod, I determine I’ve convinced him, too.




  ‘Well, you’ve come to the right place,’ he says, and laughs again. ‘Anyway, that’s enough from me. Do you have any questions?’




  ‘Just one,’ I say. ‘As I mentioned, I have a daughter at elementary school. Clementine will be at school for the bulk of the day, but she’s with me in the early mornings

  and after school, so I’d have to bring her here. And I’ll have to walk her there and back, but it’s less than five minutes each way.’




  I sit tall and try to look confident. Like this is one of twenty jobs I’m interviewing for, instead of my last hope.




  ‘Actually, I think the residents would love having a child around,’ Eric says. ‘As long as it doesn’t interfere with your work, of course.’




  I let go the breath I was holding, and Eric rises to his feet.




  ‘Well, then, how about a tour?’




  I smile and haul myself upright, ready for a tour of my new life.




  Four months ago, my life fell apart. Not slowly, like a terminal illness, but all at once, like a fatal car accident. At least, it was all at once for me and Clementine when

  Richard told me what he’d done. And it was all at once for the thousands of investors who lost their money. But for Richard, it was more like lung cancer for a heavy smoker. He must have

  known that disaster was inevitable. But he chose to keep going, in the hopes he’d be that one in a million who came through it unscathed.




  It was 3:15 P.M. on a Tuesday when his car pulled up. That should have been my first clue. I’d been married to Richard for ten years, and in all that time

  he’d never been home at three fifteen on a weekday. The funny thing was, I remember feeling pleased. I’d tried a new ingredient in my pumpkin shortbread, and it had just come out of the

  oven.




  ‘Great timing,’ I’d said when he let himself into the kitchen. ‘You can be my first taste tester.’




  He muttered something unintelligible as he landed on a barstool.




  ‘Honey?’ I said.




  He bent forward, resting his forehead in his palm. He wasn’t wearing a jacket, and his tie was loose.




  ‘Aren’t you feeling well?’ I felt his head with the back of my hand. ‘Ricky?’ He hated it when I called him Ricky in public, but in private, it usually made him

  smile. ‘Hello? Anyone home?’




  The house was full of tradespeople. We were getting the place ready for the summer. A man waved as he walked past the kitchen window, carrying a ladder. I waved back.




  When Richard still didn’t speak, I gave him a playful shove. His head tipped back, and that’s when I saw his swollen, crying eyes.




  ‘Richard! Oh my God.’




  I’d never seen Richard cry. Not at his mother’s or father’s funerals. Not on our wedding day. Not at Clementine’s birth. Richard was far more likely to punch a wall or

  drink one too many glasses of Scotch to blow off steam or emotion. ‘What’s wrong?’




  His eyes met mine for only a second. ‘I’ve fucked up, Eve.’




  ‘You’ve . . .’ I sat down beside him and swiveled his stool so he faced me. ‘What do you mean? What have you fucked up?’




  ‘My life. Your life. Clementine’s life.’ He twisted away, parking his elbows on the marble benchtop. ‘I’ve lied about my investments, I’ve falsified

  paperwork. And I’m about to be caught.’




  A quiet not-quite laugh came out of me. ‘Is this a joke?’




  ‘Do I look like I’m joking?’




  It didn’t make sense. Richard didn’t need to lie about his investments or create false documents. Richard was brilliant at what he did. Still, I felt the pinpricks of uncertainty.

  His eyes were red rimmed, his collar loose. He’d been steadily losing weight for weeks now, drinking more. And a few days ago I’d found him in his study with a face that looked vaguely

  tear-stained. He blamed it on a head-cold and a lot of pressure at work. I hadn’t thought to ask any more about it.




  ‘But . . . falsifying documents?’ I said, almost to myself. ‘You mean like a — ’




  ‘ — Ponzi scheme.’




  A knot tied itself, slowly and painfully, in my gut.




  ‘We’re going to lose all our money,’ he said. ‘Our house. And I’ll go to jail.’




  I rose from my stool. ‘Jail?’




  ‘I thought it would be all right, as long as I reported modest returns. I thought . . . I thought it would be all right . . .’ He began to sob, and that’s when I knew this was

  real. When it came to business, Richard was always arrogant to a fault. I’d never seen him so defeated. With both hands, I formed a tent over my mouth and nose.




  ‘I’ve tried to think of a way out of this,’ he continued, ‘but I can’t.’




  I began to pace. ‘Holy . . . shit. Holy, holy, holy shit! This is crazy. How could you . . . ?’ On the oven, I suddenly noticed the time. ‘Shit! I have to pick up Clem

  from school.’




  I grabbed the keys and headed for the door. Then I stopped short. I had no idea of the protocol for this situation. Were the police about to turn up on our doorstep? Was he going to be hauled

  away in handcuffs in front of our daughter? And what then? Would we be marched out of our house?




  ‘Richard — ’




  ‘It’s all right,’ he said, strangely eloquent now that he had shared the burden. ‘We have time. Go and get Clem.’




  I held his gaze silently for what felt like hours, but must have been only seconds. Then, with a stomach full of savage maggots, I turned and pressed through the swing doors.




  My tour of Rosalind House is brief, and doesn’t include an introduction to the residents, so much as a viewing of the residents. We pass a handful of people in the

  corridors and a few more in a high-ceilinged living room that Eric calls the parlor. Everyone else has been planted on the vast expanse of lawn that abuts the property, probably absorbing a

  year’s worth of vitamin D from the brilliant, clear sky. The gardener, Angus, is standing on a short ladder, hacking at an overgrown bush.




  ‘That’s Bert,’ Eric says, pointing at a balding man in his eighties. ‘And over there, that’s Clara. That was her husband in the parlor, Laurie. And that’s

  Luke and Anna, under the tree.’




  The young couple stand out, in a garden full of elderly folk. The man, Luke, sits on a garden bench. His head is down and his dark wavy hair spills over his face. The woman, Anna, sits a few

  paces away from him in a wheelchair, her hair a tangle of red-brown curls.




  ‘They’re so young,’ I say. ‘I can’t believe they have dementia.’




  ‘It is hard to believe,’ Eric says. ‘Some days are good and they just act like quiet, normal people. Other days are not so good.’




  ‘Why is she in a wheelchair? Is that to do with the dementia?’




  ‘Oh — ’ Eric scratches a sudden itch at his neck. ‘Well, no — ’




  ‘She’s dropped her scarf,’ I say, stepping toward the lightweight linen dancing on the grass by Anna’s feet. Its cheerful colors remind me of the painting Richard gave me

  for our first anniversary, the one the auctioneer showed great interest in last week when he came to peruse our possessions.




  I snap up the scarf. ‘You dropped this,’ I say, resting it on Anna’s lap. Up close, I can’t resist taking a better look at her. She’s not beautiful – at least

  not in these parts, where beautiful equals blond, slim, and symmetrical. But she is something – striking, perhaps? Her skin is alabaster and thickly spread with freckles, and her arms and

  legs are long and lithe. But what hits me the most is the color of her eyes: a pale, clear jade. Without the eyes, she might have been plain. But with the eyes? I can’t seem to look away.




  Before I can remove my hand, she cloaks it in her own and squeezes.




  ‘Oh.’ I pull back, but her fingers dig farther into mine. ‘I didn’t mean to alarm you. I just didn’t want you to lose your lovely scarf.’




  She’s getting ready to speak, the cues are all there – the wetting of lips, the swallowing, the tensing of facial muscles. It takes only a fraction longer than, say, a thoughtful

  person would take, but I am hyperaware of her dementia and can’t seem to think of anything else. ‘Please,’ she says finally. ‘Help me.’




  A prickle travels down the length of my spine. ‘What did you say?’




  I wait, but she doesn’t speak again.




  ‘Anna?’ I persist, but already the comprehension in her face has fluttered away, replaced by a vacantness so at odds with her young, smooth skin. Her eyes film over, still beautiful

  but now empty. I stand straight.




  ‘Eric,’ I say, returning to him, ‘she just said, “Help me.” ’




  Eric blinks, the perfect picture of surprise. ‘She did? Are you sure?’




  ‘Yes. I mean . . . I think so.’




  ‘What prompted it?’ he asks. ‘Did you say anything to her?’




  I look back at her. ‘Just that I didn’t want her to lose her scarf.’




  ‘I’ll send Carole over,’ he says, and a moment later, a staff member is scurrying in her direction. ‘If there’s something wrong, we’ll get to the bottom of

  it.’




  I nod and he gestures for us to return to the house. As he holds open the screen door for me, he says, ‘The upside of dementia, of course, is if she does lose her scarf, she isn’t

  going to miss it for long.’
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