Down Memory Lane by Mike Resnick
Gwendolyn sticks afinger into her cake, pullsit out, and licksit with a happy smile on her face.
“I likebirthdayd” she says, giggling with delight.

| lean over and wipe some frogting off her chin. “Try to be alittle neater,” | say. “Y ou wouldn’t want to
have to take a bath before you open your present.”

“Present?” she repests excitedly, her gaze faling on the box with the colorful wrapping paper and the big
satin bow. “Isit time for my present now?Isit?’

“Yes, itis” | answer. | pick up the box and hand it to her. “Happy birthday, Gwendolyn.”

She tears off the paper, shovesthe card aside, and opensthe box. Aninstant later she emits a happy
squed and pullsout therag doll. “Thisismy very favorite day of my wholelifel” she announces.

| sgh and try to hold back my tears.
Gwendolyn is eighty-two years old. She has been my wife for thelast Sixty of them.

| don’t know where | was when Kennedy was shot. | don’t know what | was doing when the World
Trade Center collgpsed under the ondaught of two jetliners. But | remember every single detall, every
minute, every second, of the day we got the bad news.

“It may not be Alzheimer’s,” said Dr. Castleman. “ Alzheimer’ sis becoming a catchword for avariety of
senile dementias. Eventudly we' Il find out exactly which dementiait is, but there’ sno question that
Gwendolyn issuffering from one of them.”

It wasn't asurprise—after al, we knew something was wrong; that’ s why she was being examined—but
it was till ashock.

“Isthere any chance of curing it?’ | asked, trying to keep my composure.

He shook his head sadly. “Right now we' re barely ableto dow it down.”

“How long have | got?’ said Gwendolyn, her face grim, her jaw st.

“Physicaly you'rein fine shape” said Castleman. “Y ou could live another ten to twenty years”
“How long before | don’'t know who anyoneis?’ she persisted.

He shrugged helplesdly. “It proceeds at different rates with different people. At first you won't notice any
diminution, but before long it will become noticeable, perhaps not to you, but to those around you. And it
doesn't progressin astraight line. One day you'll find you' ve lost the ability to read, and then, perhaps
two months later, you' || see anewspaper headline, or perhaps amenu in arestaurant, and you'll read it
aseadly asyou do today. Paul herewill be dated and think you' re regaining your capacity, and he'll cal
me and tell me about it, but it won't last. In another day, another hour, another week, the ability will be

goneagan.”
“Will I know what' s happening to me?’

“That' salmost the only good part of it,” replied Castleman. “Y ou know now what lies ahead of you, but
asit progresses you will belessand less aware of any loss of your cognitive ahilities. You'll be
understandably bitter at the start, and we'll put you on anti-depressants, but the day will come when you



no longer need them because you no longer remember that you ever had agreater mental capacity than
you possess a that moment.”

Sheturned to me. “I’m sorry, Paul.”

“It'snot your fault,” | said.

“I'm sorry that you'll have to watch this happen to me.”

“There must be something we can do, some way we can fight it. . . .” | muttered.

“I’'m afraid thereisn't,” said Castleman. “ They say there are stages you go through when you know
you'regoing to die: disbelief, then anger, then self-pity, and finally acceptance. No on€' s ever come up
with asmilar list for the dementias, but in the end what you' re going to haveto do isaccept it and learn
tolivewithit.”

“How long before | haveto goto. . . to wherever | have to go when Paul can't care for me done?’

Castleman took adeep breath, let it out, and pursed hislips. “It varies. It could be five or six months, it
could betwo years, it could be longer. A lot depends on you.”

“Onme?’ said Gwendolyn.

“Asyou become more childlike, you will become more curious about things that you no longer know or
recognize. Paul tells me you' ve dways had aprobing mind. Will you be content to St in front of the
televison while he' s deeping or otherwise occupied, or will you fed aneed to wak outsde and then
forget how to get back home? Will you be curious about al the buttons and switches on the kitchen
appliances? Two-year-olds can’t open doors or reach kitchen counters, but you will be ableto. So, as|
say, it depends on you, and that is something no one can predict.” He paused. “And there may be rages.”

“Rages?’ | repested.

“In more than haf the cases,” hereplied. “ She won't know why she’'s so enraged. Y ou will, of
course—hut you won't be able to do anything about it. If it happens, we have medications that will help.”

| was so depressed | was thinking of suicide pacts, but Gwendolyn turned to me and said, “Well, Paul, it
lookslikewe have alot of living to cram into the next few months. I’ ve ways wanted to take a
Caribbean cruise. WE' |l stop at the travel agency on the way home.”

That was her reaction to the most horrific news a human being can receive.

| thanked God that I’ d had sixty yearswith her, and | cursed Him for taking away everything that made
her the woman | loved before we' d said and done dl the things we had wanted to say and do.

She' d been beautiful once. She still was. Physical beauty fades, but inner beauty never does. For sixty
years we had lived together, loved together, worked together, played together. We got to wherewe
could finish each other’ s sentences, where we knew each other’ stastes better than we knew our own.
We had fights—who doesn’ t?>—but we never once went to bed mad at each other.

We raised three children, two sons and a daughter. One son waskilled in Vietham; the other son and the
daughter kept in touch as best they could, but they had their own livesto lead, and they lived many states

away.

Gradually our outside socia contacts became fewer and fewer; we were dl each other needed. And now



| was going to waich the only thing I’ d ever truly loved become alittle less each day, until therewas
nothing left but an empty shell.

The cruise went well. We even took the train dl the way to the rum factory at the center of Jamaica, and
we spent afew daysin Miami before flying home. She seemed so normal, so absolutely hersdlf, that |
began thinking that maybe Dr. Castleman’ s diagnosis had been mistaken.

But then it began. There was no singleincident that couldn’t have occurred fifty years ago, nothing that
you couldn’t find a reasonable excuse for—but things kept happening. One afternoon she put aroast in
the oven, and at dinnertime we found that she' d forgotten to turn the oven on. Two days later we were
watching The Mdtese Fa con for the umpteenth time, and suddenly she couldn’t remember who killed
Humphrey Bogart's partner. She “discovered” Raymond Chandler, an author she'd loved for years.
There were no rages, but there was everything €l se Dr. Castleman had predicted.

| began counting her pills. She was on five different medications, three of them twice aday. She never
skipped them al, but somehow the numbers never came out quite right.

I”d mention a person, a place, an incident, something we' d shared together, and one time out of three she
couldn’t recall it—and she' d get annoyed when I’ d explain that she had forgotten it. In amonth it became
two out of threetimes. Then shelost interest in reading. She blamed it on her glasses, but when | took

her to get anew prescription, the optometrist tested her and told usthat her vision hadn't changed since
her last vigit two years earlier.

She kept fighting it, trying to stimulate her brain with crossword puzzles, math problems, anything that
would cause her to think. But each month the puzzles and problems got alittle smpler, and each month
she solved afew less than she had the month before. She il loved music, and she il loved leaving
seeds out for the birds and watching them come by to feed—but she could no longer hum aong with the
melodies or identify the birds.

She had never alowed meto keep agun in the house. It was better, she said, to let thieves stedl
everything than to get killed in a shootout—they were just possessions; we were dl that counted—and |
honored her wishes for sixty years. But now | went out and bought a small handgun and abox of bullets,
and kept them locked in my desk againgt the day that she was so far gone she no longer knew who |
was. | told mysdlf that when that day occurred, | would put abullet into her head and another into my
own. .. but | knew that | couldn’t. Mysdif, yes; the woman who' d been my life, never.

| met her in college. She was an honor student. | was a not-very-successful jock—third-string defensive
end in football, back-up power forward in basketbal, big, strong, and dumb—~but she saw something in
me. I’ d noticed her around the campus—she was too good-looking not to notice—but she hung out with
the brains, and our paths almost never crossed. The only reason | asked her out the first time was
because one of my frat brothers bet me ten dollars she wouldn't give me the time of day. But for some
reason I'll never know she said yes, and for the next sixty years| was never willingly out of her presence.
When we had money we spent it, and when we didn’'t have money we were every bit as happy; wejust
didn’'t liveaswell or travel as much. Weraised our kids, sent them out into the world, watched one die
and two move away to begin their own lives, and wound up the way we' d started—just the two of us.

And now one of uswas vanishing, day by day, minute by minute.

One morning she locked the bathroom door and couldn’t remember how to unlock it. She was so
panicky that she couldn’t hear me giving her ingtructions from the other side. | was on the phone, caling
the fire department, when she appeared at my sideto ask why | wastalking to them and what was
burning.



“She had no memory of locking hersdf in,” | explained to Dr. Castleman the next day. “ One moment she
couldn’t cope with alock any three-year-old could manipulate, and the next moment she opened the
door and didn’t remember having any problem with it.”

“That' sthe way these things progress,” he said.
“How long before she does't know me any more?’

Castleman sighed. “1 redlly don’t know, Paul. Y ou’ ve been the most important thing in her life, the most
congtant thing, so it standsto reason that you' Il bethe last thing sheforgets.” He Sighed again. “It could
be afew months, or afew years—or it could be tomorrow.”

“It'snot fair,” | muttered.

“Nobody ever said it was,” hereplied. “1 had her checked over while she was here, and for what it's
worth she' sin excellent physical hedlth for awoman of her age. Heart and lungs are fine, blood
pressure snorma.”

Of course her blood pressure was normd, | thought bitterly. She didn’t spend most of her waking hours
wondering what it would be like when the person she had spent her life with no longer recognized her.

Then | redized that she didn’t spend most of her waking hours thinking of anything, and | felt guilty for
pitying mys=lf when she was the one whose mind and memories were racing away at an ever-faster rate.

Two weeks later we went shopping for groceries. She wandered off to get something—ice cream, |
think—and when I’ d picked up what | needed and went over to the frozen food section she wasn't
there. | looked around, checked out the next few aides. No luck.

| asked one of the stock girlsto check the women'srest room. It was empty.

| started getting a panicky feding in the pit of my stomach. | was just about to go out into the parking lot
to look for her when a cop brought her into the store, leading her very gently by thearm.

“She was wandering around looking for her car,” he explained. “A 1961 Nash Rambler.”

“We haven't owned that car in forty yearsor more,” | said. | turned to Gwendolyn. “Areyou al right?’
Her face was streaked by tears. “I’'m sorry,” she said. “I couldn’t remember where we parked the car.”
“It sdl right,” | said.

Shekept crying and telling me how sorry shewas. Pretty soon everyone was staring, and the store
manager asked if I'd like to take her to his office and let her sit down. | thanked him and the cop, but
decided she' d be better off at home, so | led her out to the Ford we' d owned for the past five years and
drove her home.

Aswe pulled into the garage and got out of the car, she stood back and looked at it.
“What apretty car,” shesad. “Whoseisit?’

“They’re not sure of anything,” said Dr. Castleman. “But they think it’ s got something to do with the
amyloid beta protein. An abundance of it can usualy be found in people suffering from Alzheimer’sor
Down Syndrome.”

“Can’'t you takeit out, or do something to neutraize it?’ | asked.



Gwendolyn sat in achair, staring at the wall. We could have been ten thousand miles away asfar as she
was concerned.

“If it wasthat Smple, they’ d have doneit.”

“Soit'saprotein,” | said. “Doesit comein somekind of food? Is there something she shouldn’t be
eding?’

He shook hishead. “ There are dl kinds of proteins. Thisisone you' re born with.”
“Isitinthebrain?’

“Initidly it'sin the spind fluid.”

“Well, can't youdrainit out?’ | perssted.

He sghed. “By thetime we know it saproblem in aparticular individua, it’ stoo late. It forms plagues
on the brain, and once that happens, the diseaseisirreversble” He paused weerily. “At least it's
irreversible today. Someday they’ll cureit. They should be able to dow it down beforetoo long. |
wouldn’t be surprised to seeit eradicated within aquarter of a century. There may even come aday
when they can test embryosfor an amyloid betaimbaance and correct it in utero. They’re making

progress.”
“But not in time to hep Gwendolyn.”
“No, not in time to help Gwendolyn.”

Gradudly, over the next few months, she became totally unaware that she even had Alzheimer’s. Sheno
longer read, but she watched the television incessantly. She especialy liked children’s showsand
cartoons. | would comeinto the room and hear the e ghty-two-year-old woman | loved snging along
with the Mickey Mouse Club. | had afedling that if they sill ran test patterns she could watch one for
hours on end.

And then came the morning | had known would come: | wasfixing her breakfast—some cered she'd
Seen advertised on televison—and she looked up at me, and | could tell that she no longer knew who |
was. Oh, shewasn't afraid of me, or even curious, but there was absolutely no spark of recognition.

The next day | moved her into ahome that specidized in the senile dementias.

“I'm sorry, Paul,” said Dr. Castleman. “But it redlly isfor the best. She needs professona care. You' ve
lost weight, you' re not getting any deep, and to be blunt, it no longer makes any difference to her who
feeds and cleans and medicates her.”

“Wadl, it makesadifferenceto me,” | said angrily. “They treat her like an infant!”

“That’ swhat she' sbecome.”

“She' s been there two weeks, and | haven't seen them try—redlly try—to communicate with her.”
“She has nothing to say, Paul.”

“It'sthere,” | said. “It' ssomewhereinside her brain.”

“Her brainisn't what it oncewas,” said Castleman. *Y ou have to face up to that.”



“I took her theretoo soon,” | said. “There must be away to connect with her.”

“Y ou're an adult, and despite her appearance, she' safour-year-old child,” said Castleman gently. “You
no longer have anything in common.”

“We havealifetimein common!” | snapped.
| couldn’t listen to any more, so | got up and stalked out of his office.

| decided that depending on Dr. Castleman was adead end, and | began visiting other specidists. They
al told me pretty much the same thing. One of them even showed me hislab, where they were doing al
kinds of chemica experiments on the amyloid beta protein and a number of other things. It was
encouraging, but nothing was going to happen fast enough to cure Gwendolyn.

Two or threetimes each day | picked up that pistol I’d bought and toyed with ending it, but | kept
thinking: what if there’ samiracle—medicd, rdigious, whatever kind? What if she becomes Gwendolyn
again? She'll be dl aonewith abunch of senile old men and women, and I’ Il have deserted her.

So | couldn’t kill myself, and | couldn’t help her, and | couldn’t just stand by and watch her. Somehow,
somewhere, there had to be away to connect with her, to communicate on the samelevel again. We'd
faced some pretty terrible problems together—Iosing a son, suffering amiscarriage, watching each of our
parents die in turn—and as long as we were together we were able to overcome them. Thiswasjust one
more problem—and every problem is capable of solution.

| found the solution, too. It wasn’t where | expected, and it certainly wasn't what | expected, but she
was elghty-two yearsold and sinking fast, and | didn't hesitate.

That’ swhere things stand this evening. Earlier today | bought this notebook, and this marks the end of
my firs entry.

Friday, June 22. I'd heard about the clinic while | waslearning everything | could about the disease. The
government outlawed it and shut it down, so they moved it lock, stock and barrel to Guatemala. It wasn't
much to look at, but then, | wasn't expecting much. Just amiracle of adifferent sort.

They make no bones about what they anticipate if the experiment goes as planned. That’ swhy they only
accept terminal patients—and because they have so few and are so desperate for volunteers, that’s a so
why they didn’t challenge mewhen | told them | had a dow-acting cancer. | Sgned arelease that
probably wouldn’t hold up in any court of law outside Guatemad a; they now have my permission to do
just about anything they want to me.

Saturday, June 23. So it begins. | thought they’ d inject it into my spine, but instead they went through the
carotid artery in my neck. Makes sense; it' s the conduit between the spine and the brain. If anything's
going to get the protein where it can do itswork, that’ stheticket. | thought it would hurt like hdll, but it's
just alittle sore. Except for that, | don't fed any different.

Wednesday, June 27. Fourth day in arow of tedious lectures explaining how some of uswill die but a
few may be saved and dl humanity will benefit, or something like that. Now | have an inkling of how lab
rats and guinea pigsfed. They're not aware that they’ re dying; and | guess before too long, we won't be
ether.

Wednesday, July 3. After aweek of having me play with the most idiotic puzzles, they tell methat I've
lost 6 percent of my cognitive functions and that the condition is accdlerating. It seemsto please them no
end. I’'m not convinced; | think if they’d give mealittle moretime I’ d do better on these damned tedts. |



mesan, it sbeen along time since | wasin school. I'm out of practice.

Sunday, July 7. Y ou know, | think it’ sworking. | was reading down in the lounge, and for the longest
time| couldn’t remember where my room was. Good. The faster it works, the better. I’ ve got alot of
catching up to do.

Tuesday, July 16. Today we got another talking-to. They say the shots are stronger and the symptons are
appearing even faster than they’ d hoped, and it’samost timeto try the anecdote. Anecdote. Isthat the
right word?

Friday, July 26. Boy am | lucky. At the last minute | remembered why | went therein the furst place. |
wated until it was dark and snuck out. When | got to the airport | didnt have any money, but they asked
to see my wallet and took out this plastic card and did something with it and said it was OK and gave me
aticket.

Saturday, july 27. | wrote down my address so | wouldnt forget, and boy am i lucky | did, because when
| got acab at theairporte | coudint’ remember what to tell him. We drove and we drove and findly |
remembered | had wrote it down, but when we got homei didnt’ have akey. i started pounding on the
door, but no onewasthereto let mein, and finaly they came with aloud siren and took me somewere
else i cant ay long. | haveto find gwendolyn beforeit istoo late, but i cant remember what it wood be
too latefor.

Mundy, august. He says hisnameis Doctr Kademan and that i know him, and he kept saying o paul why
did you do thisto yoursdlf, and i told himi didn’t remember but i know | had areason and it had
something to do with gwendolyn. do you remember her he said. of coursei doi said, sheismy love and
my life. | askt when cani see her & he said soon.

wensday. they gave me my own room, but i dont want my own room i want to be with gwendolyn. finaly
they let me see her and she was as beutiful as ever and i wanted to hug her and kiss her but wen i walked
up to her she started krying and the nurse took her away

it has been 8 daz sincei rote here. or maybe 9. i keep forgeting to. today | saw aprety littl girl in the hall,
with prety white hair. she reminds me of someone but i dont know who. tomorrow if i remember i will
bring her a prezent

i saw the pretti gurl again today. i took aflower from a pot and gaveit to her and she smiled and said
thank you and wetalkt alot and she said i am so glad wemet & 1 am findy happy. i said soami. i think
we are going to be gresat friends becauz we like each other and have so mucch in commmon. i askt her
name and she couldnt remember, soi will cal her gwendolyn. i think i nu someone caled gwendolyn
oncealong timeago and it isavery pretti namefor avery pretti new frend.



