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We still have a little time left together.

It's extremely important to me, right now, that I tell you
exactly how much I remember.

I need you to know that I remember who I am. That I
remember how we got here. And above all, that I remember what I felt

for you. 

And just in case there's a part of you left that can listen, I'll
prove it to you.

God, I hope that you can hear me. I know you can’t smile
any more, but I want you to feel one when we get there, at least.

I'll start with my hometown. I- Well, I have forgotten its
name.

When it takes over you - it works like this: First you forget
little things like that. Then you forget how to pilot your hands and feet.
Then you forget to not shit yourself.

Then you die.

Obviously.

Mercifully.

For most people, if you get it on Monday, it’ll be all over
before the weekend. But we weren’t blessed with mercy, were we, my
love?

Anyway- the town- 

I think it makes you get distracted easily too.

That town was dull. Grey and brick and black damp,
washed-out watercolour and bleached buildings in misty mornings - like
staring at a Lowry through a Turner.

And all of Laurence’s stick figures are in a big, black, oily
heap.

I know that simile was complicated, but I’ve always made a
point of remembering the artists. It never annoyed you before, so don’t
let it get to you now. 

“What would we be without art?’ I would ask you. 

“Americans,” I would tell you.
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The point is - Lowry portrayed movement and bustle very
well. But I was the only thing that had moved and bustled in that town in
a long, long time.

The whole thing started pretty quietly - a couple of cows
in Kent lay down in the grass, and forgot how to live. Another 2 months
and everyone I'd ever loved had done the same.

Dad was one of the first to go, back when the GPs and the
hospitals were still running. Me and my Mum practically carried him to
a wheelchair when we got to the doctor’s first thing in the morning.
Doting wife and daughter, slash, living zimmer frames. It was like any
other day in there - that empty atmosphere of ignored worry, buried
panic, air trembling with rattling coughs and flickering magazine pages.
Not to bring art up again, but this memory is vivid - one of the prints
hanging on the wall in our surgery was an Auerbach. Can you imagine? I
love Auerbach - but a photo of a terminal tumour would have been less
eerie. Maybe that was the point - a tonsillitis diagnosis would come as
a pick-me-up after thirty minutes in the waiting room locked in eye
contact with the haunted portrait of a star-crossed ghost.

The GP sat on the phone in our appointment, exchanging
polite smiles with us as he spoke as quietly as he could to a far-off
advisor. Dad’s slurring by this point. His hands are shaking. He’s
looking at me like I’m, at best, a half-remembered friend from
childhood. The doctor pressed Alzheimer's pamphlets into our palms.
They burned like stigmata. Reading them was like examining an open
wound - you have no desire to look, or study them, but you have to, to
properly assess the damage dealt.

"He knew how to read a clock yesterday," my Mum tried
to convince the doctor with a shaking head and tilted brow. “I promise
he could,” she said. 

He probably thought she'd fucking lost it too.

Mum and I spent the evening discussing a future that
would never come. We sat on the crumbling wicker chairs on either side
of their bed as Dad napped, and listed the pros and cons of care
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of their bed as Dad napped, and listed the pros and cons of care

homes over his head in the breaks between his wheezy snores. We
didn't appreciate the angle of the descent. In the time it took to decide
what was best for him, the disease turned his wife's name, his mother's
perfume, his dog's bark and his ability to just fucking walk around into
inert and thoughtless lumps of protein.

Overnight, it took everything else.

I slept like a baby that evening. I only slept properly when I
was stressed.

Dad managed to fog-stumble into the garage as Mum
and I slept, tripped on some of the mess he'd never cleaned, slammed
his brow on the chassis of the old Lotus he claimed to have been
working on and smashed his wrist on the concrete. We heard his
bawling agony from the house - we couldn't comfort him - he had no
language left to express his pain, under the caring hands of two women
he no longer recognised. The blood was biblical and stung his wet,
darting eyes. I imagined a toddler in a supermarket who'd lost his
parents - trapped with strangers in a baffling world. We cried with him
until someone responsible arrived. The paramedics took a while to get
there - they were one of the few ambulances who could escape the
overrun and frantic hospital.

It became clear how the disease was starting to pull on
our collective threads when we got to the A&E. I saw the bloody mess
of people who'd leaned on radiators and melted their hands and backs,
I watched the wholly inert being dragged onto trolleys - heavy and
dormant, like rucksacks full of rocks.

Our nurse was stressed - but, trying - she kept getting her
maths and units wrong. There was a frightened woman, rushing round
the ward, whirling her head at shadows and howling for her husband in
the chaos. There was a furious man, lashing at the tubes in his hands,
heaving curtains out of their hoops. They all had it too, no doubt.

Under the calm of dripping saline, Dad managed his first
coherent phrase in hours. 

"Too loud." he said. Admittedly, in a slurred dribble. 

No Pain. No Tears.
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After which, he immediately fell asleep, like he was
showing off. I always said he was an undiagnosed narcoleptic - a man
who made insomniacs, like me, sick with envy. He absolutely loved to
pay £7.50 to fall asleep in the cinema.

He didn't wake up that time.

Mum began preparations for Dad's funeral, even though
none of the directors were picking up their phones. I sat in his armchair
and ran my fingers over the greasy, mottled fabric where his arms
would have rested, watching the news of the parasite roll in, while Mum
listened to the frail beeps of a hundred answering machines. She asked
me what memories of Dad I'd want to include as she held a dial tone to
her ear. 

I can’t remember what I told her.

She told me we should take this opportunity to make
great memories together, because we could never know which day
would be our last.

‘How did that go?’, I think you’d ask me if you could. 

Well, I’ll say this: she was never any good at being ill.

I don't think she ever took a day off work in her life. She
got swine flu when that was going round in the noughties - she still
went into the office, made half her colleagues sick, and while they lay in
bed, bingeing box sets like normal people, she stayed, working alone in
a hot box of her own diseased sneezes.

Fuck, did she work. Right until the end.

When she gave up trying the funeral homes, her new
hobby was calling into the office.

She didn't take to losing control very well by the time the
parasite had taken the wheel. I remember her screaming at me when
she'd lost her shopping list. She woke up early because, God bless her,
she loved to beat the crowds. Even if the crowds were looters. It could
have been any other Saturday:

Bread
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Milk

Eggs

She accused me of stealing it - it wasn't her fault, I know.
The anger and denial stages of grief are easily the most appealing.
Because we knew what it was at that point, and I think she knew she was
dying. 

She tried to rewrite the list, but her handwriting had
decayed into slug-trails. She started wailing again. I hugged her until
the shouts turned to tears.

The tears never really stopped. She cried and cried until
she forgot how to.

I'd apologise if she were here. I don’t think those count as
great memories. 

I don’t remember Dad awake and I don’t really remember
Mum at home. And I don’t know if it’s the disease that’s done that to
me.

I know I once loved both my parents with all my heart. I
wish my mind held more evidence. I wish I had something better to
remember them by. I wish I had something better to tell you. There’s
ghosts in my mind - shadows of fond and fruitful memories - but
they’re drowned in darkness - sunlit meadows that are lost to the ether.

I’m looking at them through Turners too. 

I can only remember their ends. I can only remember the
indignity.

I'd lived a few streets away from them, in a townhouse
with my husband, who faded away about a fortnight after Mum did. He
was handsome and kind, and great at building flat-pack furniture. I
would go back to our house sometimes, just to see how bleached the
photos had gotten, to see how much cloth the moths could eat.

I've nearly forgotten him completely, to be honest with
you.

Oh, God. 

No Pain. No Tears.
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I can’t even remember his name.

We got here just in time, my love.

Jesus Christ- the damage it’s done.
Where was I?
Right. Who else is tending the flowers in The Garden of

Death?

It was a friend of a friend, Amy, that survived the longest.
She made it a couple months further than my parents. She was a tough
girl - gym-obsessed - she made sure she lifted her silly little weights
until the very end. I didn't much care for her before everything went
dark, but she was all I had left. She was my only friend.

She noticed herself going before I did. In the space of two
days, the weight she could squat halved - and losing her strength was
something she just couldn't abide. 

She crushed up 60 paracetamol into a gin & tonic. All the
fruit in the supermarkets had rotted away and there hadn't been
electricity in some time, so she couldn't have it with ice and lemon, like
she wanted - but we did find her a cocktail stick parasol and a curly
straw.

We laughed and laughed until she drank her death up
through those neon twists and turns. She fell into a quiet coma with a
stripe of vomit down her blouse. She reminded me of my Granddad -
slumped in an armchair on Christmas after his fourth dram - happy and
warm. 

I took her death harder than my parents’ or my
husband's. Not just because she was the last. Not just because that was
it - everyone I knew was gone. But because I was jealous. 

I admired her.

I know I've told you that before.

No pain like Dad.

No tears like Mum.

Laughing and smiling with a G&T in one hand and a friend
in the other.
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I was alone for a long time after that.

I watched the sun twinkle on the river in the morning
sometimes. It was so clear without all the pesticides and sewage in it.
The sight still gifted me smiles, though these were relics of another age,
of course. Such things are only meaningful when shared, remembered
among friends and lovers. I wished I'd shared more with them. But, I
regretted less each day. Regrets were for those who still had time.

That was it, it was Yeovil. I lived in Yeovil.

I cycled down to the Cerne Abbas Giant, to take a
laughing gaze at his skyward cock. I got the giggles when I saw it, in
that myopic way that we used to, but back then it was only me
perpetuating my own amusement. If I had been anywhere else, I'd have
assumed I'd gone mad, but that dick is - I mean, come on - it’s
objectively hilarious.

That laughter must have shook something loose in my
mind, because I forgot where I'd left my bike afterward.

I searched in panic for hours. My thoughts turned like a
windmill on a gust too strong for its sails. I knew the spectre had finally
manifested in me, and that the parasite was eating its way through my
mind. My gift, my cruel superpower, was that my body gave it a casual
gait as it sauntered through my brain.

What do you do when death taps you on the shoulder?
Your heart tells you to say goodbye to everyone you love. 

Well, I'd already done that.

I should have done what I did much sooner: I made a list
of things I had time to do. I made myself a syllabus - a crash course in
hedonism before the parasite popped my clogs.

My schooling would end in London, where I'd do the last
thing I wanted to do - though its deadline was a little while away.

My first stop: Durdle Door.

On an - I'm sure you won't mind me saying - upmarket

street in Dorchester, I heard music. I think it was jazz. Sorry, I have no
idea who, you know all of that sounds the same to me - even before the
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idea who, you know all of that sounds the same to me - even before the

disease. I clattered my bike to the ground in the street and strode
hubristically into the back yard where the sound was coming from. In
the centre of the garden, on a lounger, holding a Jo Nesbo novel in
one hand and an empty glass in the other, was a woman in a floral
dress, staring at me over the top of rockabilly sunglasses.

That was you.

Our mouths hung agape in rapport as we looked each
other over.

You told me your name was Lucy. You told me you had,
and I quote: 

"A library down the road, a vibrator, and enough triple-A
batteries to power the Eiffel Tower." 

You were living off a diet of beige party foods and wine,
which was, also in your words:

"Easily the best non-perishable."

You told me you had been a lecturer in history. You
poured me a glass of chardonnay and asked me to read with you. I told
you I hadn't read a book since 2007, so we just drank.

My name is Teri, by the way. T-E-R-I. I do remember that.

We were making love within the hour. How can I put this
bluntly? 

We devoured each other. Truly, madly, deeply.

When we were finished, I asked you for your surname and
directions to your toilet. I felt young again. Your surname is Bentley.
Your toilet is through the back door, then the kitchen and first door on
the left.

It’s funny that I remember that.

We watched the stars roll over us that night, holding
hands under Orion’s belt. We told each other every joke and anecdote
left in our brains. You didn’t have too many left in there, and you asked
me a solemn question in a reflective interlude: 

"Are we immune? Or are we resistant?"

I told you I could feel it coming. You said you felt the
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I told you I could feel it coming. You said you felt the

same. We recalled all the things we'd forgotten. My husband's laugh.
Your daughter's grin. My Dad's snore. Your postman's knock. We smiled
sad, nostalgic smiles. I said that thing I say about regret being for those
who still had time - you didn't like it. But still, I laughed and grinned like
I'd loved you for a hundred years.

"I'm going to go to London," I told you.

"Why?" you asked me.

"You know why," I smiled.

You stumbled, babbled and let a tear roll down to your
lip.

"I'd thought about it too," you told me.

We finished my journey to Durdle Door and watched the
tides circle its leg. We talked about erosion and time, about nature
persevering without us. I said that erosion made building a house on a
cliff a dumb fucking thing to do. 

You said “Entropy comes for us all.”

You were so much smarter than me.

I learned to laugh normally again, we could sustain our
giggles for ten minutes if we tried. Sometimes, when the laughter died
down, I'd do a silly snort, on purpose, to set you off again. And I'd
regret it when my cheeks started to cramp. 

I just loved your laugh. You used to honk like a goose. I
wanted it in my ears all the time.

We watched the animals thrive without man. We watched
the clouds float over no-one but us. We had sex on a high street. We
had sex in a supermarket. We had sex in a downed plane on a military
base, because the mile high club was on your bucket list - you earned
that tick on a technicality, by the way. Yeah, we had sex like we were in a
lab with scientists trying to measure the heaviest human orgasm.

We watched the sun set through an arch at Stonehenge
like the builders would have done. I told you that I was glad I had
language to express how beautiful it was, and you were, and how I
could not imagine a meaningful life without words. 

No Pain. No Tears.
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For once, you agreed with me. I was the happiest I could
remember ever being.

That's when you slipped away.

What a good joke.

As we day-tripped through Berkshire, your brain burned
to ashes. 

I watched you drop your lunch in Basingstoke. 

I watched you trip and fall in Reading. 

I watched you piss yourself in Slough.

I was so angry with you for leaving me. I smashed a wing
mirror off your car. I powered myself into calm, remembering that that's
what the disease would make me do. 

I refused to get ill before we made it. 

I took you the last steps, I brought you here, which is what
I thought you would have wanted. I remember your blank eyes in the
passenger seat as we crossed into London. I wondered what you might
be thinking, imagining your mind alive inside - shouting at me - 'I wish
you could hear me!"; 'Thank you!'; 'I love you!'

God, I cried and cried.

I lost control of the corners of my mouth, heaved to the
floor in the gravity of grief. I parked the car until the tears weren't
opaque. I barked a guttural wail, like a beaten seal. I screamed and
slammed the steering wheel until my palms hurt. My cheeks cramped
again as I looked at you through the rain. 

You smiled a ghost's smile at me.

I wanted our time in London to be hedonistic, but I could
only muster bitter rage without you. I hurled a Boris bike into the
Thames. I surfed a lion in Trafalgar Square and bawled at heaven. I
learned to do donuts with you on the Mall. I defaced a Van Gogh in the
National Gallery - I turned his Sunflowers into Piss Christs. 

It was pointless. 

The only eyes that could see my chaos were empty, and
soon it would all be gone.
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I spent last night in a hotel whose name I can't recall. God,
I felt so scared this morning. I woke up in the dark - my candle had
extinguished. I crashed around for the lighter, which wasn't where I
remembered it. I panicked for the curtains, the crack of twilight all I
could make out in the room - I flung them wide and let in the blue. I
pressed my forehead on the cold glass and let my sight adjust to the
dimness. The world outside was beautiful, the silhouettes of black, bare
branches snaked into the navy heavens. A heart of pleasant orange
glowed in the East. 

I enjoyed the sight, but my warm breath soon misted the
view.

I couldn't drive the car, left and right looked like twins. You
sat there in the passenger seat and rattled at me, your skin white and
translucent. Your breath smelled like pus and unwashed teeth and
hissed like hydraulics. I found a wheelchair in the hotel lobby for you. It
took all my sweat to get you out the car. I felt your bones scratch in my
hands, the sinue between your joints, your skin like sweet wrappers.

What matters is I got you here. We made it. Yes, we're
walking the final stretch, and yes, we're not going to be at the centre,
but we are definitely going to be close enough that it isn't going to hurt.

I hope you heard it all in there.

I'm still here. I'm still me. I proved it to you.

That's everything I can remember.

That's everything I am.

That’s everything I felt for you.

I may not have all my motor functions, but I have my

language. I have my memories. I still remember all the fucking artists. Ha!

But-

Yes-

It's all eroding away. I feel it slipping. The tides are
lapping in the corners of my mind. I love you more than anything, but
I’m not going out the same way you did. This indignity is the last thing
you deserved.

No Pain. No Tears.
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‘Entropy comes for us all’, I know. We got here just in time.

They told us what they were doing over the tannoys in our
towns - levelling the place to cinders - if we can be returned to ash,
maybe this parasite can be too.

I have no regrets. I saw everything I wanted to and more. I
did everything I wanted to and more.

I had you with me.

Our love was a brief candle, but it shone like a Munch
sunset. You were everything I could have dreamed of.

We forged happy memories - ones that would make Mum

proud. No, I have no regrets. Regrets are for those who still have time.

I am at peace. And I will be until that engine roars above
us. Until the shining angel falls from its belly.

And I'll smile.

No pain like Dad.

No tears like Mum.
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