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It happened so quickly. One second I was scrambling up an easily defined ridgeline, just an eighth mile or so from the summit. The next second I felt my hiking boot slip from the smooth boulder, and all my uphill momentum reversed into a fast, hard fall – first onto my right hip and shoulder and then to a rock crevice several feet down.


“You’re going to be ok,” I heard a rescuer say. “Can you tell us what happened?” another voice asked. 


“I was on my second climb,” I explained. “I’ve been doing three roundtrips every day – to prepare for a Canyon hike next week.”


I know this trail like the back of my hand. The loose boulders at marker 54. The sure-footed path around the slick rock face by 56. The ledges above the sand wash just past the cairns, ledges the snakes crawl along to warm themselves in the afternoon. “I just lost my footing on a boulder and I couldn’t catch myself from falling.” Of course, none of those words came out.

“We’re going to have to take her down by helicopter,” I heard one of the hikers-turned-heroes say. “There’s no way we can walk the board down that section of trail. “And going over the top to Cholla Trail will take at least an hour. We can’t take that much time.”

□□□

“Brad, I see myself in her,” Savannah said as he poured her a cup of tea. “Her memory comes and goes. She doesn’t remember simple things, like where she’s left the book she’s reading or what shirt she wore yesterday.


“She doesn’t remember my name or what we talked about,” she continued. “What if she is me?”


“Savannah, it’s only your dreams,” Brad said, putting down the Metro section of the morning paper and reaching for both of Savannah’s hands which he found wrapped around her tea cup. “She – Margaret, right? -- is a character in your dreams. She’s not real. You haven’t been going to see her.”


Of course Margaret is real, Savannah thought. I just saw her and talked to her. I met her the day I took the stack of magazines to the Desert Sky Health Facility. She asked me to sit with her as she ate a breakfast croissant. A woman with inherent beauty, she thought when they first met, although her skin lacked a healthy radiance. Savannah guessed her illness left her with little reason to apply makeup or style her hair every day.

Savannah felt a connection to her almost immediately, although she knew their memory lapses were not at all similar – and maybe their prognoses, too.

“I have Alzheimer’s, you know,” Margaret had mentioned quietly, spreading raspberry jam on her croissant. Savannah wondered if she was acknowledging something she kept private from others, or if she was comfortable enough with her affliction to reveal it immediately to new-found friends. Savannah and Brad had offered few details to coworkers and neighbors after the accident. “Savannah’s just taking a few weeks to recover and let the bruises heal.” Maybe they’ll speculate I had a face lift, she thought, a better reason to spend time alone than losing the ability to find your way to and from Nordstrom or make brownies from a mix.

“I’m very forgetful,” Margaret continued with her admission, “and my doctor says my memory is…well…I don’t have any. You’ll have to tell me your name again.”

“Savannah,” she quickly said, filling in the awkward, sad blank.


“Every day it’s very cloudy inside my head,” Margaret added.


“Savannah, everyone we’ve talked to, all the doctors we’ve been to, say you’ll remember everything very soon. You’ll be able to do everything – just as you did before the fall. You have an injury that’s healing,” Brad said.

And my dementia is only temporary, it only affects some things – I know. My personality hasn’t changed, right? Unless you count feeling depressed. Language? Most days I find the right words to use. Cognition? Judgment? Not to be trusted with the keys. Calculation? Must be why the therapists ask me to do math puzzles every time I see them. Give me a clue. Crosswords I can handle. Sixty-one across: Words of comfort. Nine letters. A “w” in the middle. Dontworry.
□□□

The Oakley sunglasses shielded her eyes from the sun’s afternoon glare. Since her fall six months ago to the day, Savannah rarely ventured into midtown. Today, as on every other day she visited the sprawling eight-story medical complex on the corner of Greenway and 24th, she stepped from the polished black Town Car and waved a quick gesture to the anonymous driver.


“I need a ride to the Gentry Medical Complex for a 1:30 appointment.” Savannah rehearsed the call a dozen times, reading the words from the notepad Brad left on her nightstand. As he did every day he was home, he tried to leave Savannah a detailed, time-dependent agenda.


“Maybe a list of activities will help you. I’ll help you plan your day,” he said, sounding a bit like a youngster offering to help his mother bake cookies.


On today’s page – July 27 -- Brad had penned at least six or seven notes for his wife.


“I remember three,” Savannah told Dr. Murray. “9 do puzzle. 10 call car service. 12 get ready.” Late afternoon activities were a blur, but she could return to the note when she got home.


“Savannah, how are you feeling?” he asked, taking an expensive-looking pen from the pocket of his physician’s coat, twisting the ball point down and opening her patient file in one smooth motion. 


“Tell me about your days since I last saw you.”


Why do my days interest him so, she wondered. I’d much rather tell him about the dreams.


“There’s nothing much to tell,” Savannah started. “I try to follow the list Brad leaves for me.


“I take the dog for a walk. Brad drew me a map to follow. I shower. I do the puzzle from the New York Times.”


Forty-four across: Eclipse effect. Halo. Twenty-three down: Come to life. Snap to.


 There’s a lot of fuzziness in between.”

“Are you feeling any side effects – are your headaches more severe, any tingling in your hands or fingers – since you started taking Aricept last week?” Dr. Murray asked.


“No, no side effects.” No clarity either, she thought to herself.


“When will I remember? When will I think like I used to?”


“Savannah, you’re making great progress,” she heard Dr. How-Are-You-Feeling say.

□□□

“My husband died three years ago,” Margaret said. “Actually 37 months and 15 days ago. You may ask yourself how she can be that precise when she doesn’t remember the name of the woman next door. I keep calendar pages in my bedside table to keep track. I think it’s important,” she added.


“Was he ill?” Savannah asked.


“No. He died in a plane crash – with a handful of others traveling with him in the company Gulfstream. They had been somewhere on the East Coast for a meeting. ‘I’ll be home tonight, dear…’ were the last words I remember him saying to me. And funny, that’s about the only conversation with him I can replay most days,” Margaret said.


“Tell me about him,” Savannah asked.


“Oh, dear, I don’t remember well. Only bits and pieces. Some trips we took. Some holidays. I can show you my photo albums, though,” Margaret said.


When she opened the first of three heavy  books lying on the table, Savannah noticed a caption beneath every photo, offering details on faces and places. Maybe it’s how she identifies a daughter, a niece; maybe it’s how she distinguishes Key West from Kahului.


Margaret asked Savannah to peer into dozens of photos that afternoon, always reading aloud the text that accompanied each picture. Together, the pair met relatives and friends and visited long-forgotten vacation destinations.


I take photos, you know, Savannah said as the sun sank lower on the horizon outside Margaret’s apartment window. 


“Oh, you’ll have to bring them to show me,” Margaret exclaimed, maybe looking forward to meeting the people in Savannah’s life.


“Well, I don’t photograph people much,” Savannah said apologetically. “Mostly I shoot landscapes. Or locations. Whatever people hire me to photograph.”


As she explained, Savannah noticed Margaret’s facial expression fill with confusion, or maybe bewilderment.


Stretching to become upbeat, Savannah said, “I’ll bring some of my favorite images Thursday. We’ll have tea and peer into the Grand Canyon. I have some beautiful sunrise and sunset shots I’d like you to see.”

□□□


“She’s making good progress Brad,” Dr. Murray said. “I know she feels frustrated by the things she can’t accomplish yet – things she feels she should be able to do.”

“It’s terribly hard to watch her struggle with routine things,” Brad said, hoping the doc might pick up his own sense of frustration and helplessness. “And it’s sometimes difficult to really talk to her about how she’s feeling, what she’s feeling. She keeps telling me about these very vivid dreams she has,” Brad continued, “and a woman she seems to have met through these dreams. The way she describes this woman, the way she recollects their conversations…it’s almost as if Savannah is experiencing something very real in her dreams.


“Then, a few hours later, she doesn’t recognize a neighbor we’ve known for five years.”

“Savannah’s dreams may be her connection to a piece of reality she’s having trouble with,” Dr. Murray said. “They may be helping her sort through all the things that aren’t clear to her right now.”  

□□□

To Do Today. 


Brad said he was leaving early this morning. I must have fallen asleep again.


Do the crossword puzzle. Seventeen across: Desk item. Eraser. Nine down: Dunderhead. Idiot. Fifty-two down: Denizens of the Sargasso Sea. Eels.


Maria at 11. “She’ll make lunch for you, and prepare a couple dinner dishes for us for later in the week. Tell her if you’re hungry for anything special.”

More clues. Sixty seven across: First word of “The Raven.” Once. Twenty-seven down: The Beehive State. Utah. Fifty-three down: See fit. Deign. Fifty-four down: Figure of speech. Trope.

“Chase…do you want to go for a walk?”


“It’s cloudy…but it won’t rain.”

