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There seemed to be no reason why she should recognise this isolated bend on a narrow road near Trooperstown Woods in Wicklow. 


There were certain days when he came to visit her that she barely recognised him, shocked by how much he had aged. Julie was still only fifty-seven but her life had stalled. Medical reports divided her life into two parts: her world before the night, two years ago, when she was blinded by oncoming undipped headlights on a narrow country road, and the world she was now forced to live in since sustaining a traumatic brain injury after she lost control of her car that night. But Andrew knew that the layers within her life were more textured than this. There were those unknowable girlhood years before he met her; then their first date, both aged twenty; then the years that followed when they were happy together; followed by the years when he didn’t realise how they were slowly growing apart. And now this limbo where she could retain no new memories.


Today, however, she had surprised him by suddenly recognising this bungalow, built in a slight dip so that only the roof was visible, on the country road between Annamoe and Laragh. Another four miles onwards would bring them to the monastic ruins at Glendalough, crammed with tourists walking around the lower lake. Five miles back along the high mountain road they had just traversed on their journey from Dublin would bring them to Roundwood, a village where, decades before, Julie used to laugh at a sign outside a restaurant, proudly boasting about it being the highest café in Ireland. And if they had taken a smaller road to the left at Annamoe, a road which descended steeply through state-owned woodlands of conifers and spruce towards Ashford, they would have been able to once again walk along the forest trails that led to the remote waterfall she loved in the Devil’s Glen.


Or the waterfall that Julie used to love, during their courtship, when they would frequently explore this part of Wicklow by bicycle, on magical weekends away. Back then they were as penniless as most people are in their early twenties. But, when Andrew looked back, their poverty felt almost like a blessing for infusing any small excursion with a sense of wondrous achievement; the thrill of daring to live slightly beyond their means. Today, if he was ever bothered to do so, he could afford to stay in luxury hotels or celebrate big occasions in Michelin-star restaurants, but where was the same illicit pleasure in doing something so easily attainable? He recalled a line from a Leaving Cert poem, which described how, through any chink too wide, there came in no sense of wonder.


There was true wonder in his memory of Julie and he, weeks before her twenty-first birthday, counting coins carefully before entering a Chinese restaurant in Greystones, where they’d been mesmerised when another diner ordered sizzling beef that emerged from the kitchen on a hot cast-iron plate enveloped by a fantasia of steam, smoke and flames. They had never seen such a sight before. Or the evening in a pub in Rathdrum when Julie unselfconsciously kicked off her sandals and kissed him, to the disapproval of a woman at the next table who took it upon herself to sternly inform them how there were parks if they wished to engage in that sort of thing. They had laughed about her remark for weeks afterwards, taking turns to imitate her affronted tone. Or the outing when they had locked their bicycles together at Mount Usher Gardens in Ashford and purchased a cheap paperback copy of a Jennifer Johnston novel in a tiny second-hand bookshop there. After scraping together the admission fee, they had spent an entire afternoon on a secluded riverbank bench, shaded by flowering eucalyptus trees, reading that slim novel in unison, each patiently waiting for the other to reach the last line before turning the page.


How much did Julie remember about these distant outings? Possibly more than he thought because, just now, shortly after he crossed the bridge at Annamoe and as he was about to pass this isolated bungalow without recalling its significance, she emerged from her inner world where she spent so much time in silence. Clutching his arm excitedly, she indicated for him to pull in. There was barely space to park. Staring in through the open gates to where a tarmacked driveway sloped down to the house, she said quietly, ‘I remember.’


What did she remember? He felt almost afraid to ask. Neurologists had explained how the brain damage caused by the crash was irreversible. Some called it a neurological memory disorder and others an organic amnestic syndrome. But ever since her medial temporal lobe sustained such significant damage in that crash, vast holes existed in her memory, entire segments of her life about which she no longer had any recollection. Initially he had not known how seriously injured she was when he arrived at the emergency department of Naas General Hospital in Kildare two years ago, summoned from his sleep by a 3 a.m. phone call from a triage nurse. He had been surprised to be informed that he was still listed as her next of kin in an old address book found in her handbag. There had seemed little point in explaining the ambiguities of their situation – he and Julie being divorced – because of the urgency in the nurse’s tone telling him to make the twenty-mile journey from Glasnevin as soon as possible.


Julie got out of the car and stood on the overgrown verge where he had pulled in. She pointed to the end of the wooden fence marking the boundary of the property.


‘Look, that’s where the sign used to hang.’ 


He had no recollection of it, but there must have been a sign advertising that the owner did bed and breakfast or he and Julie would not have dismounted their bicycles all those years ago to knock and ask if there was a vacancy. Originally – if he remembered correctly – they had planned to cycle back to Dublin that night but Julie always hated the end of their weekends away. She would have happily – or unhappily – sat at a bus stop in Bray after any outing, letting bus after bus pass, simply to prolong her sense of being on holiday.


He had understood her need to be away more when she still lived with her widowed father and two unmarried older sisters in the family home in Terenure; a household that existed in a focalised state of malaise since the early death of Julie’s mother. But on that evening when they stopped outside this bungalow, he and Julie had already started to live together – covertly, because she’d claimed that, even though he probably knew, her father would prefer to pretend that he didn’t know how they were living in sin, as this conservative Catholic who was a Eucharistic minister would have phrased it.


Therefore, they had gone past the stage of her often breaking down in tears when they parted at the end of their weekends away. They would have been going home to lie in each other’s arms on two single mattresses pulled together in a small flat above a doctor’s surgery on Lower Drumcondra Road. But her first glimpse of a B&B sign outside this bungalow had sparked a surge of girlish excitement in Julie, her face ablaze with hope and anticipation. He’d had money put aside in his wallet to pay the next week’s rent, but her excitement was so absolute at the prospect of an extra night away – and he so much loved to see this radiance emanating from her – that a row with their landlord seemed a small price to pay for her joy when being shown the last unoccupied room.


The owner’s name had been Maisie. This came back to him suddenly, along with a memory of the pinhead oatmeal scones, warm from the oven, that Maisie had served them along with coffee in the sitting room where she lit a fire because the radio weather forecast had warned of a storm brewing.


‘Maisie,’ he said to Julie, who turned to look at him.


‘Who is Maisie?’


‘The woman who once owned this bungalow. She was Scottish. She made us really welcome. Do you remember?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘Maisie? I can’t say I ever met anyone of that name.’


These words felt like a stab. They triggered memories of the night when he found Julie lying on that trolley in Naas General Hospital. She had initially been unconscious when brought in and had suffered several seizures in the ambulance but she briefly regained consciousness soon after he arrived. The surprise and joy on her face when she spotted him, her radiant smile. The loving way she’d held his hand as he braced himself to relay the news that Aleksy, her partner of five years, had been killed in the crash. Then her puzzled expression as she asked, Aleksy? before adding, I can’t say I ever met anyone of that name.


He still had nightmares about that night. He had been taken to the morgue, where, in the presence of a sympathetic policeman, he’d formally identified Aleksy’s body. Then walking alongside Julie’s trolley as she had been wheeled down corridors for a brain scan. The joyrider who’d struck Julie’s car – inflicting most damage to the passenger side – was under police guard, although one nurse had confided to Andrew that this was unnecessary because the youth, in a coma, was not expected to survive. In contrast, Julie initially seemed to have gotten off lightly: a broken femur that would require surgery and rehabilitation and the start of a bruise, caused by her head having struck the side window as the car spun sideways. At first Andrew had put her look of joy at seeing him down to the morphine administered for pain relief, but he soon realised it was more than this. Standing beside her trolley in a ward bereft of privacy, he’d begun to understand that there must also be brain damage – and its first tell-tale sign was how she had gazed at him with such undiluted love.


He still didn’t know when Julie had begun her affair with Aleksy. One day she had simply announced to Andrew that, while she still loved him, she was no longer in love with him. She wanted a separation. Perhaps her relationship with the hard-working Polish sub-contractor had only begun after she moved out to start her new life in a rented apartment in Dunboyne. But on that night in Naas General Hospital it was as if, in her mind, their bitter divorce never happened. She had known that she’d been in some type of accident, even if she was confused about the details. But she had genuinely believed that, after the doctors eventually fixed her up, they would be returning to live in the house which they had needed to sell to fund their divorce settlement. The red-brick Victorian house in Sandymount – which they’d bought when it was a virtual ruin and spent a quarter of a century restoring – had a split-level entrance with six granite steps up to its front door. Lying on the trolley, before she drifted into unconsciousness again, Julie had fretted about how she could get up those steps with a broken leg and then laughed, saying that it wouldn’t be Andrew’s first time to carry her across that threshold.


Standing on that Wicklow roadside now, Andrew watched Julie smile to herself as she gazed down at the bungalow. Maisie must be long dead. The house seemed to have reverted back to being a private residence. What, if anything, was Julie remembering about their night here? It was impossible to tell how her brain worked now. Her short-term memory was gone – as he’d soon realised in the hospital when she had asked him, for the fifth time, to explain why she was there, despite him having repeatedly already gone over the details of the crash.


But once she was distracted by anything her powers of retention weren’t there and had not come back. Anterograde amnesia was the term that successive doctors used when trying to explain how she had now lost the ability to form any new memories since the crash. She could perfectly understand any fact that he told her, giving all the appearances of being cognitively intact, but once their conversation ended she would have no memory that it ever occurred. This was not the result of confusion or a lack of concentration or diminished intelligence on her part, but just the neurological syndrome she was trapped within. 


Although more visible physical damage would have been caused if she had been thrown forward to strike her forehead against the windscreen, the outcome might have been better than the glancing blow she received to the side of her head as the car spun. The impact of this sideways blow had caused her brain to rotate within her skull, the shearing force causing the bridging veins to tear, resulting in a subdural haematoma. Some victims of such collisions were left with complete amnesia and no sense of who they ever were. The neurologists explained that Julie’s condition was not just anterograde, which prevented new memories forming, but also temporally-graded retrograde amnesia. The temporal grading referred to how most of her memories of the first four decades of her life were perfectly intact, but nothing was recalled or retained after this arbitrary cut off point.


These complex medical terms had meant nothing to him during the initial consultations after Julie underwent emergency neurosurgery. Andrew still didn’t know if he fully understood them. But what he did know was that when they reached the end of today’s journey and she was settled, or unsettled, at their destination, she would have already forgotten having ever stopped outside this bungalow. He could divide the past two years into separate segments. The initial period spent in hospital and in the National Rehabilitation Hospital in Dún Laoghaire, recovering from her physical injuries while doctors carried out more complex cognitive assessments to try to gauge her ability to live some sort of independent life. The chaotic period when they tried to set up a system for her to live semi-independently in the house in Newbridge that she had purchased with Aleksy, which she suddenly owned mortgage free, thanks to a mortgage protection insurance policy activated by her partner’s death. But even with a van collecting her each morning to attend a day-treatment programme in a care centre, the support structures put in place had quickly collapsed, with Julie continually confused, unable to retain the information that she no longer lived in Sandymount with Andrew.


After the fourth occasion, when the new owners of their old house contacted the police to report how Julie had yet again turned up at their door by taxi, polite but puzzled by why they were living in what she regarded as her home, Andrew had even briefly tried to house her in his apartment overlooking the Botanic Gardens. He could have simply insisted that she was no longer his legal responsibility since the divorce, but there was nobody else to mind her. Julie’s oldest sister was dead and the middle sister had emigrated to Canada years ago and refused to reply to correspondence about her care. Julie was now a ward of court, with Andrew appointed to act on her behalf in all decisions relating to her finances and care, subject to scrutiny by the High Court, charged with selling her house in Newbridge to fund her future care.


But there were emotional issues too delicate to discuss with any judge. It felt like the cruellest irony that he had got back the woman he’d lost – the naive and loving young woman who adored him – but only because her injury prevented her from being her true self. At times her love for him was so overwhelming that it brought back the wonder of their early years together, but this only forced him to withdraw into himself, with no way of knowing whether her emotions were genuine or simply a consequence of her acquired brain injury. He still deeply cared for her but was unable to shake off the memory of the harsh insults exchanged during their separation and the sense of betrayal he still felt at how she had left him.


Two cars passed each other at speed on the narrow road behind him, the driver headed in the Laragh direction beeping angrily at Andrew’s car, which was sticking out. This was a dangerous spot to park but he didn’t want to disturb Julie, who seemed at peace here. She turned and stretched out her hand. He hesitated and then took it as she gazed back at the bungalow.


‘What can you remember?’ he asked.


‘Lightning,’ she said at last. ‘You went too close to the window. I was scared of losing you.’


She was right, although he had forgotten this until now. Maisie had told them of a walking route to reach the restaurant in Laragh without having to cycle back in the dusk along the main road. It involved a shortcut across fields to a boreen that wound its way down the mountain. It was an hour’s walk, but they were young. On their return journey after the meal the boreen had seemed far darker, the sky leaden with black, low-hanging clouds. The storm had started when they were halfway back, the sheet lightning all the more spectacular for being vividly projected against the heavy clouds so that they felt trapped beneath it. The old trees lining the boreen were starkly illuminated by each flash. 


Julie and he should have been scared to be caught outdoors but instead they had felt exhilarated, as if the lightning was an extravaganza staged solely for their benefit. Each clamorous thunder roll came from directly overhead and it was only a matter of time before a monsoon-like downpour started. But even though Andrew had known it was dangerous to shelter from lightning under trees, he had pressed her against the trunk of a mountain ash, twisted into a contorted shape by decades of storms. They had kissed for the longest time, their bodies lit up in every flash, almost deafened by thunderclaps, but caring about nothing except the magic of being in love with each other.


Eventually they had regained enough sense to hurry on along the steep boreen and find the five-bar gate they needed to climb to cross two fields in the dark and reach Maisie’s before the rains came. Julie had wanted him to close the curtains to keep out the elements, but after turning out the light he’d pulled the curtains wide open so that their naked bodies were again illuminated by lightning as they made love.


Standing on this verge now, years later, he almost trembled at the memory of how their lovemaking that night had felt more real and powerful than anything he’d experienced before or since. It was as if they had somehow brought the ferocity of the storm with them into the room, so that he’d half expected to still feel the mountain ash bark behind her head when he reached up to cradle it on the pillow as they kissed.


What had her lovemaking been like with Aleksy, eight years her junior, his body hardened by years of construction work? When she had lain naked with that younger man, had she been trying to get back something of the raw vigour of their night in Maisie’s? Andrew hated his own pettiness at still having jealous thoughts, despite all that she had suffered and would continue to suffer, stranded in her bemused confusion. He didn’t want to think of her with Aleksy or to contemplate his own failed relationships since their divorce. The last one had ended when his new partner couldn’t cope with thoughts of Julie living, even platonically, in his apartment, for the brief period when he tried to make this arrangement work. 


Of course, it had proved to be unworkable. It wasn’t just the impossibility of leaving her on her own for any period without her forgetting where she was. Or the fact that whenever he’d needed to go out during the three summer months she had stayed with him – because his employers couldn’t let him work full time from home – he would invariably have to search for her in the Botanic Gardens. Generally, he’d always found her staring in delight at the long herbaceous border walk in blossom, as if only seeing it for the first time. Evenings had not been too difficult because she could follow plots of films, unaware that she had watched them numerous times before. But the nights had proven to be the true purgatory, because, even though she had her own bedroom, she would often forget and try to enter to his bed, growing hurt when he didn’t respond like in the old days. On certain nights he had even been tempted to succumb to his own loneliness and take her in his arms. But although this seemed to be what she wanted, it would have felt like taking advantage. Making love to her would have also felt like making love to the ghost of someone who was no longer there.


But on the night they spent here in Maisie’s bungalow they had truly made love. He could do now without the memory of how he had approached the window afterwards, still naked. Despite Julie urging him to stay back in case any lightning struck the old cast iron window frames, he had stood with his hands on the glass pane, transfixed by the sky outside as heavy rain added to the tumult occurring around them. Such memories were the last thing he needed. He had to focus on getting Julie back into his car so they would be on time for an appointment with the matron of a residential care and respite home near Rathdrum, a mile from the village where the woman in the pub had remonstrated with them for kissing in public. Julie had never settled in the previous two care homes he had tried in Dublin: both had felt too modern, too clinical and antiseptic, their architecture betraying how they were originally built to avail of tax breaks.


He hoped that this new home might feel different, surrounded by the Wicklow mountains that Julie loved. Its cluster of bungalows and stone cottages, designed to support patients to live with varying degrees of independence in sheltered accommodation, were structured around a large period house. With landscaped grounds to walk in, he hoped it would become the home where Julie would not set off smoke alarms and might somehow make new friends and live as freely as possible while being looked after by trained staff. And – although he hated the selfishness in this thought – where she would no longer cause such daily stress in his life. Andrew would just need to pay her bills from the trust fund set up with the insurance pay-out and house sale, and steel himself to deal with her constantly repeated questions on his weekly visits to see her.


In the brochure, the period house looked so elegant that perhaps she might come to think that she was staying in one of those grand hotels they had sometimes paused to admire on their bicycles. But he still dreaded knowing that he would find her each week staring out from a window seat set into the thick stone walls, wondering what could possibly be keeping him so long.


He needed to remind himself that he wasn’t the one who ended their marriage. It was Julie who had left, after calling him terrible names, projecting any guilt she felt onto Andrew. Her condition meant that, in her mind, they were permanently locked into being thirty-five years of age, but if by some miracle she ever recovered, she would remember no longer wanting him in her life. 


Last night and again today, Andrew had already patiently explained where they were going on this journey and why, but he couldn’t tell if this interruption had already made her forget. He touched her shoulder softly to indicate that it was time to move on. She turned.


‘You know, I do remember,’ she said, very quietly.


‘What do you remember, Julie?’


‘I remember how truly happy we were.’
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I


The Braeburn coffee was generally good in these motorway service station plazas and the falafel and chipotle hummus wrap a handy pick-me-up whenever he needed to break long journeys as a sales manager. But Jerome usually restricted himself to a lemon croissant on quick afternoon pit-stops like this. He hid this guilty pleasure from his wife, Therese, who worried about him having attained the age where the risk of type 2 diabetes increased. Other men in their early sixties hid clues to adultery or gambling from their partners. Jerome hid cookie crumbs, carefully brushing off his clothes before arriving home to the house in Douglas. He felt less guilty when he considered how – in the vast concourse of this food court located just off the M8 – there were worse dietary sins he could commit; visiting the Burger King counter or a new concession serving quick-fried, battered Asian food.


These food stalls had few takers at this time of mid-afternoon. Most tables in the communal eating area were empty. Jerome could always spy the professional truck drivers here, quick to recognise and chat to each other about speed traps and the tyranny of electronic logging devices in their cabs. New EV owners queuing to charge cars were also easily spotted. They had an impatient air, as if only now realising how long this break in their journey would take. It was still too early for local parents who sometimes brought kids here for a treat, but it always amused him to glimpse discreet business meetings occurring in this anonymous space, twelve miles from Cork. You could guess which businesses in that city were in trouble by the sight of their proprietors – most of whom he knew to see after so many years on the road – who were more accustomed to sipping coffee in the Imperial Hotel on South Mall, suddenly finding themselves engaged in earnest discussions on cheap plastic chairs with accountants in sharp business suits.


Two years away from retirement – though he hoped to go sooner if he could nudge his employer into coughing up the right financial package – Jerome had time on his hands to notice such things. His customers in the construction trade trusted him. By now, many calls to older builders working on projects in Munster were as much social as business. Their friendships had endured through boom times and recessions; through years when their offshore accounts were fit to burst and years when he would need to drive hundreds of miles to collect post-dated cheques, knowing that when customers promised to post them they generally never arrived. Three decades of supplying bulk orders of windows and patio doors into the trade had taught him how to separate the standard stalling tactics meant to simply delay payment schedules from the desperate bluff encountered when contractors were going bust. There were whispers that one subcontractor on a site he’d visited this afternoon was in trouble, but the rumours were not yet loud enough for him to make contingency plans to repossess materials supplied on credit before a receiver pounced on them.


It was twenty past three. He planned to stretch out this coffee break long enough to make it seem as if he’d been busy all afternoon when he arrived back at the office in the Blarney Business Park shortly before five. He watched folk queue at the tills to pay for petrol, keen to continue journeys up towards Dublin. Jerome liked this neutral space where everyone minded their own business, yet he couldn’t settle over his coffee because the presence of one person didn’t fit into the usual afternoon vista.


A solitary woman seated alone at a window table in the corner was making him uneasy. She hadn’t moved since he came in, even to turn her head. But it wasn’t just her stillness. Something about her being here seemed peculiar amid the bustle of this transient space. Had she been let down by a friend or stood up on a date? It wouldn’t be the worst anonymous space for a first encounter with someone from a dating website. But she wasn’t dressed as if she was meeting someone. Indeed, she showed so little interest in the world around her that Jerome began to worry about whether she might be unwell.


It was none of his business, yet there was something vaguely familiar about her, which concerned him. He went back to the serving counter, ostensibly to get extra sugar for his coffee but really to catch the eye of the girl who’d served him.


‘Do you think that lady down there is alright? She just seems a bit … distracted?’


The girl followed his gaze. ‘Well, you’re welcome to place a bet in the sweep but you might need to hang around for a few hours to collect your winnings.’


‘I don’t follow you,’ Jerome said.


The girl looked embarrassed. ‘I’m not mocking her or anything. It’s just, you go a bit stir-crazy working in here all day. We never disturb her but we’ve started taking bets on how long she will stay when she comes in. Six hours is the record. I once tried to bring her down a fresh cup of coffee, on the house, but she didn’t take kindly to it. She wasn’t aggressive, just flustered at being disturbed and out the door like a shot. Often, we don’t see her for months, then at other times she becomes our best customer. The weird thing is that she doesn’t seem to own a car. I see her arrive by taxi and then wait out in the dusk for another one to bring her back to God knows where. The only information we ever dredged from her is that her name is Carole.’


Carole? Could this really be the Carole he’d known forty years ago? Was this what had been perturbing him? Jerome stepped away from the counter to look over at the woman again. Despite the defensive slant of her shoulders, there was still something about her of the girl he was once in love with. He had a memory of her linking his arm outside the English Market, then stopping to kiss him with an impulsive rush of passion, oblivious to stares of passers-by. He could remember her undressing in her small attic flat in Sunday’s Well, exhausted after another day of temping as an agency secretary in a succession of solicitors’ firms, yet never too tired to show her delight, no matter how late the hour, if he arrived to share her single bed, back when they were so close that a double mattress might have seemed a superfluous indulgence.


During that turbulent year when they were both twenty-two, he could not have envisaged a future apart from each other. Within weeks of meeting him, Carole had left her widowed mother’s house to stake a claim to independence by renting that small flat. He had used a flimsy excuse about it being too small for them both to live in as his reason to remain in his family home, only spending occasional nights with her. He had been too immature back then to fully make the break from home and while Carole had never queried his inability to fully commit to their relationship, they were both acutely aware of it. But her family situation was more complex than his. He could remember Carole’s mother being both overprotective and overly critical of her only daughter, arriving unannounced so often to Carole’s flat that they had taken to hiding any signs that he ever slept there. The woman never liked Jerome. She had seemed to feel a need to protect her daughter from him. Only afterwards did he truly understand what – in her clumsy, overbearing manner – she was really trying to protect her daughter from.


Back then, he hadn’t known much about Carole’s past or anything about bipolar disorder. He could never have imagined that he would spend decades as a besuited sales rep on the road, defusing disputes over delays in delivery schedules. He had essentially coasted through life, drawing the dole while campaigning for various causes and helping out in the newly opened Triskel Arts Centre. There his entrée had been owning a Konica SLR camera gifted to him by a visiting uncle and some rudimentary ability as a graphic designer armed with a stencil, a scalpel for cutting and pasting, and a tin of Cow Gum. There were so few steady jobs back then that there seemed little point in worrying about a career path. Classmates who had looked to be set up for life with jobs in Ford or Dunlop or the Verolme dockyard found themselves on the scrapheap when these firms closed down in quick succession. It seemed better to just live in the moment. However, his time with Carole was always going to be cut short; although Jerome had been oblivious to this until their world imploded. For years afterwards, their final night together in her flat had haunted him. But amid a busy life he had gradually ceased to think about her. It was ten years since he last caught an unexpected glimpse of her, seated like this, at a window table in the McDonald’s on Patrick Street.


Although it was then thirty years since they’d broken up, she had still been unmistakably the same Carole: the girlfriend who took his virginity, guiding him in while he shook with anticipation. Yet Jerome had hesitated before entering that McDonald’s because there was something odd in how Carole sat there alone. Every other table had been packed with chattering couples, yet she seemed to be in a world apart, eyes closed in concentration. Her tense expression had reminded him of athletes psyching themselves up at starting blocks, focused but ready to explode into motion.


But Carole hadn’t exploded into motion. She had simply sat so still that Jerome remembered worrying about whether she might have suffered a medical misadventure. He had approached to stand at her shoulder and softly call her name. Yet he’d only called her name once and felt a guilty sense of relief when she didn’t appear to hear because he’d realised that his reasons for approaching her had not been entirely out of altruistic concern. It was during a difficult period in his marriage, when the stress of two teenage daughters at home had caused a temporary fracture in the sexual intimacy between Therese and himself. For a few fantastically stupid moments Jerome had imagined that when Carole’s eyes opened to spy him standing beside her in that McDonald’s they would have the same look of surprised delight as when he used to turn up at night to make love in her small flat, and that just for one afternoon they could have forgotten their cares on an excursion back to being their younger selves.


Of course, this ludicrous fantasy had only lasted as long as it took Jerome to cop himself on and remember how he was due to collect his daughter from a basketball tournament. He had never come close to committing adultery and didn’t want to. Jerome had backed out of that McDonald’s almost on tiptoes, praying that Carole would not open her eyes to spy the person who called her name. But for months afterwards, he’d often paused when passing by, scanning the window seats just in case she might be there again, allowing him a chance to atone by going inside to ask Carole how her life had panned out.


Therefore, unexpectedly seeing her again here in this service station plaza felt like a chance to make up for his previous cowardice. He steeled himself to walk across the seating area. He had no idea if she wanted company, but if she did, he would give her all the time she needed. But he had another motive also, a curiosity that arose from having seen her name printed in The Irish Times three years ago. He reached her table and stood inches from her, but still she didn’t open her eyes. It was only when he was about to reach out his hand that she finally said four words which suggested she had been aware of him all this time.


‘There you are, Jerome.’


II


Carole had been watching him since he entered the forecourt, monitoring his indecision, wondering if he would be braver now than he had been in that McDonald’s. She had not expected anyone to recognise her, but Cork was still Cork, even when you travelled to somewhere as out of the way as this service station in hopes of remaining anonymous. She had felt unsure whether she wanted Jerome to approach, but now, although slightly panicked, she was glad he stood there.


‘It’s been such a long time, Carole, hasn’t it?’ he said. ‘May I sit down?’


‘Do as you like. It’s not my café. I’m just passing through.’


He sat down, uncertain as to what to say next. ‘I don’t know how you’re fixed for transport,’ he said finally, ‘but if by any chance you need a lift, I’m heading back into Cork in half an hour.’


‘These days,’ she replied, ‘I make it my business to not need anything from anyone.’


‘I didn’t mean to offend you.’ He offered her a smile. ‘It’s just good to see you after all these years.’


She found herself smiling back. ‘Don’t mind me. My bark is worse than my bite. I’m out of practice at talking to people.’ She paused. ‘It’s good to see you too, Jerome. You look like life is treating you well.’


‘As do you.’


She shook her head. ‘I don’t. But these days I also make it my business to not mind how I look. So we don’t need to pretend.’


‘I’m sorry,’ he said.


‘For what?’


Her antennae were up, ready to bristle at any perceived slight.


He paused, uncertain how to reply. ‘We go back a long way, Carole,’ he finally said. ‘Maybe I’m misreading the situation but seeing you sitting alone … I’m sorry if perhaps things haven’t been easy for you, if life has worked out to be tougher than you might have hoped.’


‘My life worked out the only way it was ever going to,’ Carole said. But her tone was less defensive. ‘I could have mapped out my future for you when we lay in bed all those years ago. I loved having you beside me, but I knew I only had you on loan.’


‘I saw your name in The Irish Times,’ he said. ‘A happy announcement. I was so pleased for you. But seeing you here now, I’m just not sure how that worked out.’


‘I saw your wife’s picture in the Examiner once,’ Carole retorted. ‘Presenting a cheque at some charity do in the Castlemartyr Resort Hotel. She looked very classy, if a bit over-earnest. Had the look of a doctor about her.’


‘She’s a psychotherapist.’


‘Psychotherapists think like doctors. They charge like them too.’


‘Let’s leave my wife out of it.’


‘I’m not mocking her. I was pleased for you. You always needed the security of being loved by someone stable. I hope you found it. I’ll leave her out of our chat if you leave out that other woman.’


‘What other woman?’ he asked.


‘The younger, naive me you keep looking for with those little glances. I killed her off for my continued survival. She was cursed by foolish illusions. And I’ve stopped blaming anyone who took advantage of her. Now I only blame myself for letting such people into my life. She’d no right to remain so naive. But that’s the problem with hope. You still let yourself get mugged by it.’


‘Who hurt you?’


She was touched that Jerome sounded so concerned. But having endlessly rehearsed this inner monologue, with no expectation of ever uttering these thoughts aloud, she knew she needed to slow down the torrent of words that threatened to explode out of her or he would be unable to follow them.


‘Nobody you know, but you don’t know the world I live in. My Cork is different from yours. Maybe it’s only a few miles from where you live, but the real distance between places isn’t geography, it’s money. Money has its own smell. Poverty likewise. The lift in my old apartment block smelt of poverty. The back stairs smelt worse because that’s where people crept about when too ashamed to share a lift with neighbours. Poverty has its own hierarchy. Even the poorest person needs to feel better about themselves by finding someone poorer to look down on. And yet, even amid the poorest, lurching from crisis to crisis, you can find great kindness. Ask someone rich like you for two euro and you get a cold look. Ask someone as poor as me and you’ll get twice what you asked for if they have it because they know what it’s like to live on the edge, always playing catch-up just to survive.’


Carole paused, uncertain if she wanted to continue. The whole point of being in a service station plaza was that everyone was in transit, too preoccupied with their own journeys to notice how she wasn’t on one. But now that she had started, wounded pride made her continue.


‘The man who asked me to marry him knew how to show kindness,’ she said. ‘Not in a flashy way, but in the simple way that one neighbour looks out for another.’


‘I was delighted to read about your engagement,’ he said.


Carole shrugged. She was weary of the number of people who had said this to her in the three years since that notice appeared. ‘I haven’t yet told you how that business turned out,’ she said. She had no need to justify her life, but an unconscious condescension in his voice made her plough on. ‘I’m just saying that I’ve lived a life as full as yours. At times when you and I were a couple I let myself hope against hope that we could have a future. But even back then, when managing to balance out my highs and lows without succumbing to mania or melancholia, I was only fooling myself. I knew how my life would pan out. Ever-decreasing circles. Hospitalisation and recovery. The search for yet another job and the battle to retain it. Years of retraining as my old jobs went out of fashion. When I realised that soon nobody would need shorthand typists, I got ahead of the curve, needing to impress bosses by knowing more than them about computers. Then retraining as a translator until Google Translate started to make translators redundant. Then becoming a tour guide by day, while doing even more evening courses to add more certs for my overflowing CV.’


She paused, trying to slow down her voice.


‘I got top marks in every course because I’ve brains to burn. My problem is that every few years they ignite into an inferno that rips through any small foothold I’ve managed to make towards building a new life for myself. If the cocktail of drugs that I’m on loses its potency, or if I get so weary of their sickening side effects that I try to wean myself off them, I become erratic; so paranoid that I suspect strangers of wanting to harm me or so euphoric that I try to hug them. Neighbours have called the emergency services but mostly I snitch on myself, knowing I’m spiralling out of control. Even at my worst, one part of my brain remains coldly rational; the part that watches in horror as eruptions in other parts of my brain take over.’


‘I remember everything that happened,’ Jerome said. ‘At times I still ask myself if I should have recognised the signs and done more to help you.’


She paused to take a sip from her coffee that had gone cold hours ago.


‘Listen, Jerome, at times even I can’t help myself, despite knowing more about my condition than most doctors. So what earthly chance did you stand? I was twenty-two going on forty-two. You were twenty-two still going on seventeen. I remember you as a good man, don’t get me wrong: kind and considerate, but clueless. Once I regularly knelt up on the bed for you and you could find your boots to play football on a Sunday, you were essentially happy.


‘I loved having you around because you earthed me. Some nights, when I was on my own, I felt like I was on a ship in the midst of a tempest. I’d be afraid to get out of bed because in my mind the attic floor was heaving, constantly hit by massive waves. I’d long to have you there to cling to. Yet on the nights when you were actually there I didn’t need to cling to you because that sea under the floorboards felt as calm as the surface of the pond in Fitzgerald’s Park. You never knew what phantoms you were keeping at bay until the night when even your presence couldn’t hold them back anymore.’



III


Jerome could recall everything about that night. They had gone to the pictures and afterwards queued for a kebab from a Turkish stall, feeling sophisticated because kebabs were a new fad then. He remembered thinking how Carole was more than usually elated. She kept talking, not just to him but to everyone in the queue, non-stop aimless chatter. Some people were enjoying her banter, but others looked at her uneasily. He should have known something was strange, but he was out of his depth.


‘I didn’t know anything was wrong,’ he said, ‘until I woke to find you in floods of tears. Unstoppable, no matter how much I tried to console you. Even though I kept holding you tight in that narrow bed, I’d a sense of you drifting away to a place I couldn’t go. The Carole I knew was disintegrating. It was the most heartbreaking feeling.’


‘I wasn’t going away from you,’ Carole replied. ‘I was setting you free. You should have just gotten out of bed and legged it out the door.’


‘How could I?’ he asked. ‘I was trying to mind you.’


‘You couldn’t. No one could. A lesser man would have walked, but your problem was always that you’re a good man.’


Was he a good man? Deep inside, was he still the same person as that scared boy? That night was so long ago that it might have been a story once told to him by somebody else. Yet in this service plaza, it now felt startlingly real again. Maybe Carole was right in that, in terms of maturity, he had essentially still been a teenager on that last night they’d spent together. But in the weeks that followed, as he bore witness to her anguish, Jerome remembered feeling as if he had aged by a decade.


That sense of being in over his head came back to him so strongly that he felt almost disconnected from the comfortable life he had been living just moments before; afternoons of stretching out well-paid working hours by visiting the driving range; plans to make up a four-ball at Cobh Golf Club on Saturday after the weekly WhatsApp call with his daughter and young grandson in Australia.
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