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			Undecided

			You’re not doing that right, she told him, as she watched him from the bed.

			He stopped and turned to look at her. Or maybe he hadn’t turned to look at her. Maybe he found her reflection in the mirror, foregrounded by the razor he held in his hand. That’s how a writer would frame it.

			What are you talking about?

			You’re not meant to shave like that. You’re meant to do it smoothly.

			He stared at her, incredulous. He knew she could be bossy, but this was too much.

			What do you know about shaving your face?

			She had shaved her legs and armpits, of course. And she must have seen it on TV, in the commercials. A handsome man draws a razor in a long, smooth pass through a perfect mask of shaving foam, exposing a line of tan skin. No scraping motions, no nervous sawing away at the same patch of face – which was how he shaved: back and forth, up and down, the way most people brush their teeth.

			Try it, she said.

			She would have bounced in the bed as she said it; her enthusiasm always took physical form. She would have raised her voice as they bickered, still delighted with each other. She would have laughed at him. She had a brash, happy laugh.

			Seriously. Try doing it more smoothly.

			And in the end he did. And it worked. But it was too late for her. Her chin was already raw from the beard rash.

			He remembered the bed in their guest house as narrow, but all beds feel narrow at that age, when you seldom roll far apart. So he could be wrong now, twenty-seven years later, about the width of that bed. But he did remember the nights they had spent there, and how they had felt. He remembered her telling him how to shave better. And he remembered their room in that Donegal guest house, two faces in a mirror, a pattern of light, the placement of the bed with a window to the right of it. But he couldn’t remember what town it was in. He had an idea it was Moville. Though it might have been Carndonagh.

			They drove up from Dublin in his first car, the one he’d bought at a police auction, and later that day they crossed Inishowen to Lough Swilly. By the shore in Buncrana, in the cold rain from the west, an old fisherman delighted her with stories of his life at sea – she loved talking to strangers, which was something he dreaded – but twenty-seven years later, those stories were gone.

			In Derry, on the way home, she saw candy-striped shirts outside a pub near the Bogside. Derry City were playing Shelbourne, from Dublin, in a League of Ireland soccer match. She decided she wanted to go. When she wanted to do something, she usually did it. She was always curious, always looking for something new. He was reluctant, but they went to the game in the Brandywell anyway, and it was fun. It usually was, with her.

			And twenty-seven years later, when it became suddenly urgent for him to gather all the fragments that he had of Charlotte McDonald, to establish the timelines, he remembered this match, and realised that it was a beacon, a quasar, a point he could fix in lost space and time. To determine exactly when they had gone north for that weekend, he could look up the football records online.

			Derry City played Shelbourne at home in the Brandywell on Sunday, 1 November 1992, a little over a month short of his twenty-sixth birthday.

			No kick-off time was given, but he could remember the floodlights and the chill in the air. Had he really agreed to drive the four hours back to Dublin in the dark, late at night, during the Troubles, on the old bad roads, through the border at Aughnacloy, just so she could watch a semi-professional football match? She wasn’t even that big a fan of football. You had to hand it to Charlotte: what she wanted, she usually got.

			The records said that the match finished scoreless, though he could have sworn he remembered a goal. What did he really remember about his time with Charlotte McDonald?

			The first of November 1992. That at least was a start. He put that into the timeline. He had come to remember their thing, more or less fondly, as a summer fling, but now that he checked it was winter and fall.

			 

			Charlotte had graduated two years before with a degree in law that she no longer wanted. She had gone to live in France with a boyfriend, and she had come back to Dublin without him. Having just turned twenty-four, she moved back in with her parents and younger siblings. She was weightless then, ­undecided, no job and no plans. She could have become anything, and that’s how he would always remember her. As it turned out, she would start her own business, in a creative industry, and she would do very well.

			His phone pinged, on the table, to the left of his laptop, twenty-seven years later. Without picking up the phone, he glanced at its screen and then closed his eyes. Charlotte, he said. He had a sense of something coming gently loose inside him, of a subroutine that had been running for decades, unnoticed in the background, revealing its existence by the act of shutting down.

			Later that night, he called Charlotte’s cell phone. He assumed it would have been switched off by then, that his call would go to voicemail, and that he’d hear her bored voice, one last time, telling him to leave a message and that she would get back to him. But instead it started ringing, so he ended the call before somebody answered. He’d used this trick before, twenty years ago, calling his brother’s Nokia. But back then he’d known for sure that no one would answer: his brother, unlike Charlotte, had lived and died alone.

			It occurred to him now, at ten thirty-five p.m. on the night of Charlotte’s death, that someone, at some point, and most likely her husband, would pick up Charlotte’s phone and see the message on the screen: Missed call, and the time it was made, and most likely his name: he and Charlotte had each other’s numbers, though they never used them anymore. He hoped that her husband, whom he liked, would understand. And when her husband later replied to his email of condolence, a couple of days later, he made no mention of any posthumous phone calls. Thanks for getting in touch, he said.

			 

			The fact was projected on to his ceiling that first night, and for many nights thereafter: he should have known that Charlotte was dying. It turned out she had been very sick for several months. He should have been in contact with her. He should have said – what? Goodbye? No. He should have said hello. Even just an email or a text. Get well. Thinking of you. That would have been enough. It was too late now. Now he was trapped in the dark at night, trying to save what he could of her. And he despised himself for this, because he knew he had no right to have strong feelings about her, just because she was suddenly dead. He had checked that already: it had been twenty-seven years. They hadn’t even been in love back then. He had acquired his own people since, a real life, and a good one, and had suffered real losses of his own. He told himself this from the start: this wasn’t just about Charlotte. It was about him suddenly being faced with facts he’d been ignoring – that he was getting old, that he wasn’t what he used to be, that his imagination, always overactive, had at some point reversed its direction, switching production from dreams to regrets. Anyone could see the gears turning, the facile clockwork. It was selfish and dishonest. And worse, it was dull.

			Charlotte herself had been no sentimentalist. If she could see him like this, she’d be shaking her head in sorrow while trying hard not to laugh. And she would have blurted out what he understood to be true but would not want to hear said aloud: that it was himself he was mourning the most, not her. Plus, he knew perfectly well that this was one-sided, that she would not have thought about him, one of several old boyfriends, from one year to the next. He didn’t think she was one for regrets.

			And yet the pain felt real enough. As real as those other times, when he had been entitled. Is phantom pain ever really a thing? Surely if it hurts, it hurts? And maybe there was something real underneath all the nonsense, some real basis for grieving. So he found himself searching his emails, texts, the Internet, his memory, for evidence in his defence.

			When, for a start, had he last actually seen her? It seemed like a couple of years ago. He checked that now. It had been over six years. They’d had coffee together at her workshop in Ringsend. This was his last confirmed meeting with Charlotte. Six years. It was possible they’d run into each other somewhere after that, as you do in Dublin, but if so, he’d forgotten. Which didn’t help his case.

			They had agreed, that last time, that she would bring her kids over to his house some afternoon, to meet his kids, and they would all go together to the Botanic Gardens. He realised that he still had that vague date with her in the back of his head. It was where he had parked her, and she had parked him. Then he remembered that he had also invited her to an event of his, three years ago. Had she come? He checked his emails. She had accepted the invitation, then not turned up, and had sent apologies later that night. Things were hectic, she said. Moving house.

			The last time they’d exchanged messages of any sort was two years before her death. He’d heard that she’d made a big score in her business, and emailed her his congratulations. She had answered straight away.

			Lovely to hear from you! I’m delighted with the new gig!! . . . See you soon I hope C

			By then, he knew now, she’d been living for a year with cancer in her lungs.

			 

			Two days after Charlotte’s death, he passed his wife in the kitchen. And she said to him, quietly, Are you all right?

			He stopped, his back still to her.

			No. I don’t think I am.

			He turned to face her.

			I’m upset about Charlotte. I know that it’s just some midlife bullshit, that it’s because she’s the first of my old girlfriends to die. We were never in love, not even then. It didn’t last long, and there was no unfinished business between us. But I do feel very sad about her. I’m sorry. I’ll get over it soon.

			Every word of this was true, as he said it. But this was his wife, the mother of their two children. She stared back at him, mistrustful. She would have to believe him, though he’d let her down before.

			OK, she said slowly. But I think you’re being self-indulgent.

			He thought, You won’t get any arguments from me.

			 

			While he could tell himself, from the start, that this wasn’t all, or even mostly, about Charlotte, he fretted that there might still be something of her, something that he’d shut off or forgotten, still tangled up in his life. He couldn’t just turn away without an investigation. He had to become a detective, to figure out what good reasons he had, if any, for missing her now, when they were nothing to each other, and he hadn’t seen her for years.

			Start with the young things . . . He didn’t get his first mobile phone until a year after his time with her ended. The Internet and email came a year later still. Cameras had film in them, then, and neither of them carried one. So far as he knew, there were no photographs, no visual record at all, of their time together. They had been, in a way, among the last of their kind. To see them together again, as they were then, he had only his memory.

			He remembered her as quite tall, and physically restless. She told him she had been a swimmer as a girl, for her school, or some club in the city. He still saw that in her figure. She had sea-coloured eyes, a wide mouth with strong lips, high cheeks, good skin. Her default expression was a slightly sardonic, slightly skew smile. Her hair was a deep matt brown, straight and thick, worn shortish or mid-length. He remembered how soft it was at the nape. She used to worry then that it was oily. It was a little oily, but he had liked the way it felt.

			She liked to wear Lycra dresses when they went out for the evening. She told him that Lycra, which was then at the height of fashion, was her favourite fabric. She liked the way it snapped back into shape after she stretched it. She wore Lycra well.

			When Charlotte stayed over with him, they often went swimming next morning in a nearby pool. That was her idea. The pool was operated by a medical charity, and was intended mainly for people with poor health or limited mobility, so the water was always too warm. They splashed about in it, getting some exercise, and sometimes they would furtively embrace, if the lifeguard wasn’t watching, and then separate quickly, before things went too far. He remembered the feel of her, slippy and strong in the lukewarm water. Her one-piece suit was made of Lycra too. In the water she felt weightless.

			He remembered how she had fretted that one of her legs was bigger than the other. Or perhaps it was one of her breasts – he couldn’t remember, twenty-seven years later. Either way, he hadn’t been able to see any difference, and had told her that at the time. When he’d last talked with her face to face, at her workshop, she told him that she’d just had a scare with breast cancer, but she was in the clear, now, and the prognosis was good. The doctors said she would probably live out her span. Fingers crossed.

			 

			For years, when he thought of her at all, he liked to tell himself that he and Charlotte had not been suited anyway. She was kind and warm and fun-loving. Enthusiastic. Fearless. Forthright. Impulsive. Everyone said so. He was introverted, inflexible, inhibited, inclined to laziness and envy, slow to get started, though dogged enough when he did. They would never have lasted, and she had duly dumped him.

			But now that he thought back, it hadn’t been quite that one-sided. Now, when he thought about it, late at night, he could remember having had his own reservations about Charlotte. She was very nice, but somewhat bossy. He remembered telling himself that, towards the end (though he hadn’t seen that end coming). She was very attractive, and positive, and fun to be with. She was a great person. She would do. He had actually told himself that. Charlotte would do. But there had been something missing in their relationship for him as well. She didn’t seem to have a dark place, or none that he could find. And he was of an age, and temperament, and generation, to confuse darkness with depth. Sometimes, untroubled by doubt – on the surface at least – Charlotte had seemed to him a little unimaginative. Later, watching her career develop, he had conceived her as someone who could be happy as a big fish in a small pond. He was the other way around. For most of his life, he had fetishised horizons. They were never meant to be.

			 

			He set out in good time for the funeral in Malahide, taking the car on to the M50. But there was a sign flashing at the entrance ramp to the motorway, too late for him to turn away. Traffic accident ahead, long delays expected. Tail lights appeared almost immediately, backed up all the way south from the airport interchange. He arrived at the funeral half an hour late, hating himself to the point of being ill.

			Her husband was already speaking when he got there, but the church was full and he couldn’t go inside. He had to stay in the churchyard, listening to the service on the speakers. It was a bright, breezy morning, and people stood and listened as her husband delivered an unscripted eulogy, moving and funny, about the foibles and virtues of a beloved wife and mother, their family’s force of nature. People were laughing inside the church. He was smiling too.

			Yet from one of her husband’s passing remarks, he learned that Charlotte had been in a wheelchair towards the end. It stopped his breath for a moment. He couldn’t imagine her in a wheelchair. And he thought, Well, that ache at least is true and good. There was something selfless mixed in with his bullshit.

			He couldn’t imagine Charlotte McDonald surrendering to other forces of nature. He knew how that felt, and he didn’t think it was for her. When he was sixteen years old, a chronic asthmatic and secret smoker, he’d been hospitalised with severe bronchitis, put on oxygen, and, when the drugs no longer worked, nurses had offered useless suggestions, folk remedies, better ways to draw breath. After hours of this, he got tired. Breathing was agony, burning pains in his ribs and his back. His muscles were failing. So he found himself doing something that he had read about in books, and had assumed was just a myth, or a figure of speech. He had turned his face to the wall. He was waiting to die, and he wasn’t even frightened. He was just very tired and sore.

			He wondered, listening to the voice on the speaker, how it had been for Charlotte in the end. And something came to him then that was also a comfort, something else that was good and true: if he hadn’t been frightened, then neither had she.

			 

			Afterwards, everyone agreed that the eulogy had been as uplifting a talk as you could possibly hear at the funeral of a mother taken so young. But he didn’t feel uplifted. Standing outside, in the sunshine and breeze, he was battered by a new wave of confusion. Where did this come from? This funeral was meant to have done its job. All the words had been said.

			But her husband’s speech had made him realise that he couldn’t simply forget Charlotte now, as he’d hoped, consign her to the life she had led, the years that had changed her, the half-stranger that he had assumed she’d become. Because, from what her husband had said, she hadn’t changed at all. She was still the same person he’d known, all those years ago. He’d heard her laugh, too, when her husband was talking. The old Charlotte had lived, however remotely, with however many new layers of accretion, until five days before.

			The service was over. He saw all Charlotte’s people spill out of the church, and he shamefully forgot about his own family, the real one, and he felt alone. Soon, the lockdown would start. People would die alone in isolation wards, with no one there to hold their hands, and be buried alone, without any proper ceremony. Charlotte’s death would be washed away, the first drop in a downpour. But for now, emerging into the windy sunshine, all was as it had ever been. Irish people go to funerals. They circle the wagons, count the survivors. Everyone could still hug and kiss, wipe away the tears and snot, shake hands with her husband, her family, her kids. Nobody knew it then, but this would be the last good funeral of the year.

			 

			He remembered how he used to drive out to get Charlotte from her family home. Years later, he would still instinctively glance at the turn that he no longer took, on the rare occasions when he drove out that way. Right from the start, she would bring him into the house to meet her charming family. He had liked this very much; it made him feel special. Now, he realised that she must have taken all her boyfriends back to meet her parents, right from the start. She was always so up front. Everyone said that she held nothing back. That was certainly true. She spoke her mind, and she had a gift for punching through his reserve which he found that he liked, especially in their rare later meetings. The last time they’d met, drinking coffee together in her workshop, she had brought up another of his old relationships, a mutual friend. Charlotte announced to him, typically matter of fact, that she knew he’d hurt her friend, but also that the break-up had been hard on him too. She said that life could be messy, but they all had their own lives now, and children. It had all ended well. So now that he thought back, he had another good reason for missing Charlotte McDonald. She alone from that time had offered some forgiveness. He didn’t realise it until it was too late, but she had been his last link, though half-forgotten, in the background, to some other not-quite-finished business. He had just lost his only friendly witness.

			 

			There was an announcement on the speakers outside the church. The burial would be for family only, but afterwards all were welcome for drinks at a nearby hotel.

			He walked down to the shops, bought a packet of cigar­ettes, though he hadn’t smoked for years, smoked two on the pavement, got in his car and drove home. Do your own time, A. C. Newman advised from the car stereo. Go back to your own kind.

			This time, the M50 was clear. At home, he said hello to his children, who were now back from school, left the car for his wife, who would drive them to Girl Guides, which was usually his job, and took a bus into town. At Tara Street, he got on the DART train back to Malahide. It took him past Killester, where he and Charlotte used to board the train when they went into town together. It was getting dark now, and the rain and strong wind had returned: act two of Storm Ciara. A force of nature. Why not Storm Charlotte? he thought.

			 

			The hotel faced the sea. Wind and rain lashed the front, where some people were smoking. He joined them, smoked, then went inside. Already, the smoke was clawing his lungs. It made him feel young again.

			The hotel was crowded, a lot of faces from the old days. It turned out, everyone had known for months that Charlotte was very sick and probably wouldn’t make it. Even some of those to whom he was still close, whom he still met for drinks in town now and then. No one had thought to mention it to him. This was Dublin. They’d just assumed that he would know too. Plus, it wasn’t as if he and Charlotte were close.

			Young children ran wild in this forest of adults, playing their games. He looked at them closely, wondering which two were Charlotte’s, which were her nephews and nieces. He never found out. Later, when he was talking to her husband, he found him to be pretty cheerful, considering. But of course, he was drinking too, and he’d been through a lot, for months and for years, and this was his respite. He was now in the eye of Storm Charlotte.

			What he heard himself say, a little too drunk, maybe:

			You know, we still saw each other sometimes, for a while after we broke up. But it was never serious. We were never in love. There was never any unfinished business between us.

			 

			The timeline was settled, the charges drawn up. The formal phase of their relationship lasted only four months – September, October, November, December.

			It had its beginning, and end, in Prague. One August, he had gone there to visit a friend, Robert, who had a flat near the middle of the city. Robert had been friends with Charlotte at college, and he rhapsodised about how fun she was, and kind, and also how beautiful. If Robert hadn’t been gay, Robert said, he would have been in love with Charlotte himself.

			They’d all gone to the same college, but he hadn’t known either Robert or Charlotte at that time. He had seen her around the arts block, though, and he had recognised her at once when a friend first introduced them, not long after Charlotte had graduated. Charlotte was someone you noticed around.

			Shortly after he got back to Dublin from Prague, he phoned her, to relay some message from Robert. Or maybe that was the pretext. They agreed they should meet up sometime for a drink. He couldn’t remember whose initiative that was, but he thought it was probably hers. She was the direct one.

			They went for a drink in the pub, and then a late dinner in Blazes, a restaurant that served alcohol late, which very few places in Dublin did then. They drank and talked enough to make things easy, and when the place closed, in the small hours of the morning, they kissed on the pavement outside. He remembered looking at her, in wonder, and asking her why this was happening. And she laughed at the question and said, Oh, you know, you see someone around who you think is good looking, and you say to yourself, Maybe I’ll end up with them.

			 

			They had in fact had one proper fight, before the official break-up. He only remembered it now, when she was dead. It was just before they went to Prague together to celebrate New Year’s Eve, to stay with Robert and his crowd of locals and ex-pats. They would go to Wenceslas Square at midnight and drink champagne and vodka.

			For Christmas, she bought him a fountain pen. She gave it to him one morning, as she was leaving his flat. It was still in the bag from the shop. He looked at it, disbelieving.

			A fountain pen?

			A ballpoint, at least, might have been useful for taking notes. His handwriting had always been rotten, and, having learned typing and shorthand, he could barely write longhand anymore.

			That’s a very nice pen, she said. He could see her getting angry, but he couldn’t help himself.

			What would a reporter do with a fountain pen?

			Whatever you like, she said, and left.

			On the one hand, he thought, twenty-seven years later, he had been very petty. On the other hand, it was not a very imaginative gift.

			Was it that, or was it something else that had set her off, walking down the street in Prague, a day or two into their holiday, when, as they bickered on some minor point, something so trivial that, even a week later, he couldn’t remember what it was – or more likely, didn’t want to – she had turned to him and said, That’s it. I’m sick of this. This is over.

			And he had realised, stunned, that she really seemed to mean it.

			Seriously? Couldn’t this wait until we get home?

			 

			He went to the airline office to bring forward his return flight. When she heard he was changing his flight she got angry again, and accused him of sulking. Which, of course, he was. She didn’t seem to understand why he was upset and wanted to cut short his time in her company. Maybe he’d misread her, escalated the situation, instead of biding his time until she calmed down. She was impulsive. That’s what people still said about her, all these years later.

			For years, he hadn’t really thought about that journey home from Prague. He had flown at night, alone. The plane stopped at Luxembourg, where they de-iced the wings. It landed at Shannon in the small hours, and he’d driven home to Dublin along the old N7, with its single lane and its sleeping towns, still years away from being bypassed. He thought he remembered moonlight and frost. He had passed a mile from the house he’d grown up in. It had been, he remembered now, for the first time in decades, a very sad drive.

			Of course there had been unfinished business between them. But after that spectacular break-up, witnessed close-up by a bunch of their friends, you could never go back to how things had been. You had to commit to the roles that you’d taken. You couldn’t spoil a good story like that. So when they met, after Prague, it was furtive and infrequent. He no longer went to her house and talked with her parents and siblings. She no longer came to his flat, which he shared with his brother. Instead, when they stayed together, it was at her new flat in Rathgar. And it was always Charlotte who took the initiative. He held himself back, because though he still wanted her, he would always resent her, and he was frightened of what she might do.

			Their last time together was a year after the first. He was asked to write a colour piece about a big event outside Dublin, and they gave him two tickets and a hotel room. She came with him for the jaunt. He looked up the date, now, online. It had been her twenty-fifth birthday. There was only one double bed in the room, so it was assumed that they’d share it, but not that it would necessarily go any further than that. In the end, late at night, they had turned to each other. It was tired and gentle. A writer would say, elegiac. It was clear it would never happen again.

			 

			Two weeks after Charlotte died he flew to Edmonton, Alberta, where he had lived as a child, and where his mother had since returned.

			He knew, from previous experience, what would happen in Edmonton. The time difference would wake him in the dead hours of the morning, stuck in his mother’s apartment. He hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in two weeks. To that would be added the time-shift of jet lag. He would have to find a way out of this trap.

			Each morning, at two a.m., or four, he would get up, get dressed and sneak out of his mother’s apartment in Garneau. He would walk across the High Level Bridge to the provincial legislature, turn and walk back on the other side of the bridge. He would do it twice, to put in roughly four miles, burning cigarettes like candles.

			In the small hours of the morning, in February, from the High Level Bridge, Edmonton looks like a fairy-tale city: the lights of downtown, the vapour from heating plants, the North Saskatchewan River, frozen over, except for a lead downstream from the bridge, open water steaming with frost. Black spruces in snow on the bluffs beneath the college.

			There was a wire fence on the outside of the walkway that slanted inwards at the top, to stop people jumping off the bridge. Someone had attached laminated notices at the entrance to the walkway: We need you here. You are filled with endless possibilities.

			He had a good winter coat. As he walked back and forth he talked with invisible people, people from the old days, and most of all with Charlotte. He saw fragments of sentences floating around him. Sometimes he stopped to take notes, which he typed into his phone, high above the frozen river. He thought, Maybe I’ll get rid of this nonsense. Maybe I’ll replace her with words.

			But what, if anything, could he actually write, if he ever decided to write anything at all? It would be absurd to write a love letter to Charlotte, or a celebration, when she wasn’t in his life and they had never been in love. Should he write something for all of them, for all of their people from then? But he was no longer in touch with them. And wasn’t he too old to start having imaginary friends?

			It came to him one morning, on the deserted bridge, two thirty a.m., minus twelve degrees Celsius, that he had fallen through a trapdoor into his twenties. This should have been obvious from the start. He had become, like Billy Pilgrim, spastic in time. The time-shift of jet lag only made this more stark. He didn’t think that he had ever really been in love with Charlotte McDonald, except, of course, when they were lying together. But now that she was dead, his twenty-six-year-old self had escaped from inside him and was doing what he would have done had she died then, on her twenty-fifth birthday: he had fallen in love with some notions of her.

			It was that simple, and that stupid. Because Charlotte McDonald hadn’t died at the age of twenty-five. She had lived another twenty-six years, had a loving marriage, a glowing career, kids. She had told her own people, shortly before she died, that she’d had a great life, and she was always a straight-talker. And if a genie had appeared to them, in that guest-house mirror in Donegal, all those years ago, when they were so hot in their lives, and said, Listen, you can each have another twenty-six years, guaranteed – separate or together, that’s up to you, but you’re totally unsuited and you’re too young to settle – and then die in the middle of everything, with all the big boxes ticked, surrounded by love; or you can turn down my offer, take your own chances, maybe die earlier, maybe lonely, maybe miserable, a failure in your own eyes, or maybe live on for much longer, long years of decline, watching your friends die, your own children grow old and slow and tired – wouldn’t they both have grabbed at that deal?

			And you’ll slide around in time. Back and forth. And that’s how he’d tell the story, if he ever decided to tell it.

			 

			His mother had recently had surgery and couldn’t drive, so every day he took her out shopping in the Strathcona district. She had a Camry hybrid that she’d bought because she wanted to save the planet for his daughters, her only grandchildren. In London Drugs, she bought him a fancy infrared thermometer for the looming pandemic, but the hand sanitiser had already sold out. Then later, in Mark’s Work Wearhouse, she found a stash of sanitiser, forgotten in a corner, and bought the whole box for him to take back to his people.

			He took out the trash for her several times a day, an excuse to sneak a cigarette out by the dumpster, and he listened to the childhood wheeze and gurgle that had returned to his lungs, felt the old nicotine tremble, and he thought, So this is self-harming. How very dramatic. If that virus got into his lungs, the state he was in, he’d be finished. He’d be turning his face to the wall.

			 

			He had set up a file on his laptop computer, to prosecute his sins of omission. Charlotte was only one of many old friends that he’d meant to keep up with and had let slip away. This, it turned out, had been careless. Had he kept in touch, he’d have known that she was dying. He was being punished for that now. And he was also being punished for having so successfully hidden from himself the fact that he must have been at least a little in love with her, once, and that every time he had seen her again, at lengthening intervals down the years, it had still hurt, just a little, though she’d always been kind to him. Now, she would never hear a word from him again, but he was very much hearing from her.
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