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The process of therapy is a mysterious one. How do two strangers connect in a way that generates intimacy between them, despite the imbalance of personal information shared? How is it possible to trust another fallible human with your worst fears, worst thoughts, and worst deeds? I am so grateful to all the people who have engaged in the experiment of therapy with me and taken the leap of faith to count on my discretion and professionalism. None of their stories are in these pages.


J Wilson O’Raghallaigh


Dublin, 2024
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A fter Amy died, I waited to see what my mother remembered—every day expecting the axe to fall. She was weeks in a coma, months in rehab. Dad carrying her stuff back and forth in an old duffel bag. Family photos, favorite pieces of clothing, anything to try to reclaim their history together.


By the time she came home for her first visit, I knew I was in the clear. She didn’t remember what happened. She didn’t remember much at all. Even new memories would slide off her consciousness like it was coated in Teflon. The woman who came home from hospital was like an exact physical replica, but with the slate wiped clean. The woman who used to be my mother was dead, and I was relieved.


I remember the dread and shame, but also the understanding that other people couldn’t see it. I mean, between one thing and another there weren’t a lot of people looking for those emotions. If they’d seen a change in me, they would have put it down to the grief, the loss, whatever. But I knew they didn’t know, and they couldn’t find out. Like I said, I was in the clear. So long as I kept my mouth shut. And took whatever this new mom had to dish out.


The guilt I don’t have to remember. I keep it with me, down in my gut, wrapped in the trappings of confidence and the disguise of indifference. Nobody needs to know the truth now. I can keep it together. I’m not that kid anymore.




1


I can wait here. I’ve always been interested in watching people.


It used to be a survival strategy, but now it’s a pastime. And, I suppose, it’ll come in handy this year. This crazy year of being someone different.


My phone has been buzzing since I switched from airplane mode. Little updates, little Don’t worry about us! reminders from my dad. Ten years since the accident, I’ve worried about them every day. A few words from three thousand miles away is hardly going to change that. He is probably talking to himself.


Standing alone at Dublin Airport, waiting with a bag at my feet that is very nearly too heavy for me to carry, I refuse to consider that I am in the wrong place at the wrong time. There are plenty of people who haven’t been picked up. A Chinese guy with a satchel, a blonde girl with very long legs and a backpack. I’m noticing her, but now really I’m just checking her out.


I like tall women. More space for interest, I suppose. The curves are more subtle on the way up the legs.


“Are you Jonah?”


I turn at my name and look down—another woman, much older, much shorter. Not a huge amount of subtlety to the curves, if you know what I mean. Early fifties, I’m guessing. I was expecting a man.


I smile. “Yes, hi. I’m Jonah.” There’s a pause. “I guess you aren’t Mr. O’Connell?”


“That’s right! I’m Margaret.” She seems very enthusiastic about it. “Niall has had a stroke. We always took the Rotary students, but Niall said he’d do it this year and now he’s gone and had a stroke. A total shock to us all, so we said we’d take you. He said to look for a tall young man with dark hair, and you are definitely that! You’re very welcome. I’m delighted.” Margaret smiles up at me. “I mean, I was looking forward to the break, but no bother! We’ve done it before and we’ll do it again. Happy to help Niall out.”


Although what she said suggests that she isn’t that happy, she keeps smiling and I go with it. “Thanks. Thanks so much.” Poor Niall O’Connell, who was so friendly on the phone. I remember him making a joke about wearing a carnation to the airport so I could spot him. He must be fairly okay after the stroke if he was able to tell Margaret what to look for. Brain injury, though. You never know.


“No bother! I’m parked outside,” she says. I pick up the bag, trying not to show how hard it is to lift, and we walk out of the airport together. There’s a bright modern walkway that leads to the parking garage which we bypass and then walk down a little sidewalk, past some dumpsters, and into a small parking lot next to what smells like a gym and swimming pool.


Margaret asks questions the entire time, in the same cheerful tone. Where exactly am I from in America? Have I ever lived abroad before? Will my parents visit me while I’m here? I’m sweating like crazy from the effort of hauling the bag and my hand is screaming in pain. Finally, she pushes a button on her keychain and a Lexus lights up. “Pop it in there!” she says as the trunk glides silently open. I do as she says, while wondering why this woman with what looks like a brand-new Lexus didn’t pay for parking. Jesus Christ, my hand hurts. I’m sweaty, I’ve just gotten off an eight-hour flight so I don’t smell great to start with, and now I have to sit in this perfect car. I hope it has an air freshener.


Margaret drives through the city on our way to her home. She points out landmarks and tries to explain the bus, train, tram transport system, but I’m taking nothing in. There is something about her voice that is soothing despite its emphatic nature—it’s like the last thing she expects is for me to cut in, which is good because I’m mostly concentrating on not stinking up the car. I notice she has her window slightly open.


Very kindly, when we get to her house, Margaret shows me the little apartment out the back I can stay in “until I find something.” There is a shower, thank God. And a bed.
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L ooking out the apartment window, I can see directly into the kitchen window of the main house, where Margaret is with her family. I showered, went to bed for a few hours, got up and showered again, and I’m feeling pretty good, especially since I figured out the complex series of switches, pull cords, buttons, and dials that got the shower working and hot. Twice. I decide to walk over and knock on the back door. Just as I get to the house, Margaret comes swinging out with a trash bag and nearly collides with me.


“Speak of the devil! Here he is.” Before I know it, I’m sitting on a barstool at a granite and walnut island in her large, open-plan kitchen/living room with a cup of coffee and a stack of buttered toast. Turns out, Margaret has a daughter, Aoife, who is remarkably attractive. Big eyes, perfect skin, long blonde hair, and possibly the shortest skirt I’ve ever seen in a kitchen. Certainly, a kitchen with a mother in residence. And the daughter has a boyfriend, Ciarán, who knows she’s hot. He is sprawled out on the couch next to her looking at me looking at her. While I’ve been sitting here, he has put his arm around her and doubled the amount of space he’s taking up with manspread. I get it. There is also a series of younger siblings who move so quickly through the house I can’t tell how many of them there are. The husband, Mick, isn’t home yet from work, they tell me.


“So, here you are, Jonah,” says Margaret, “in Ireland for the year! What are your plans? Did Niall tell me you are an engineer?” Margaret is making a complicated vegetable dish which requires a lot of chopping. Next to me on the island is a very high-tech food processor and there is a periodic rumble as she jams things in through the opening at the top and the blades whir. Being in a kitchen with a busy, active mother takes me back. In the past ten years I’ve spent a lot of time in other people’s kitchens, looking for this feeling—cozy and safe, controlled chaos. I’ve had girlfriends’ parents want to keep me after the inevitable breakup, they’re so used to me taking up space in their kitchen. I think of Georgia’s dad, who saw my transcripts from college and told me he’d like to buy stock. In me.


“Well, yes,” I say, and it’s true, I am an engineer, just not at the moment. This year, I am completely winging it. The only thing I know for sure is I had to get away from home. Far away. “Although,” I say to Margaret, “I’m trying something a little different this year.”


I would have liked to stick to the original plan, and this is not it. The truth is, I was months from graduating with a degree in engineering from the University of Virginia with a funded PhD fellowship in robotics at MIT lined up, when out of the blue, my freshman history professor suggested I apply for a Rotary International scholarship to go abroad for a year after graduation. Out of habit, I said no. I’m needed at home—I’m always needed at home. But it gnawed at me. A way out? Too far to come home every weekend, and no one could blame me for taking up the opportunity. A break. I dropped it into conversation with my dad, testing the waters, and he got right on board, insisting I apply. “We’ll be fine,” he said, and I chose to believe him.


It all fell into place like it was meant to happen. A couple of interviews later I was granted the scholarship for a course of my choice in Ireland. Check. A research team in the department of engineering at Trinity College agreed to take me on. Check. MIT let me defer the doctorate a year, the money was in the bank, and the airplane ticket was bought. Check. Check. Check.


Then, weeks before I was due to leave, I got a call from the engineering department at Trinity to say the professor I was under was going on immediate sabbatical and they’d have to rescind the research year offer. Something serious must have happened, but they didn’t tell me what—all very discreet, with more than a faint whiff of scandal. I offered to switch from robotics to mechanical, or even computer engineering, but whatever had happened to make that guy go on leave had tainted every decision he’d made—I was clearly not welcome anywhere in the department.


My first reaction was relief, a lifting of the extra guilt I was carrying at planning an escape. Things could stay the same. My life during the week, my mom’s life on the weekends. When I told my dad, though, he balked.


“Oh, you’re going,” he said, and he seemed so invested, it was like it was his plan from the beginning. “You call them back at Trinity, and they’ll figure something out.” And he was right, as usual. Graduate admissions clearly wanted to keep my money-upfront foreign student tuition money, so they suggested a couple of one-year master’s degree courses that take high achieving graduates from any undergraduate discipline: gender studies or applied psychology. I sure as hell knew I didn’t want to do Gender Studies.


“So, you’re doing psychology?” Aoife is enjoying the story. Or possibly enjoying the effect her attention on me is having on Ciarán.


“Yep. It’s very unexpected.” An understatement. I had seriously thought about scrapping the whole enterprise despite my father’s enthusiasm. I sent an email updating Professor Crehan, the robotics guy at MIT, and put feelers out about canceling the deferment. He sent a quick response: Nonsense. Do it. At this unfortunate stage in our development, our well-designed technologies have to interact with erratic and unpredictable humans. The more we understand about psychology, the better. And I’m sorry to say we don’t spend enough teaching time in our profession on the eccentricities of our species. You will be a much better asset to the team after the experience. See you next year. Not my first choice, but now that I’m explaining it in this nice warm kitchen, I’ve got a little perspective on the whole thing. I look back at Aoife, sitting with her legs crossed, and this isn’t so bad. This isn’t torture.


Ciarán shifts in his seat. “There’s going to be a lot of chat on that course. You must be really in touch with your feminine side.” Aoife laughs and leans back into him. Margaret dumps carrots into the big machine and the rumble intensifies. Some of the carrots stick in the tube. Too many in at once. Humans and technology.


“And what’s wrong with that, Ciarán?” Margaret’s voice is light and cheerful, teasing, as she turns back to the large stove behind her. Things bubble on the surface and there are about seven separate doors on the front of it. She bends down and opens one of the lower doors and there’s what looks like a stack of plates inside, presumably warming, but it looks like she is cooking dinnerware. I’m trying to think of a comeback for Ciarán but I’m tired and slow, despite my nap. One of the little kids comes skidding into the kitchen and climbs up on the stool next to me.


“What’s for tea?” This must be the Irish version of the universal question of every child in every kitchen.


It happens fast. Margaret turns to answer as the little hand reaches into the tube after the stuck carrots, pushing toward the blades. I’m off my seat, lifting the kid up and back, fingers out of danger, feet dangling, before Margaret can even cry out. Not so slow, after all. There’s a moment of silence, then the release.


“Oh, sweet Jesus!” Margaret rounds the island and grabs the kid out of my hands, shock turning to frustration. “What’s wrong with you?” She pulls the squirming body in close and strides out of the room as Aoife stands up.


“What happened?” Ciarán is a few beats back.


“Liam nearly cut his arm off.” Aoife has swept around the island and taken up her mother’s position at the stove, significantly improving the view from my seat. I hope she checks the plates.


“Maybe a finger or two,” I say, switching off the food processor.


“You were quick,” says Aoife. “Only in the door and a hero. No doubt down in the annals of family lore. The day that nice American student saved Liam.”


“My mother’s not great in the kitchen so I’m always on the lookout for danger,” I say, grinning at her again. “You have to be ready for action in my house.”


“Is that right?” says Aoife, smiling. It occurs to me the heat isn’t just coming from the stove.


I’m sure Ciarán notices too. Just to piss him off, I turn up the wattage on my attention. Plenty of eye contact. Asking questions, leaning in.
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I have about a week before classes start and I need to find a place to live. I’m sure if I act helpless enough for long enough, Margaret will let me stay in her cozy little place out back but I’m not sure it’s a smart move. I’ve lived in various suburbs all my life and one perk this year is a chance to live in the city.


There is an email from the psychology course suggesting a get together to meet everyone later in the week. That is different. Engineers don’t tend to have pre-course meet ups. Either you talk to the person sitting next to you on the first day of class or you don’t. Generally, you don’t.


Walking through the iron front gates of Trinity and under the wide arches leading to a massive courtyard, I am surrounded by beautiful gray stone buildings and impossibly short grass carefully cordoned off from tourists. I dodge a man in a long academic robe and cap offering tours, and follow a series of signs for student services. When I finally locate the office through one of the thick wooden doors built into the square, there’s a student accommodation woman and a ridiculous number of slightly grubby-looking people with big bags standing in front of her. The line is so long I have to follow it back outside through a side door, and I am standing on cobblestones wondering if this is the most efficient way of managing the situation, when two guys who look a lot alike come up to me.


“Are you looking for somewhere to live?” one of them asks me.


I’m looking at the two of them and I’m thinking Freaks but I say, “Yes.”


“Right, so,” says the other one. “I’m Michael, this is Peter. We have an apartment with two bedrooms up in Christchurch and we are letting out the other room and staying together in the one room. We’re brothers, see, and if our parents pay for the apartment but then someone else pays us rent, we have more money for drinking. See? But we don’t want any lunatics.”


I’m realizing now that they are identical twins, but with differently styled, sandy-colored hair. If you can call their hair “styled.”


“I’m not a lunatic,” I say. Their logic makes sense. Also, this could possibly get me out of this line.


“What are you studying?” Peter asks.


I would so love to say engineering here. I nearly say it, but I can’t. “Psychology.”


“Oh, fuck,” Michael says, half-turning to his brother. “Forget it. I can’t be arsed talking about my feelings all day.” They share a look and I know I’m losing them. I can’t believe that I am now the freak. Peter starts looking at the line behind me. It’s now or never.


“Listen,” I say, “I don’t give a shit about your feelings, or anyone’s feelings, really. I got a grant and it was the only course open. Basically, I’m screwing around for the year. I’m an engineer and after this I’m going back to engineering. To work on robots, for Christ’s sake. No feelings.”


“Do you have a girlfriend?” one of them asks me. We all know he is asking if I’m gay, but to his credit, he’s trying to be subtle.


“Yes, her name is Georgia.” I look directly back at him. “But she’s in New York. She’s coming over to visit later in the year with her sisters.” There are no sisters but that swings it. They give each other a more positive look. It pays to be able to tell a good lie quickly. A skill that has served me well.


“Grand,” says Michael. I think it’s Michael. “A hundred euro a week, cash, on Mondays. Don’t fuck with our food and don’t drink our drink. And you have to get out if our parents visit or pretend to be visiting if they turn up unannounced. And if one of them stays over, you sleep somewhere else. Agreed?”


I would do anything right now to be away from this line, even live with these two. It’s only a year. “Agreed. What are you studying, by the way?”


“Social work,” says Peter. There’s a pause. “Just fucking with you. Business. We don’t give a shite either.” He grins at me. This might turn out okay.
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I decide to go to this pre-course meetup. I’ve gotten several emails about it—mostly copied into reply-alls. Probably all women, I think, but a few unclear: Pat, Terry, Frances. Any man in the US named Frances would do everything he can to be called Frank but I’m not sure it’s a thing here. My dad knew a guy in the service named Richard Head and it still cracks us up. He loves to tell the story of how the guy introduced himself as “Richard” and said it twice looking straight at you: Richard Head. Richard. What a couple of comedians his parents must have been.


The class is meeting in the Stag’s Head and Michael/Peter walk down to show me where it is, although I assure them I can use GPS as well as the next man. A couple days in and the apartment is working out fine. There is probably a bit too much PlayStation for my taste but they’re clean enough and they seem happy to show me the ropes. I’m hoping they won’t come into the pub with me, but they do. The meetup was at eight and it is near nine now, but the bar isn’t crowded and I’m pretty sure I spot the class right away. There’s about a dozen earnest-looking women sitting around a few small tables, maybe a few around my age and then some much older. All of them look like they’ve known each other for years. The three of us are standing at the bar and right then I decide there is no way I’m going over there. Class next week is soon enough. I turn to the boys.


“I’m not going over there.”


“Fuck right, you’re not,” says Peter. “You’ve got to spend that grant money on my dry throat.” He is already trying to catch the bartender’s eye.


“Nobody over there is fit enough to stop drinking for,” says Michael. “Although that granny might start looking better after a few.”


I look and there is a stylish older woman wearing purple Doc Martens looking right at me. I pretend I’ve dropped something on the floor and bend down to pick up nothing. When I glance again on the way up, she is talking to the woman next to her. All in all, there is a great deal of eye contact in the group. And nodding. Jesus Christ. What am I getting myself into? I’m not sure I’ve ever been as sincere as they look.


“That’s more like it,” says Michael and I follow his gaze over to the other end of the bar. Ah yes, I can see what he means.
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I wake up in an unfamiliar bed but clear headed. Thank God I didn’t try to keep up with the twins’ drinking. The shoulder next to me is bare and has a small dolphin tattoo rising over the shoulder blade like it’s breaching a wave. There’s a sheet obscuring the rest of my view but the hourglass of the back, waist, and hip looks promising. I remember a class on design that talked about the right waist-hip ratio being the most attractive thing in the human experience. I’m tempted to place my hand on the lowest point of the curve but I’m not inclined to start a conversation, yet. I didn’t drink too much and I’m pretty sure I can clearly remember this girl’s face if I concentrate. And her name.


She shifts around and looks me in the eye. “Hi.” Her voice is a husky whisper.


“Hi.”


“I’m Sailí.” She smiles and there is a dimple. I’m a sucker for dimples. No wonder I’m here.


“I know who you are,” I say. “I wasn’t drunk.” I wasn’t sober, either, but I remember every move.


“Me neither, I’m a tart. I’ll go to bed with anyone.”


Not sure how to respond to this, I smile.


“Just messing,” she says. “I was a bit merry.”


“I know,” I say, assuming that means tipsy. “I was the one buying the drinks. And clearly making the most of the fact that we were drinking them.”


“That’s grand,” she says, lying back on the pillow and adjusting the sheet, her heart-shaped face surrounded by loose caramel curls. “I was seriously considering bringing you back here before the second drink. Handsome and charming Americans, that’s my weakness. I hope you’re rich. The Stag’s Head is fierce for attracting rich tourists. I’ve done some of my best hunting there.”


“Well, I hate to let you down.” Not rich, but not poor. I’m enjoying this.


“Hmmm . . .” She stretches. I think there are two dimples but the second one is a bit harder to spot. “Well, there’s always tomorrow.”


Although I’m in a different country, this situation is not all that unfamiliar to me. Light banter while looking for my boxers. I find them and offer to bring Sailí a glass of water. She accepts and while I’m searching for glasses in the kitchen alcove off the living room, I see a French press and some Lavazza so I upgrade my offering and make coffee. There is a reflective surface on the microwave and I bend down to check out the damage. My hair is long enough on top to need a pat down to control it, but my light-blue eyes are clear. Not too bad after the late night. I wash my face at the kitchen sink, rinse out my mouth, and plunge the coffee. Walking back to the bed, I notice stacks of canvas leaning against anything that will hold them up. On the walls are works with intense colors and a lot of straight lines. Everything else is white.


“Well,” she says, “this is a treat.” While I’ve been making coffee, I’m pretty sure she has brushed her hair and maybe even put on some make-up—she looks good but I’m missing that messed-up and sleepy vibe. I didn’t hear a sound and the room looks exactly as I left it. Also, she has put on a very pale pink nightshirt. Show’s over.


“You look nice,” I say. “Can I buy you breakfast?” She smiles and I think she has probably brushed her teeth already too. Clearly this situation is not unfamiliar to her either—she is like a one-nightstand superhero.


I’m surprised when Sailí says she has to work and I get the sense she is waiting for me to go, so I drink my coffee and start my exit. I ask for her number and she calls it out to me, but there is no sense of urgency and she doesn’t check to see I’ve got it right. All in all, it was a very pleasant encounter but I’m guessing I won’t be seeing Sailí again. I will text her, though, hopefully on the right number. I’m fond of that little dolphin.


I head out into the sunshine and my phone beeps insistently. For some reason a pile of text messages come through from home all at once—probably whatever international plan I have has delayed things. I scan through them and nothing seems too urgent, but the familiar weight crashes back. Dad is trying out a new home care provider to cover the weekends—my shift—and so far, it’s going okay. We’ve tried it before, a series of kind and organized women coming in to cook and keep my mother out of trouble, but no one has lasted. She can be vicious.
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T urns out “Frances” with an “e” is always a woman. In this situation, so are Pat and Terry. At the edge of Trinity College are some awkwardly shaped buildings and in one of them I am seated in a room, in a circle, with fourteen women on the first day of class. Purple boots is here and I recognize a few more from the pub, but in the small talk I don’t mention it. Class has started and we are going around the room saying who we are and how we have ended up on the course, and I am getting the impression that I am the only person here by a bizarre series of random events. Most of the stories involve big life changes and the desire to help other people get through what they’ve gone through. A couple of them are hoping to change careers and, I swear to God, two have already started crying. One woman, a banker trying to find meaning in her work, started crying before she even spoke, and it made her story a little hard to follow.


When it comes to me, I refuse to wreck the love and gratitude theme so I say something about adding depth to my understanding of other people and everyone nods and nobody says, “What kind of crap is that?” so I’m good. I suppose it is technically true, even if it is for the benefit of the robotics industry.


The good thing about being in a big group, I have learned over time, is that it is possible to say almost nothing. You have to stay awake, look interested, and nod. Day one lesson. My presence is markedly conspicuous, though. First of all, I’m the only male. Secondly, I take up a lot more room than anyone else, my legs stretched out into the circle. And finally, I am way behind everyone else in terms of understanding what the hell is going on. That, however, may not be noticeable since I am very nearly completely silent.


After the introductions, Annemarie the instructor starts talking about the lifelong importance of early psychological development and shows us some footage of experiments they did with toddlers and their mothers in the 1970s on emotional attachment. Everyone seems familiar with this but me. Basically, they separated the kids from their moms and filmed what happened. Sometimes they’d send in a stranger and see how the child reacted. Then the kid-mom reunion. It is surprisingly interesting to watch the old footage—some of the kids completely freaked out and other ones looked okay; they played with the blocks or whatever was there. Some of them got on well with the stranger and some didn’t.


Turns out, she explains, the kids who freaked were the normal ones. That, I was not expecting. The little fists pounding on the door, the total rejection of the stranger, the screaming. Then the mother comes in and they wrap their pudgy little arms around her and settle right down. That’s the “normal” sequence. The little guys who interact with the stranger or sit there waiting: not so normal. Numb, or desperate. Not really counting on the mother to come back. Ready to go it on their own, I guess. It makes me wonder which one I was, back before the crash. Even though Amy was only eighteen months younger than me, I can remember her as a happy baby in my mother’s arms, but maybe that was when she was older. They were always close, that I know, but I can’t pull up the memories of myself. There are photos of me as a little kid, holding hands with her, sitting tight on the couch. But those are the moments when everybody takes pictures. It isn’t necessarily the truth. By the time Amy died, my mother could barely look at me. The question nearly makes me want to call her and ask what I was like as a baby or a toddler, but I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. I know she would tell me the truth, if she could remember it.


After lunch, Annemarie tells us to break into pairs for an exercise. Paired work, a teaching strategy I have learned to dread. There’s always someone who doesn’t do anything. I look at the woman to my right and she is decidedly looking to her right, so I sweep around to my left and come face to face with purple boots.


“I’m Rose,” she says.


“I’m Jonah.”


“Like the whale?”


“The dude in the whale, actually. The one who gets vomited out.” I smile at her, and she smiles back.


Annemarie tells us we’re doing “insight dialogue” where one person talks and the other person listens without comment or movement. Then after five minutes the listener has to repeat what they’ve heard. We aren’t even supposed to nod or make the usual mmm-hmmm noises people make when they’re listening. When Annemarie tells us the topic for the exercise is “early experiences with our mother,” I have a sense of rising dread. I would rather be on fire than starting this assignment, on fire with needles in my eyes. What the fuck am I doing on this course? Who am I kidding?


I keep my shit together and turn to face Rose, who seems okay to go first. Annemarie starts the clock, and Rose begins.


Rose doesn’t look at me while she is speaking, so it is easy for me to keep my poker face. Instead, she mostly looks at the floor and sometimes closes her eyes. I can see the dark iron mixed in the light gray and silver of her hair, and her dark eye lashes. She speaks in a low voice, very quickly, about her early days on a farm. I have to lean forward to hear her clearly when she describes her mother. As she talks, I can see a movie version of what she is saying: a table with not enough chairs and children standing at the corners; out in the morning and back in for food; a scramble of arms and legs climbing into beds pushed one against another; and an unknowable force moving around it all, pushing in, pulling out, and rounding up. I’m watching Rose speak as if she is in a trance, like it doesn’t even matter that I am here. I am not sure I have ever listened to someone for five minutes without something, even me, interrupting. It is possible that Rose’s voice is getting softer, so I lean in more. There is a pause in her rhythm, and I freeze. Before she starts again, the time is up.


Annemarie gives us two minutes to summarize what we’ve heard. I try to recount Rose’s story and I can hold onto the facts of it, but I’m missing the flavor. Instead of repeating what she has said, I have an urge to ask her questions about the house, her mother, and siblings that I have to suppress. I’m aware that my accent is in danger of making her story sound like a Hollywood plotline, just what I was imagining. After my two-minute summary, it is time for feedback and Rose confirms that I got the gist of it.


Suddenly I realize that it is my turn to speak. Annemarie starts the clock again and I begin: my early experiences with my mother.


Or not. I look at Rose looking back at me and I don’t even open my mouth. I maintain eye contact and then look away, at my shoes, the wall, anywhere. I close my eyes and after a moment Rose shifts in her seat. I open my eyes and hers are closed. I close my eyes again and instead of going back in time, I see her as she is now, a beautiful woman. They had me young and she’s only in her early forties now, although she looks thirty. Tall, athletic frame, with the class of beauty that sets her apart from other women—beauty you cannot pretend is not there, even if you are her son. Probably every boy experiences his mother as beautiful without even thinking about it, but so many people commented on it when I was small, it was like wallpaper in my life. All around. So normal. The weird thing was realizing other moms didn’t get that kind of attention. Before they stopped coming over, I remember seeing my friends looking at her, or trying to stop looking at her, for the same reason. When Georgia met her the first time, I could see a little shift happen in her mind, although she never said anything. I saw it because I was watching for it, used to seeing it. Luckily, Georgia is no slouch in the looks department. Other girlfriends found it difficult, for sure. Especially with how she is now.


Annemarie says the time is up. I haven’t said a word. It’s time for Rose to summarize what I’ve said.


I look at her and she says, “You didn’t say a word, you bastard. How am I supposed to summarize that?”


I catch the twinkle in her eye. “Couldn’t you hear me?” I ask. “It was a very moving story.” We agree that she got the gist of it.
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F rom what the other students say, I discover this course I’ve gotten myself into is competitive and expensive. A one-year master’s degree in applied psychology, covering things from counseling skills to forensic assessments. As a foreign student I pay much more than they do, which might explain my presence in their midst, but because of the scholarship I’m not personally paying for it at all. Like I didn’t really compete for it, but I don’t say that either. Many of my classmates are planning to go on to train as clinical psychologists, which I gather is a dog-eat-dog PhD process with about a hundred applicants for every space across the country. Several others are trying to transition from generic administrative positions into human resources, and one woman is a prison guard trying to deepen her understanding of criminals. I listen to their plans with my studied nodding, but I can’t imagine intentionally moving into a career full of misery. Surely life offers enough without actively looking for it.


Because of all the want-to-be helpers, there is a practical experience element to the course which includes working with practicing psychologists in mental health settings and attending personal therapy; we are required to do both to pass. This is how I find out that I must engage in therapy myself, for real. The surprises keep coming and I have to keep acting like I’m expecting every complication, like everyone else. At the end of the day Annemarie hands out envelopes with our clinic placement information in them, and a list of psychotherapists who offer student rates. She recommends we attend a therapist at least once a week for twenty sessions. That is once a week for five months. Or twice a week for two and a half months. I didn’t even realize it was possible to go twice a week until one of the students mentioned she’d been in therapy twice a week for a year. Jesus Christ. Still, if I start right away, I could be finished by Christmas. I figure I can manage anything for two and a half months if I have to. But do I?


I try to catch Annemarie on my way out, making a quick left to tap on her office door.


“Come in!” I hear, and when I enter, she is seated, leaning surprisingly far back in a leather swivel chair. In front of her is a huge desk completely covered in paper. On the floor are high stacks of books and journals, and I’m not sure I’ve ever seen this much stuff in one room. “Sit down, Jonah,” she says when she sees me, but there is nowhere to sit. Two additional chairs are holding folders and who knows what else, and Annemarie makes no move to clear them. I stay standing.


“Annemarie,” I say, and as I look at her my confidence wavers. Her hair is cut in a short bob, and she looks too young to have it snow white. Her wide green eyes are looking at me like I had better have something important to say. “I was wondering about the personal therapy and the placement.”


“Oh, yes?” Her gaze does not waver and she is not smiling.


“I know it is a requirement of the course, but does that apply to me as well? I’m not sure I’m continuing in psychology.”


“Is that right?” she asks. I can tell by her tone of voice that this was a bad plan. I’ve known a lot of teachers in my life. “Jonah, I have given you a place on this course, but you should know I thought very carefully about it when graduate admissions called me. I reviewed your academic record and considered the whole engineering/robotics angle and decided, yes, I would take a chance. You may have noticed, if you’ve been paying attention, that there are a few people on the course from nonpsychology backgrounds. It could be good for everyone, shake things up a bit. Add a bit of perspective about how psychology is applied in different settings. Now that you are on this course, it is my expectation that you will complete it in the same manner as every other student—with one hundred percent effort. I will support you however I can, and one way I am doing that is by sending you to an extremely skilled and experienced supervisor.” There is a pause. “Jonah, there is no applied psychology light course. If you sincerely think this isn’t right for you, go talk to graduate admissions.”


And what, go home? Gender studies?


“I’m on board,” I say. “Really. I’m sorry I asked.” I put on my sincere face, and I see amusement work the corners of her mouth.


“Okay,” she says, turning back to the mountain of paper. “Good luck.” I won’t be trying that again in a hurry. “And Jonah?”


I’m nearly out the door but turn back. “Yes?”


“I know it goes without saying, but I’ll say it anyway. This course is competitive. We are at Trinity College, Dublin. I understand you are used to excelling wherever you go—like I said, I’ve seen your perfect transcripts, and I’m sure you have big plans for the future. I’d like for you to also be successful here.” She and I are looking at one another and any outsider might think those were words of encouragement. But she’s said the magic word. Transcripts. I know when I hear a threat.


Leaving Annemarie’s office, I pass through a hallway, down some steps, through the foyer, and into the fresh damp air of the afternoon, deciding on my way to suck it up and get on with things. I find a dry spot on a bench in a small flower-filled garden and sit in the weak sunlight. The first few numbers on the list lead to voicemails, but I finally set up a meeting with a guy walking distance from the apartment who will see me in two days. He answers his own phone and we set up an early morning time. I tell him I’m interested in twice a week therapy and he says we’ll decide that when we’ve met each other. Whatever.


Since I have the phone out anyway, I call home. The landline. My mom isn’t great with cell phones or text messages and it’s easier to judge what’s going on for her if I can track changes in her tone, anyway.


She answers immediately, and I imagine her sitting in her chair by the kitchen window, right by the phone. The type of phone that is attached to the wall, with one of those curly wires—like she would have used as a little girl. Easy and familiar.


“Hey there, how you doing?” I ask. “It’s Jonah.”


“I’m good, baby,” she says, and I start to relax. A good day. “How are you? Met any nice Irish girls?”


My mother pretty much forgets, or refuses to remember, Georgia. She asks me about my love life as if I am continuously on the make—although maybe she has a point. Georgia was clear with me that I should do my own thing over here, but maybe it shouldn’t be this easy.


“Nah. Not really. How’s the weather?”


“Really beautiful. The leaves are all starting to change. I keep thinking your father is going to have a heart attack with all the raking. If you or Amy were here, it would be such a help to him.” She sighs but it sounds light enough. When she mentions my sister, my chest tightens, but it’s a familiar sensation and an old story. I can’t do anything about it. Or undo.


As usual, I only respond to the positive stuff. “I’m glad it’s so pretty, Mom. I can picture you there at the kitchen table looking out at it. Everything is good here. Is Dad there?”


“He’s at work.” Another sigh, but nothing else.


“I might call him in a while,” I say. “Is anybody with you there?”


“That’s a great idea,” she says. And hangs up.


I call my dad and have a normal person conversation. He laughs his ass off when I talk about the class, and how I have to do therapy.


“Maybe it’s a good thing,” he says, sounding almost serious. “God knows everyone tried to get us into therapy years ago. I just didn’t expect you to do such a deep dive.” He knows this is killing me.


“That’s great, Dad. Very helpful.” I am also on the edge of serious but my tone is light. “I talked to Mom and she sounded good. Is she there on her own?”


He answers me with the same light tone, even though it’s not my place to be checking up on him. I’m the one who isn’t there anymore. I’m the one who moved three thousand miles away. “Oh, she’s fine. I’m only out for an hour, and I’ve alarmed the doors. We’re keeping the normal schedule by and large. I’m sure she was glad to hear from you. I put a memory board up in the kitchen to remind her where you are, and I’ve got lovely pictures of Ireland and Trinity College on it.”


“She mentioned Ireland, all right,” I say. “How’s the new homecare woman working out?” Dad left the military when our lives changed and started working for a defense industry contractor. The money more than tripled and we never had to move on assignment again, so Mom didn’t have to learn a new place. As time passed, Dad and I could manage her care most of the time between us, with him working early mornings and home by the time she’d be getting restless. But I was the weekend man during college so he could make up his hours at work, focus on special projects, whatever. Now that I’ve made a break for it, that’s not possible. Getting someone in to help was always a mixed blessing in the past. Sure, we’d get a breather, but then something would happen to make it more trouble than it was worth.


“So far, so good,” he says. “I’ve told her to keep her distance, and her English isn’t great, so that might help.” He’s joking, but he isn’t. My mother’s unpredictability has smoothed out a little in the last couple of years, but it’s still there, barely under the surface. Anger, fear, sadness, even happiness, all extreme when they happen, and quick to change. Emotional lability, the neuropsychologist called it. I have a scar on the side of my head from when she threw a cast iron skillet at me when I was fifteen. What was I going to do? Complain? After what I did to her? To Amy?


And then we move on. Not much left to discuss on an issue we’ve covered a thousand times. He fills me in as much as his security clearance will allow on his latest project at work, and I tell him about the twins. Some sports stuff and then we’re done.


I get off the phone, take a deep breath, and call Georgia. She’s at NYU for a master’s in marketing and design and I can imagine her impeccable body moving from one class to another with ease. Shoulder-length, poker straight dark hair and a slight almond shape to her eyes hints at an Asian heritage. The softest skin I’ve ever touched. Georgia doesn’t answer so I leave a message which borders on the pornographic. Five minutes later I get a response text which I’m going to have to think about later, in the shower.
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I get back to the apartment and as I’m walking in the outside door, Peter greets me with a big toothy smile on his face and a warning in his eyes.


“Hey Jonah! Didn’t expect to see you today! How’re things?” Clearly one or both of his parents are here.


“Hey Peter!” I say with the same goofy smile and bizarre loud voice to let him know I get it. “I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by!” His grin goes back to its normal ironic twist. We move into the kitchen where, sure enough, there’s a floral-covered, fifty-something woman sitting and drinking tea.


“Ma, this is Jonah. The fellow I was telling you about. Jonah, this is our mother, Moira,” Peter says, and I can see Michael behind him with the death stare look on his face. These guys suck at this. Anybody could see from about a mile away that they are up to something, much less their own mother.


“Oh, yes,” says the mother, “the laptop man!”


“Oh, did I leave my laptop here? Thank God.” I say as I pretend to spot it on the coffee table in the living area, where I had left it only hours ago. “I couldn’t find it this morning and I thought maybe I’d left it in the library. Thanks, guys, for helping me out with that spreadsheet.” I pick up the laptop and cord and jam them in the bag.


“Oh, that’s no problem, no problem at all!” says Michael and he still sounds a bit off. I can see his mother throw a look in his direction.


“The library, did you say?” She looks mock serious. “Do they let students in the library? Gentlemen, are you listening? Students! In the library!” she says, turning to the twins now.


“Very funny. Thanks for that, Jonah. She’ll be living off that for weeks.” Peter switches on the electric kettle and I lean up against the counter.


“It’s lovely to meet you, Jonah. The twins told me all about you and your psychology degree. That’s so inspiring, wanting to help other people, dedicating yourself to working with the neediest populations. It’s good for the boys to see something of the other side of life—the human side. All they think about is money. How’s the course going?”


Those fuckers. I look up at Peter’s turned back and I know he is silently laughing.


We pass a few minutes talking about the course, and I tell them about the toddler videos. How those early relationships can supposedly influence us all our lives. After a few minutes the mother asks me if I’d like something to eat. This violates the don’t touch the twins’ food rule. Although, with her here, I’m in the role of guest, so that could be different. Surely it would be rude to decline.


“That’d be great, thanks. I’m starving,” I say, smiling at her.


“Michael, bring your friend a sandwich, with some of that lovely ham I brought from home. And the crisps.”


Michael carefully does not look at me and gets up to start making a sandwich. He clears his throat very deliberately and suddenly I’m not sure I want him making food for me. “Actually,” I say, “I just remembered I’m meeting a friend for dinner. I’ll wait.”


“Are you sure?” says the mother. “A small one?”


“Oh, yes, I’m sure. Positive. Thanks anyway.” Michael sits down. It was a good decision, judging by the look on his face.


“Well,” she says, “that is so interesting about the baby’s attachment to the mother being so strong and all. Sure, I remember with these two I couldn’t for the life of me wean them off the breast and then they cried and cried when we sent them to school, even though they had each other, for God’s sake! It nearly broke my heart. Weeks and weeks of it.”
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