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Part I 

Chapter 1 – Spies Cora in bar - Working 

 

When I walked passed the café I often saw her in there. Often she was 

carrying her tray between the bar top and the tables, which lined up neat 

and in a row, a small aisle in between. The tables were set back in a 

balustrade area which led up to by a step. I knew this because I was often 

in there in the evening, though much to my regret she never seemed to 

work evenings.   

 

She was coming and going in an energetic yet defiant manner. I should 

have be courageous and gone in there and asked her her name. I should 

demand more importantly that she should have coffee with me sometime 

but I could never find the balls and so I stood out of sight uncertainly. I 

didn’t smoke but this would have been an occasion for numerous 

cigarettes as I waited unsure hoping that the conviction would grab me 

and I would walk in there confidently and proposition her.  

 

To me she was Venus-. a romantic goddess and my Muse. Every day I 

passed the café and I could see her carrying trays of drinks here and there. 

She was not so adept and didn’t carry the tray one handed above her head 

as the other girls, but I loved her tentative but defiant face. I caught the 

looks of other guys as she passed them by. She was strong featured and 

almost off centre pretty. Her big nose dominated her face. Long blonde 

hair was tied up in a ponytail. And large hopelessly deep blue eyes.  

 

My main plan then was America. I was waiting for a green card and then 

I would be away. America had it all. All I could hope for and where my 

freedom lay. In that land of plenty where no one gave a damn you I was 

and where I came from and I know I would be accepted because it had 

happened before.  

 

I had applied to US immigration several times now. I was no fool. I 

realised my prospects in Holland were not bright. Without the language 

all I could expect was a dreary succession of manual jobs. Still it was not 

easy to get a green card.  

 

I was not much to look at. I knew that and was under no illusions. But I 

offered my heart and as a result I felt a complete entitlement. She would 

listen at least and perhaps say yes. I didn’t care. I offered my love to her 

and I was not in any doubt of my sincerity. If she passed on me then she 

was a fool and nothing more. But I had yet to ask. And ask I would.  
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My name is not important. And I never confessed it in my journal. My 

solipsist brain had no need of self-declaration. You can call me Jack, if 

that helps. I was questing for truth then, though I hardly knew it at the 

time. My right was my truth and I was very uncomprising. 

 

So I gave the matter some thought and I plotted my next move. I was not 

so confident to walk in there and brazenly declare love. I had my steady 

and she was well hooked on me and salved my tender ego. It was 

emotional life-support and I could not quit her without a new opportunity 

and what I hoped would be the answer to my prayers.  

 

I decided that I would try to get to know my Venus first. As such I would 

have to become a customer of the café and thereby the chance or 

opportunity for a few words here and there would arise.  
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Chapter 2 – Woke in flat on floor with others 

 

I awoke to the alarm at 6:45am. I arose from my assigned part of the floor 

and I could see that the other housemates were in various stages of 

wakefulness. There were six of us living in a one-bedroom apartment on 

the top floor of a post-war grey brick house and we were cordially hated 

by the other residents. 

 

This was because the usual complement per flat was one or perhaps a 

couple. We however were six in total. And every night was a drinking 

session.  

 

We were Irish students lured to Holland by the promise of work where 

none existed back home. It was a far cry from what I imagined I would be 

doing as a business graduate – working in a glass factory, checking 

bottles for cracks. It was I told my self, every day - a temporary solution.  

 

There was one girl and she lived in the company of the five of us lads. 

She was endlessly flirting with all of us and had her favourites amongst 

which used to change from day to day depending on what mood she was 

in. Her name was Mairead and she was overweight and constantly 

snacking when she was in the flat. She subsisted on a diet of junk food 

and soap operas subtitled in Dutch. 

 

I managed to remain aloof from her company though the other lads got to 

know her better. Since I had arrived more recently I was on the periphery 

of her  

 

Today was Monday and it was another drab day outside, the sun barely 

up on a foggy, damp morning. It was time now to pull myself together 

and get on my bike with the other lads and cycle the 7 kilometres to 

Dongen where the factory was.  

 

I hated this mornings particularly Monday with the prospect of the entire 

week ahead. It was a moronic job in a bland town tucked away in the 

middle of Europe. There was nothing about this lifestyle that smacked of 

anything other than temporary. But then there was Venus. And when I 

thought of her my spirits lifted.  

 

What would she be up to now? I surmised from her clothes and her 

general haughty air that she was middle class. Menial work was beneath 

her and yet there she was, working in as a waitress.  
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I got my bike down stairs and set off following the other lads to Dongen. 

I wasn’t exactly depressed but I didn’t feel like talking either. 

Conversation was not really possible anyway on the cycle path and it 

quickly became congested.  

 

We sped through the city avoiding the centre and passing the railway 

station on our right as we went along. We stayed mostly clubbed together 

in a group. There was Patrick who was the most outgoing of us and 

generally quite upbeat even on a Monday morning. Tim was an 

overweight, contrary, moaning guy who always complained and hadn't 

met anyone since he was dumped by his girlfriend. Nile was the guy I 

knew best and we had come over together. He was generally on the level 

and could be counted on to remain calm in most situations. Harold and 

Thomas made up the group. They were both easy going guys, could be 

relied upon to avoid drama at all costs which suited me just fine. 

 

Mairead had managed to get a lift with one to the Turkish guys she was 

flirting with. I could never figure out if she was sleeping with these 

“friends” of hers.  

 

“What is the story with Mairead and Abullah?” I said coming up along 

side Tim. 

“Billies action I reckon” said Tim.  

“Why don’t you go for her?” I asked on the wind. 

“Furla will.” 

“Tim you have to make an effort if you want to meet someone.” 

“Not like that billy goat you met. She has a moustache you know” butted 

in Patrick. 

“You are talking about his girlfriend,” said Harold.  

 

I didn’t mind too much because I didn’t care about her much myself. I 

wasn’t exactly going to rise to defend her honour or every slur that came 

her way.  

 

Patrick just laughed and cycled on. He didn’t care what I thought. Yes 

she was my girlfriend I suppose, my steady and she lived in the city of the 

town. I never considered her my girlfriend because I knew I would be 

moving on and America beckoned and that I would not be long for a glass 

factory in forgotten Holland.  

 

Some of the guys questioned the logic of a steady. Patrick in particular 

was always dropping comments. Why go out with someone I was not 

into? He often asked. And the answer was I always sought the available 
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girls. I aimed high but I would always settle on what was available and 

within reach.  
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Chapter 3 – Meeting steady in Heuvel 

 

I met my steady in a club on the Heuvel. And my strategy since arriving 

had always been, meet someone, meet anyone and enjoy all the emotional 

benefits of having someone there. So when I first arrived I scoured the 

pubs and clubs around the Heuvel – striking up conversations with 

anyone who would listen. And she did listen. 

 

She was petite and wore bright red lipstick. She had curly blonde; mousy 

hair on she was wearing a light beige overcoat, which she was preparing 

to put in the coat check when I lighted upon her.  

 

“It’s a very busy place, here” I said for opening. 

“Yes it is. Friday night is the busy night.” 

She was nervous and also open to chat.  

“Do you live around there?” 

“Just across the street. Your English is very good.” 

“I’m Irish. Mother tongue you know. Shall we sit outside under the heat 

lamps?” 

 

We sat there for an hour to two. She wasn’t much of a drinker I noted 

with disappointment. She wasn’t soul mate material. I knew that from a 

few minutes conversation that she wasn’t but I went ahead with it 

anyhow. There was a precedent in my mind regarding such matters and it 

took me back to my time in LA.  

“Take whatever you can get” said Nile, even though he showed little 

enthusiasm for the chase and was much happier drinking beer with Tim 

and Patrick. It was a case of too much stonage where they were 

concerned.  

 

Their night out could not begin without a few big fat joints which they 

smoked in the apartment. After that they were fit more for bed than a 

night out.  

 

Before they even  

 

I was thrilled. This was as far as any conversation had gone for me since I 

first arrived.  

 

I always promised myself I would quit it someday and find something 

better. Not speaking the language of course was a problem and even 

though the locals would speak English when asked they preferred their 

own incomprehensible gobbledegook. I know I should have seen it their 
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way and taken some lessons but I was stubborn plus I never thought I 

would be there that long. 

 

My interests were women and the pursuit of them. I cannot explain or 

articulate what an overriding preoccupation that was with me then. I lived 

for the hunt and the pursuit of Venus as I called her and lived in hope of a 

thousand possible conquests with the percentages running closer to the 1 

or 2%. 

 

Venus was a dream and a goddess and an indisputably beautiful woman. 

In my life I had only meet two or three real Venus’s and they had not 

expressed the slightest interest in me, but still the quest went on.  

 

I lived in the north of town and I cycled my bike to the factory every 

weekday. My job was to inspect glass bottles for cracks. I was a twiddler 

as the lads called it. It was not a job a person should have to do. A 

machine would have been far more appropriate. So I became a machine 

for those seven hours and a half punctuated by two breaks and a half hour 

for lunch. The food in the cafeteria was crap but I ate it anyway. It was 

cheap. 

 

Most of the lunch I would talk to Ali. He was a Muslim from Egypt and 

he took God very seriously. One time I made a joke about God and he got 

all shirty with me.  

“Don’t make jokes about God, my friend” he said, and walked off.  

 

I didn’t take it to heart and the next day he was his usual jokey 

conversational self. Ali lived with a Dutch woman and spoke some of the 

language. He was far more integrated than me and intended to stay. 

Holland was his future. For me I couldn’t care less. America was the 

place for me but just now they didn’t want me. I had no papers and I 

certainly wasn’t going to go as an illegal.  

 

I was seeing this girl who lived in the Heuvel and her name was Lucy but 

I was not keen and it was not going particularly well. It was going well 

for her part. At least I thought so. She was very clingy and demanding 

and I always wanted to run away and yet I kept coming back as she 

always said. And she was right and I was an ass with a commitment 

problem.  

 

Her flat overlooked the Heuvel Ring and from it you could see Extase 

where we met. I guess I did like her a little but I mainly wanted to have a 
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girlfriend and she was no Venus let me tell you. And yet who was. I was 

trying to find a woman that had never been born.  

 

Lucy and I met in Extase and our meeting coincided with me touring the 

bar. I was doing the rounds tipping off girls and on this occasion I tipped 

off her.  

 

She was polite and smiley. She was not very tall and was wearing a 

yellow overcoat with a trailing belt. Her hair was naturally curly and she 

had a wide smile displaying beautifully clean teeth. 

 

We sat at the front under the heat lamps. And despite them it was 

freezing. I had a pilsner and she had a glass of red wine.  

 

I cannot tell you what we talked about because I never had anything in 

common with her intellectually. My mistake. She was interested in 

improving her English and that’s how it started. 

 

Thereafter I used to creep upstairs to her apartment late at night. All 

manner of day and night she would permit my coming and going. And 

once the rules of engagement had been laid down I was the boss and I 

made the rules. I knew that ultimately she would tire of me but just for 

that brief summer of dalliance I was the boss of her.  

 

In general the town made me sick. There was nothing going on in 

Tilburg, nor had there ever been. Things of importance always happened 

somewhere else. The city sported some bland post-war architecture and I 

lived in a high rise where I could see it all from my bedroom window. It 

was the arse end of Holland and a flat landscape spread out in all 

directions.  

 

My thoughts often came back to California where I really wanted to be. 

Where the weather was good and the living was easy and everyone had 

money and a generosity to match. I was counting the days but still there 

was no word. I had written to immigration twice already importuning 

them with my situation and still no word.  

 

California now that was the beating heart of the Western World. Los 

Angeles the media hub and here was I lost in Holland trying to get by. 

 

Two things I planned to do today, one was work and as I rode my bike 

back along the cycle path to Tilburg I had already checked that box. The 
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second was to pay a visit to the Venus in the café. And to see if I couldn’t 

get talking to her in some shape or form.  

 

I parked my bike outside the café and didn’t bother to lock it. That was 

the other annoying thing about Tilburg - the complete absence of crime 

that I could see. In fact I was a criminal because I had stolen my bicycle 

from someone else. 

 

I could see from the window that she wasn’t there but I decided to go in 

anyway and have a beer. It was early days for Lucy and I didn’t want to 

be subjected to too much cannoodling. I sat in the booth at the back of the 

café. The place was empty. On the walls were pictures of Tilburg’s 

uninspired history. Another waitress came and took my order. 

 

”Excuse me. Where is the girl with the long blonde hair who works 

here?” 

She turned around and smiled. 

“Oh you must mean Cora. She’s not on today.” 

“Back tomorrow?”  

The smile widened. “I think so.” And she was gone. 

 

Cora. Cora. Cora. What a beautiful name! Beautiful and yet simple. It 

was the name of a lady, a real princess. She had to be. There was no 

doubt. My thoughts computed a thousand possibilities. I would come 

back. That much was sure and when I did she would be here. Would she 

find favour in me? And what about Lucy? I was dreading the inevitable 

break up that was on the horizon and how was I going to handle it?  

 

I left having finished my beer. And I cycled at a leisurely pace back to my 

home in Tilburg Noord. There was nothing going on that evening now 

that I had decided to give Lucy’s place a miss. I rang her and made up 

some flimsy excuse. I could hear the disappointment in her voice. It made 

no difference however. I was the boss of her.  

 

I sat in my room but I couldn’t read or even consider watching subtitled 

telly. I got up and put on my jacket and went for a walk. There was a biter 

of a wind that night and I cursed my forgotten gloves. I walked along the 

canal because really there was nowhere else to walk and I felt sad about 

stuff but I didn’t really know why. 

 

There was a girl out there in California too and right now she seemed like 

the only thing that was warm and loving. I felt surrounded by a life I 

didn’t want and yet was forced to lead. There was no future in this place. 
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Of course Venus or Cora sparked a moment of hope but it was forlorn. I 

sat on a windswept park bench and wished I could be magically conveyed 

to where she worked in Los Angeles.  

 

After a while my bum started to freeze so I came back up to the flat and 

went in and sat down. Other things I tried to do in this mood was to 

distract myself from myself. I forced myself to read but I found I was 

rereading the same paragraph over and over. I would have got drunk if I 

had the forethought to do it but it was too late to go down now to the 

Heuvel and anyway I had to work the next day. In the end I parked it all 

and went to bed. A half hour later I heard the front door open. Michael 

was home. 

 

The next day dawned bright and shiny and my morose mood of the night 

before had mostly lifted. I cycled along the cycle path out to Dongen 

where the factory was and I considered my situation afresh. America was 

a no go without a green card. I didn’t fancy working in a taqueria and the 

employment opportunities for illegals were scant. 

 

Holland wasn’t such a bad station. Obviously I couldn’t work in a factory 

forever but I didn’t plan on it anyhow. I would get a better job or maybe 

go back to Ireland I didn’t really know. But when the sun was shining and 

the day bright things didn’t seem so bad. 

 

That day I twiddled an extra pallet for badness and the foreman came 

down and commented and was impressed. They liked my work ethic in 

the place and generally approved of me, which was important because I 

needed them. They had hired some ass wipe from Sweden who was 

pushing all the foremen; mine included, really hard to make quotas. Until 

he arrived things had been peachy but now we had to work twice as hard. 

Anyway I didn’t care about him. I was on the twiddling A-list and I had 

no concerns about my job security. 

 

At lunchtime I told Ali about Venus Cora or just Cora as I called her. 

“Man I don’t see your interest,” he said. We were sitting at one of the 

tables in the cafeteria. “You already have a girlfriend.” 

“I know but she isn’t right.” It sounded stupid even as I said it. 

“Not right? Why not right?” 

“Just not right. We don’t get on or something. She wrecks my head.” 

“Ah I see. You don’t love her.” 

“Of course I don’t love her. She’s my in-between girl.” 

“Man. You are messed up.” 
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“That’s what I am saying. I know I am messed up. What should I do 

about Cora?” 

“What you should do is tell Lucy that it’s over. Then you can tell Cora 

how you feel.” 

“I know. I know. You’re right.” 

 

He was right. He was honest and ethical in his dealings with women and I 

was just a scumbag. Well I didn’t really think I was a scumbag. I was just 

young and sowing my wild oats. Or something like that. 

 

I phoned Lucy later from the cafeteria and arranged to go around to her 

place for dinner. I hadn’t seen her in a while so I was hopeful that the 

annoyance factor would be minimal but she was quick to prove me 

wrong. I also tried to avoid kissing her on the lips but she got wise to my 

evasion and managed to force her mouth into the right position. She was 

also quite a giggly girl. She had this tendency of giggling at the end of 

each sentence. After a while I thought that I would have to leave it was so 

bad. Also when she answered the phone she used to say “Allo met Lucy” 

and then giggle afterwards as if there was something funny about 

answering the phone.  

 

We sat in the kitchen come living room of her flat and ate the pasta she 

had cooked. 

 

“Where have you been?” she asked. “I haven’t seen you for ages.” 

“Oh well. I have been really busy at the factory.” 

“No. You haven’t you only work seven and a half hours. Nobody works 

overtime down there.” 

“Who told you that?” 

“I talked to your foreman.” 

I tried another tack. “Look. I can’t tell you where I have been. It’s a 

secret.” 

“What do you mean secret? Tell me.” 

“I’m a secret agent.” 

“No you’re not.” 

 

I was thinking in the back of my mind. I could be out with Venus instead 

of listening to this tripe. I said no more and ate my pasta. 

 

“Do you want to come to Amsterdam? My father is driving up and you 

can come with me. We could spend the whole day in Amsterdam.” 

“I can’t go. Sorry.” 

“Oh. Why not?” 
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“I have to work. Remember. In the factory.” 

“I know in the factory.” 

 

There was silence for a while.  

“But Amsterdam would be fun.” 

“I can’t. I’m sorry.” There was an edge in my voice and she dropped it.  

 

Later as we lay side by side not talking the sheets thrown off for coolness. 

I knew I had to get out. It was unfair to her. It was unfair to me. It 

couldn’t continue. And yet all along I had felt like that and acted as 

though it could carry on. She took away her conclusions. I held on 

doggedly to mine. Why was love such an elusive drug? And the girl next 

door was never the one that I fell in love with.  

 

I was always out there on the margins, quixotically questing for some 

vision of beauty feminine and patently failing to find it. There was no 

point talking to Lucy about such things. Abstraction was not her strong 

suit and theoretical conversations didn’t go down so well with her.  

 

After a while she fell asleep and I thought I would leave but then I felt so 

bad I decided to stay. I would leave early in the morning and this time I 

resolved it would be for good.  

 

I slept in the end but my dreams were unquiet. California was shrouded in 

a veil of darkness and there was no escape, not there, not anywhere. I was 

being dragged into a cul-de-sac with no exit and no way out.  

 

The next day as I peddled my bike out to the factory I made up my mind I 

was going to break up with Lucy. I told Ali on the lunch break. 

“Well man, if you don’t love her then you should break up with her.” 

 

This seemed like the greatest good sense but as the day wore on and we 

knocked off for the evening. I began to question the advice and finally I 

thought I don’t want to be alone. I still needed her and as I pedalled my 

bike back to Tilburg I decided to put the whole break up thing on the long 

finger and wait and see what happened.  

 

I would endure Lucy for a while longer. That was all. That night on my 

way through Tilburg I passed by the café deliberately and there she was 

working away. The place was only half full. 
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I parked my bike and went in and sat down. Now that I was confronted 

with the prospect of meeting her I was strangely not nervous. I was sitting 

in a booth and she came up to take me order. 

“Mmmm, I’ll have a pilsner.” 

She didn’t smile or make any sign of friendliness. I ploughed on anyway. 

“Very quiet for a Thursday.” 

“Yes it is.” And there was that smile. It was a wide, wide smile with 

beautiful teeth revealed. It suggested empathy and comprehension and her 

eyes sparkled with merriment. 

“You’re not from here, are you?” Her English was flawless and she spoke 

with a slight American twang. 

“I’m Irish. Are you in the university?” 

She nodded. 

“So am I. I’m an Erasmus student.” 

 

Folly of follies. Why had I told her that? I should have told her the truth 

that I was a humble twiddler. But I wanted to impress. Be on her level for 

at least at moment. 

 

She just nodded again not thinking to question what I had told her. And 

then she was gone to fetch my beer and I was left wondering did I 

imagine all that or was there some kind of connection.  

 

The place had filled up and I sat in my booth for a while longer and she 

was busy elsewhere. There was no further opportunity for conversation. I 

paid my tab and left.  

 

I eschewed Lucy’s place again and pedalled on up to the flat. I just didn’t 

want to deal with anyone really and preferred to be alone with my own 

thoughts. And then something happened that I really didn’t expect. I was 

going through my mail from home when I was in the hallway of the flat. 

And there was a brown, manila envelope.  

 

I knew instantly what it was and where it came from. It was from the US 

immigration in Virginia and there could only be one reason why my 

parents had sent it to me.  

 

I tore open the envelope and there it was – all the details. I had to present 

myself in the United States within four months to avail of the work 

permit. A green card! I couldn’t believe it. I could even become an 

American citizen within five years. I had broken the chains of my origins, 

of sleepy poverty ridden and priest ridden Ireland. I could go wherever I 

pleased in the States and live how I pleased. There was no reason for me 
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to linger much longer in rainy, depressing Holland. But then there was 

Venus. 

 

Now was the time to escalate matters and there was no reason for delay or 

waiting. No time like the present. So even though it was late I put on my 

jacket and got on my bike and headed back to the Heuvel ring and the 

café where I knew she would be working tonight. 

 

Things were coming together, really coming together. I could feel it now. 

The green card was a sign. My guardian angel was watching out for me. I 

had scant obligation here.  I could be wound up in a matter of days. Of 

course there was always the matter of Lucy. Poor Lucy! What the hell 

was I going to say to her? 

 

What I got to the café it was bustling with people. There were people out 

on the street. Every seat and booth was taken. I could see Cora busy 

amongst the crowd carrying a large tray of drinks. I decided to take a 

position and wait for the crowd to subside somewhat and then to make 

my move.  

 

I had rehearsed a thousand times in my head what I was going to say and 

it went something like this “Cora I was just wondering if you would like 

to meet up some time and maybe to grab a cup of coffee?” 

 

Eventually I found some standing room near the toilets and I found a 

perch on a little ledge. I put my drink down. It was clear as I observed 

that other men found her just as attractive as I did. I could see that she 

was being drawn into conversations all over the bar. 

 

I bided my time but I started to feel really self-conscious. What if it all 

went wrong? What then? I felt I couldn’t be comfortable now I had 

started to think this way. I should have been subtler and invited someone 

to come with me. Even Michael or Ali could have been persuaded. It was 

so obvious that I fancied her. At least it was to me. 

 

As I was in the throes of these worries I felt a tap on my shoulder. I 

turned around and she was standing there smiling from ear to ear. Up 

close I could see that she had freckles though they were quite becoming. 

“Well stranger. What are you doing here?” 

“Oh just having a quiet drink.” I kicked for touch not wanting to launch 

into it to quickly.  

“Quiet drink! Tonight is not the night. The football. You know all you 

guys go crazy over football.” 
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“Not me. I don’t even like football.” 

“Yes you do” she started to laugh. “Well I got to get back to work.” 

She turned. It was now or never. 

I blurted out. “Listen when do you finish?” 

She stopped, smiling.  

“Do you want to get a drink or something?” 

“A drink sounds very possible. 

My heart soared at these words. 

“Look, I have to go” she said. “Meet me in the university outside the 

library, tomorrow at three and don’t be late.” 

And she was gone, back into the crowd taking orders and high fiving with 

the lads. 

 

After she left, I was stunned - this beautiful girl interested in me. It didn’t 

seem possible or plausible. I silently watched her in action in the bar. She 

was so confident, so utterly in control of herself. But she was a Venus and 

that meant that she was a worthy target of my solicitations. Now at last I 

was approaching my goal, and the corpse strewn battlefield of my amours 

seemed suddenly justifiable and sensible. Of course it was the only way 

to find my way to someone like her.  

 

I slinked out without saying goodbye. I didn’t want to say something that 

would detract from arrangement we had me or give her the opportunity to 

change her mind. I avoided Lucy’s place as well that night.  

 

I cycled home in a world of congruence. The sky seemed a familiar sight 

and the trees and houses and people walking in the streets seemed known 

to me and friendly. The world was one of love and sense and all the 

unanswered questions were suddenly answerable. Love was the drug that 

made life liveable. And I could get my head around it all now. 

 

There was definite interest. I knew by the way she looked at me and by 

the way she acted she had thought about this too. She was a defining 

moment I was sure. Someone I had to meet and had to follow through 

with.  

 

The next day I called in sick to the factory. My first sick day but I didn’t 

really care. What really mattered was now was my date with her. I knew I 

couldn’t go to work and do both. I told Michael about it. 

 

“What are you getting so excited about?” he asked. “You don’t know her 

or anything about her. She could be a total idiot.” 
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His words deflated me a little bit. He was right. I didn’t know anything 

about Cora except a few hurriedly exchanged words and of course her 

appearance of which I was very confident.  

 

“I think she is what I am looking for. I think we might be soul mates” I 

said. 

“Yeah. But you don’t know that. Look I was half cracked about a girl I 

met in Extase before Christmas but after a few months going out I 

realised we had nothing in common.” 

“Yeah well I’m not you.” 

 

There was a knock on the front door and I went to answer it. When I 

opened the door Lucy was standing there. 

“What are you doing here?” I said, genuinely amazed. 

She tried to smile but it was pretty clear she had been crying.  

“You are leaving I think.” 

“Who told you that?” 

“You never liked it here anyway. Aren’t you going to invite me in?” 

 

I ushered her in and we sat down in the small living room. A large TV 

was the main feature of the room. The walls and ceiling were painted a 

dull brown and two other chairs in addition to the sofa were the only 

other furnishings.  

 

Through the window was a panoramic view of the Tilburg hinterland. 

Tilled fields spread with symmetric precision in all directions. The crops 

were long harvested now and only the ploughed furrows remained in 

readiness for next year.  

 

I felt awkward and uncomfortable. She was the last person I wanted to 

deal with at this moment. And I wasn’t ready to tell her that she was 

right. I was leaving. And I don’t know how she knew. It must have been 

her much vaunted female intuition but she was correct. I had made up my 

mind and I had almost put wheels in motion but not quite yet. 

 

“Why don’t you call over anymore like you used to?” 

“I don’t know. It doesn’t feel right. I mean I don’t want anything serious. 

I told you that already.” 

“Anything serious” she started crying. I should have put my arm around 

her and told her everything was going to be all right. But it wasn’t going 

to be all right and everything she suspected was going to come true.  

“Look. Be fair. I hardly know you. You hardly know me. Why I only met 

you two months ago.” 
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“But we are perfect for each other. I know that we are. I know I can be 

annoying but I don’t mean to be. I mean I can change.” 

“But I don’t want you to change. I mean you are fine the way you are. It’s 

just you and me isn’t right. You don’t have to change for me. I wouldn’t 

want that anyhow. You would be pretending to be someone you are not.” 

She wiped her eyes and sat up in the chair. 

“Okay I am not going to cry anymore. Let’s do something today. You and 

me, it will be fun. I promise I won’t complain again. That’s it. I am 

finished complaining.  

 

It was going all wrong. She was not getting the message and preferring 

illusion to reality. The clock was ticking away and I was supposed to be 

at the university for three. I checked the time again. It was one thirty. 

“Look I can’t really hang out with you today. I have to go to the agency.” 

“But I will come with you. I can wait for you outside. It’s not problem at 

all.” 

My inspired excuse fell flat.  

“I have to meet someone at three.” 

“Who are you meeting?” Her radar was on instantly. 

“Just a friend from the factory.” 

“Why don’t you cancel?” 

“I can’t look I am sorry. Tell you what. I will call into you later on this 

evening. What do you say?” 

“That’s a lovely idea. I will cook you some dinner. Just like old times.” 

“Okay great.” 

Finally it seemed to be working.  

 

She stood up to leave. “Okay I will leave you now. See you about seven 

thirty then.” 

“Okay see you then.” I ushered her out into the corridor.  

When she was gone I realised I had only postponed the encounter with 

Lucy until the evening. Intuitively Lucy sensed that I was pulling away 

and her reaction seemed to be to cling ever more ferociously 

 

As soon as the door had closed behind her I raced into my room and got 

changed into my glad rags. I wanted to look my best for Cora and I chose 

one of my scoring shirts that was battlefield tested. I checked the time. It 

was now two.  

 

I had only a vague idea of how to get to the university since I had never 

been there. I got on my bike and I pedalled and I pedalled for a long time. 

I cycled down a tree-lined avenue and all the time watching for signs for 

the university. I stopped a man at an intersection and asked him but he 
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didn’t speak English so it was no use. All the time in the back of mind 

time was running out and I didn’t want to be late.  

 

Of course I could have found her again at the café and it wouldn’t be the 

end of the world. But something told me this was a once only offer and if 

I weren’t there it wouldn’t be repeated. 

 

Finally I found my way to the campus and cycled through the entrance. It 

was a nondescript place with lots of sixties architecture and not 

particularly attractive at that. A nice woman directed me to the library and 

I arrived out of breath and palpitating. I was late I knew that. It was only 

when I looked at the clock in the window of the canteen that I realised by 

how much. I was forty-five minutes late and there was no sign of Cora. 

No sign and I had made a bags of it. It was all Lucy’s fault and I indulged 

myself for a moment in an orgy of blame.  

 

Since there was nothing I could do about it I decided to have a look 

around. Maybe she would come back upon the hour and that would be 

worth waiting for. I walked through the canteen and there was no sign. I 

decided to go into the library and I took an escalator upstairs. As I did I 

saw her standing at the top of the escalator outside the entrance to the 

library. She had clearly been watching me come up the stairs and she 

flushed very becomingly when our eyes met. 

 

“You are late” she said when I was within earshot. She was smiling 

again. 

“I’m sorry. I was delayed. I came as soon as I could.” 

“Oh.” 

“Well I did try to be on time.” 

“Yes. You looked rather out of breath I thought.” 

“You saw me?” 

“Well. Hmm. Yes I was looking out the window. Well you didn’t expect 

me to run down and greet you, did you?” 

“Not if you didn’t want to.” 

“Well I was there on time anyway.” 

 

I could see the conversation was getting quagmired.  

“Well what do you want to do?” 

“Let’s go to a café. I know a place.” 

 

We took the elevator down to the ground floor. And I unlocked my bike. 

She sat on the back and I pedalled and off we went. 

“This is a good bike. Was it expensive?” 
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“Oh not too bad. You know. A hundred guilders.” 

“A hundred guilders. I thought it would be a lot more.” 

“Oh I bought it second hand,” I said, airily. “Where is this place?” 

“Oh not too far. Turn here and then along the canal.” 

 

Even though she was sitting on the backseat, she quickly took control of 

the situation and shouted out directions in a very manly and confident 

way.  

 

We sat outside the café. It was cold as winter was setting in. But still the 

ever present heat lamps helped. We ordered coffee following her lead but 

I could have used a beer at that point. 

 

“The other people in the university don’t like me” she said. “But I don’t 

care. All the girls talk about is stupid stuff, bitch crap. Clothes and who is 

screwing who and for how long. I don’t care about that. What do you 

think?” 

“Oh well. I don’t really know anyone in my course, you see.” 

“All the way from Ireland and you don’t know anyone. That is awfully 

brave of you. I like that. That’s cool.” 

I had the terrible feeling I was going to get caught out in my lie but now 

just wasn’t the right moment for honesty. 

“I don’t understand men, you know. I mean most men just think with the 

dicks. You’re not like that. I can tell.” 

“Well I had sisters I suppose. I guess that helps.” 

“You know we could go over to my café for a drink. I’m not working 

tonight but Rudi will give us drinks no charge. What do you think?” 

“I think that would be just fine.” 

“Well take your time. There is no rush. You can finish your coffee. 

Where do you live?” 

“Tilburg Noord. But I spend a lot of time in the city centre.” 

“Really. Doing what?” 

“Oh well I like to dance. Do you like dancing?” 

“Of course. Every girl likes dancing. Well at least I think so.” 

“There’s something we could do. We could go dancing. What about 

tonight? We could go to Extase. Do you know Extase?” 

“Of course” she smiled. “Okay let’s do that. Let’s go to the café first and 

have a drink.” 

 

I looked at the clock in the café as we left. It was half six already. Lucy 

would be preparing dinner at this stage. All I had to do was to offload 

Cora to another night or rather still simplify my life and not go down this 
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new road when I knew I was leaving. What was the point? And yet she 

was as Venus and that had to count for something.  

 

And a road was definitely opening up. I could sense it. As we left the café 

she put an arm around me and we walked, I wheeling the bike and she 

with her hand in mine. It felt right. It felt meant to be and I didn’t want it 

to stop and I didn’t care about the consequences. Extase was Lucy’s turf. 

In fact it was the very place I would look for her if she were not at home.  

 

Later we sat at the bar in the café and Rudi plied us with drinks. It was 

early but the place was dead.  

“Rudi come met my new friend.” 

“Another new friend, Cora.”  

She scowled. I didn’t like the sound of that.  

“Oh you’re Irish. Another one of those Irish that works in the glass 

factory.” 

“Hmm. Well. I used to.” 

“Now just hang on a second,” said Cora. “You told me you were a 

student.” 

“Well I was. I am. Oh damn it anyway.” Rudi had gone to the other side 

of the bar. “Look I told you I was a student to impress you and to be like 

you. I thought it would make you like me.” 

She thought about that for a while and then she started to smile. 

“So you made the whole thing up?” 

”Pretty much. It’s true what Rudi says. I’m one of the Irish who works in 

the factory and I might as well tell you that I am leaving soon to go back 

to Ireland and then I am probably going back to America eventually. So 

you see getting involved with me is probably not a very good idea.” 

That shut her up for a while. Then the smile was back. 

“I think it’s very romantic. You are a big liar you know. A bigger liar 

than me and I thought I was pretty bad. I need to make a phone call. Hang 

on I will be back in a few minutes.” 

 

When she was gone I reviewed my situation. I could just make it up to 

Lucy’s place and not be too late if I went in the next fifteen minutes or so. 

I didn’t rate my chances very highly with Cora but I would wait to see if 

she came back or not. What could I do? I was glad I told her the truth in 

the end. It was weighing heavily on my mind and I felt lighter now. She 

was too nice a girl to lie to and what was the point of some kind of one-

night-stand. When it came down to it there was a real person involved 

and one who could get hurt.  

 

She was back a few minutes later.  
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“It’s all arranged,” she said, sitting up at the bar. 

“What do you mean?” 

“I spoke with Mama and it is all arranged. You can come and stay with us 

until you go back to Ireland and after that who knows.” 

“Oh. Well.” This was not what I had been expecting. “Wait now hang on 

a second.” 

But she didn’t wait. She leaned across the bar in my direction and kissed 

me on the mouth. She tasted all lemony and balmy as if she had used only 

the best lip care products. Rudi came around the bar again and had a big 

smile on his face.  

“There now - see you are a good kisser. I thought so,” she said when we 

had finished.  

 

My mind was churning and I could see I was on some kind of roller 

coaster. And the best thing to do was to hang on for dear life.  

“Finish your drink. We’re going.” 

“Wait. I mean where are we going.” 

“We’re going to Extase like you suggested.” 

 

My heart sank at that suggestion. Why had I suggested that? I must be 

retarded. Straight into the lion’s den. Or maybe I wanted to be found out 

and just get it all out in the open. There was a chance she wouldn’t be 

there, but generally she was there if she wasn’t with me. 

 

“Wait maybe we can go somewhere else. How about Das Spool?” 

“No I hate Das Spool. It’s full of sleazy guys. Unless of course there is 

some reason you don’t want to go to Extase.” 

 

I gave up. I was trapped. We said goodbye to Rudi and we walked the 

few cobbled streets to Extase. It was early but the music was playing and 

we tried out a few moves on the dance floor. She again displayed a 

complete lack of self-consciousness, which I was now becoming 

accustomed too. 

 

It was ten past ten. And Lucy would have given up waiting for me by 

now. Now she would be on the phone to her friend Sasha organising a 

night out which in practise consisted of both of them going to Extase to 

dance. 

 

There was something neurotic about my feelings for Lucy. On the one 

hand I wanted her to know so she would leave me alone now there was 

someone else. But on the other I needed to feel cared about and I needed 
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her to give me her undivided attention so I was a dependent in that 

respect. 

 

Cora and I danced the night away and more and more drink was bought 

and drunk and she matched me for every drink with no sign of 

drunkenness or tiredness.   

 

At about eleven Cora pulled my arm. The place was full now and people 

were arriving all the time.  

“We have to go if we are going to catch the last train to my place.” 

“Okay.” 

 

My heart soared. There was a chance I could get out of this without 

bumping into Lucy. We got our coats and made our way to the exit. I was 

holding her hand and she kissed me as we waited to leave the building. 

 

We had just entered the front bar when I saw Lucy and Sasha coming in 

the main entrance. There was no time to hide or dodge the encounter. Her 

eyes saw me instantly and quickly took in Cora and the holding of the 

hands.  

 

I let go of Cora’s hand and walked over to Lucy. She didn’t say anything 

but I could tell she had figured out the situation. There was a world of 

recrimination in her eyes.  

“Who is that?” 

“Just a friend. Look I have to go.” 

“Now wait one second. You can’t just walk out without an explanation. 

Where were you this evening? I cooked dinner for you and was waiting 

for you to come over. Now who is this and why are you holding hands 

with her?” 

“Look” and there was an edge in my voice “it would take too long to 

explain and I can’t go into it now. She’s friend that’s all.” 

“More than a friend if I know anything. If you go off with her we are 

finished do you hear? Finished!” 

 

I turned around and walked over to get Cora.  

“Don’t you ring me again, do you hear? You bastard. You play with my 

emotions. I don’t ever want to see you again.” 

She shouted the last words at me and people in the bar turned around to 

see what the commotion was.  

 

I didn’t bother to listen to anymore. I just grabbed Cora and I left. So one 

chapter of my life was closing and other one was opening. I felt kind of 
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sick. The whole evening had been a jangling build up to this climax. I 

didn’t care about women at all at that moment and if Cora had walked off 

I just would have gone back to the apartment and crawled into bed. But 

instead she was swinging my arm and taking me down to the train station 

in typical confident style. 

 

“Who was that?” she asked breaking the silence. 

“That was Lucy. An ex girlfriend.” 

“Oh. She didn’t look very ex to me. Why was she so upset? You didn’t 

sleep with her did you?” 

“Look I don’t really want to talk about it.” 

“That’s okay. You don’t have too. Look I have it all figured out. Why 

don’t you stay with me until you have to go back to Ireland? You’re 

pretty much finished with the factory right?” 

 

She went on methodically explaining the details of how tomorrow we 

would collect the clothes and pack up the stuff from the flat and I would 

move in with her for as long as I liked. I thought of poor Lucy crying in 

Extase and I let the thought pass me by. I just sank back on the melodious 

sound of her voice.  

 

“Don’t blame yourself okay. She was not for you. You didn’t match well 

with her.” 

 

We caught the last train from Tilburg to Den Bosch.   
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Chapter 4  - Next day in bed with Cora 

 

The next day when I awoke sun was streaming through an attic window 

and I could see my surroundings for the first time. I was in a sparsely 

furnished bedroom and I was alone in a double bed.  

 

The events of the night before came flooding back. And more recently the 

midnight train to Den Bosch and the bus journey, which must have lasted 

at least forty-five minutes. Then we disembarked somewhere in the 

middle of the night and I climbed the long creaky stairs to here. She had 

said she would sleep with Mama and she was gone. 

 

I felt numb and not particularly excited about this new love anymore than 

I was about the old one. I just wanted to be alone and now I was under 

Cora’s wing where she seemed to want me but where I had little desire to 

be. It was crazy starting something with her and me leaving the country in 

the space of so many days. 

 

I heard feet clattering on the stairs and then she burst into the room full of 

vitality and energy. 

“Come on you sleepy head. Get up and meet everyone.”  

 

I sat up in the bed and looked around for my clothes. They were neatly 

folded and placed on a chair. My jacket was hanging on the back of the 

door.  

“Don’t worry I won’t look” she said. And she sat by the window looking 

out and what looked like a big smile on her face.  

“Who do I have to meet?” I said putting on my jeans. 

”Well Mama for one. She is just dying to meet you. I have told her all 

about you. Even about that other girl. She thought that was very funny as 

do I.” 

“Well I wouldn’t say funny exactly. More like a mess.” 

“Well a funny mess then.” 

“Well I feel awful about it.” 

“You are funny with your guilt complex. I suppose you are a Catholic. 

Most Irish are Catholic aren’t they?” 

“Well most where I come from. Don’t you ever feel guilty?” 

“Mostly not. But I do feel sorry for people who do. It ties up so much 

energy.” 

She turned around. “Ah you are dressed. Let’s go downstairs.” 

“What are you?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“What religion?” 
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“Oh. I don’t know,” she said, stopping at the top of the stairs. “I suppose I 

am a nothing. Though Brabanters are Catholics, most of them.” 

 

I followed her down the creaky stairs to the main part of the house. I 

couldn’t help but get the impression as I passed through that it was in 

need of a lick of paint and some restoration. It was a beautiful house but it 

seemed to be falling into neglect.  

 

I felt some trepidation meeting the old dear. After all I was shacked up 

with her daughter in the attic. Somehow I was getting the feeling that 

would not be an issue.  

 

Finally we reached the kitchen and I followed Cora in. The kitchen was 

vast and the walls were tiled and in the centre of the room a large oven 

upon which a variety of pots were placed. A window over the sink looked 

out into a landscaped garden where trees bordered a rolling lawn. 

 

Sitting at a small table was a woman in her late forties and another girl 

younger than Cora. The mother turned to look at me and I could tell by 

the glance I was not what she expected. 

“Mama this is Jack.” 

“Ah. You are welcome.” She came and shook my hand. Another chair 

was brought and I sat down to breakfast with them. Cora’s younger sister 

whose name turned out to be Regina was quiet and didn’t say much. 

Regina was dark haired unlike her sister’s blonde and had a round face. 

Her dress was more conservative too than Cora’s and she was wearing 

jeans and a t-shirt with little attempt to be fashionable. Her hair was short 

and also naturally curly.   

 

Cora really dominated the spotlight and led the conversation, which I was 

happy for. 

“Jack was working in Tilburg. In a factory.” 

“Ah I see,” said Mama. 

“Not the job of my life” I said. “Just a temporary thing. You see there are 

no jobs in Ireland at all.” 

“No jobs. But what do people do?” said Mama. 

“There is a lot of unemployment. But people manage. It’s not like here. 

You have a healthy economy.” 

“Well it has always been like this,” said Cora. 

“Since the war anyway” said her mother. “Regina is studying history. 

Aren’t you Regina? You know all about the war.” 

“Regina is more interested in boys now.” 

“Not like you” said Regina, in a sullen way.  
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I did not like the sound of this too much.  

“Well we must be nice to Cora’s new friend.” 

“You have a beautiful house,” I said keen to change the subject. 

“Ah yes. It belonged to my ex husband. Still does in fact” she stifled a 

laugh. 

I didn’t comment. 

“He wants to kick us out but we are not going any place.” 

“He’s a bastard,” said Cora, sipping on her coffee. “Mama won’t let him 

have the house. He would love to get rid of us. And then where would we 

live?” 

“Ah you are scaring your nice new boy. He didn’t know such things 

happen.” 

Cora squeezed my hand under the table. 

“And what do you do yourself?” I asked Mama. 

“Do? Do?” she seemed puzzled. “Ah you mean, do I work? I don’t have a 

job if that’s what you mean. Such a conventional boy.” 

“Mama, don’t call him a boy. He is a man.” 

“Boy, man, what’s the difference,” said Regina.  

“You know the difference very well,” said Cora. “And hands off. He’s 

mine.” 

”Don’t worry. I don’t want him. He’s yours.” 

“Would you like some toast, Jack?” said Mama whose name turned out to 

be Anna.  

 

I said that I would. I was feeling a little closeted in this cosy, family 

arrangement. And yet at the same time feeling a great sense of relief and 

escape. Lucy was far away and I didn’t have to deal with her anymore. 

The expectation of now was far easier to bear. My heritage always 

suggested that broken families were hotbeds of dysfunctionality and I 

didn’t expect this to be any different. 

 

After breakfast I took a walk with Cora through a wood near the house. 

And we kissed and held hands as we walked.  

“Have you had a lot of boyfriends?” I asked. 

“I can’t believe you just asked me that question. We hardly know each 

other.” 

We sat on a bench on a leaf-strewn path. 

“I’m not trying to pry really. Just trying to get to know you.” 

“Have you had a lot of girlfriends, then?” 

“A few.” 

“How many? See you don’t like talking about it.” 

She thought this was very funny.  
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“But don’t you think now there are so many broken promises and broken 

relationships?” 

“Maybe. But there is still love you know. You do believe in love don’t 

you?” 

“I suppose so. I don’t know if I have ever really been there.” 

 

We walked into town and it was lunchtime. There were people bustling 

around the main street, going in and out of shops and carrying bags and 

hustling small children along. We found a street side café and we sat in 

the outside area where we could smoke. Even though it was barely 

midday we ordered a couple of beers and sat down to chat. 

“My parents split when I was fifteen” she said after a long pause. “I 

suppose I was pretty upset about it. There were a lot of fights before Dad 

moved out and things were pretty bad.” 

“My parents never split. They just argued all the time. Typical Catholic 

marriage I suppose. I am not sure which would be worse, all the 

arguments or a break up.” 

“I think break up is worse. Believe me.” 

 

Her mother remarried a few years after her parents split up. But the 

second marriage did not fare any better than the first. Cora’s stepfather 

owned the house they now lived in. He turned out to be violent and 

abusive in other ways. He particularly did not get on with Cora who was 

often in fights and disagreements with him.  

 

“He moved out a year ago. Thank God. I hate him. He is a bastard.” 

 

After we had drank the beers it was time to go back to Tilburg. She 

elected to come with me. Something I had not expected. We walked back 

to the main road from which just barely visible was her house and the 

tree-lined road on which it was situated. 

 

After a while the bus to Den Bosch arrived and we boarded. We sat at the 

back but more or less had the place to ourselves. In the daylight I could 

recognise parts of the journey we had made in the dark the previous night. 

The landscape, which had been featureless and shrouded in dark, was 

made up of a patchwork of small villages and farms.  

 

The plan was now to stay with Cora for the next few days and then to 

book my flight back to Ireland. I had told her something of my plans but 

not much. I was fairly sure that I had papers now for the states and I 

really wanted to go. I was through with the bottle factory and quite 

finished with Tilburg as well.  
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Lucy – I avoided that thought all together. There was no salvaging that 

situation and I had just recomplicated my life in another direction. Of 

course I could vote with my feet as I had already done. Worse case 

scenario I only had to put up with Cora for a few days and then I was 

gone. I didn’t realistically see it going much beyond that.  

 

Now that I was with Cora up close the vaunted romanticism seemed to 

evaporate. She was just a girl like any other - a spoilt and pampered girl 

with airs and graces but just a girl. What had I been thinking? And what 

was all the excitement about? 

 

Nothing seemed quite so real to me as the numbness inside and that 

demanded more attention than my current situation. 

 

“You’re very quiet,” she said, putting her arm around me. 

“I’m just thinking that’s all.” 

“Quite the thinker, aren’t we?” 

“I suppose so. You think too. You have quite an intuition when it comes 

to people.” 

She looked quite pleased at that.  

“I’ve been doing some thinking of my own. And I think you look quite 

sad in your thoughtful moments. You know I can help if you want with 

that.” 

“Help me. How?” 

“I won’t explain now, but soon. Yes soon. 

 

The bus pulled in at the train station and we both stood up waiting for the 

other people ahead of us to exit. The main hall in the station was chilly 

with marble floor and antiseptic white walls and ceiling. A huge ornate 

clock was the sole ornament in the centre of the floor. I followed her lead, 

as this was a well-travelled path for her.  

 

We sat side by side and hand in hand on the train. I was surprised by how 

quickly she had accepted me into her life. There didn’t seem to be enough 

time for this new found intimacy to develop. And yet there it was. We 

were holding hands and kissing and doing and planning all sorts of 

activities couples usually do. And two days ago she was a stranger. 

 

I distrusted this accelerated affair. She was just a bit too fast for me. Fast 

enough to make me think this was not the first time she had done this. 

And it may not be the last. I just wasn’t ready to trust her yet. Even 

though she seemed more than ready to trust me.  
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I pondered the morality of my situation and came up short. I had recently 

exited one bed to find myself in another and scarcely happier as a result. 

True Cora was a beauty in a way that Lucy was not. But surely women 

were not items on a shopping list, fit to be returned, when they no longer 

worked properly. 

 

Something was at loggerheads within me and I felt that my selfish pursuit 

of my needs was not the self-justifying principle I had hoped it would be. 

I didn’t know what to say to Cora. She was uncomfortably close for 

someone I hardly knew and yet I had yearned for her and wanted her 

from the moment I met her.  

 

“You’re still blaming yourself, aren’t you?” she said. 

“I, well, maybe I am but shouldn’t I be?” 

“Why do you feel so bad about something that can’t be helped? Am I not 

real enough for you?” She squeezed my hand. 

“You don’t know how I feel.” 

“No. That is true. But you could try me. I might be able to help. You’re 

not an island all by yourself you know.” 

“I’m not ready to talk about it if that’s what you mean.” 

“Don’t I answer any questions for you? Or is it all theory and abstraction 

still? Am I not real and living enough for you?” 

I didn’t know what to say. 

“You men are all the same. You convince yourselves you don’t even have 

feelings when of course you do.” 

 

There was silence after that. She didn’t know the great wound I carried at 

the heart of me, beside which all other anguish paled into insignificance. I 

was a marked man. The detachment she could clearly see. Many had 

commented it on it. But the root cause that was better hidden, beneath 

layers of obfuscation and denial.  

 

And in truth it was the detachment, which drew her to me. Here was I - a 

man who was so preoccupied with his own feelings that I would have 

little impression of how other people made me feel. Cora didn’t bother 

me and I was happy to let her take control of the weekend we were 

spending together. I was in no way inclined to fuss or fight.  

 

We reached Tilburg Station and a gusty wind was blowing through the 

platform. Newspapers, bits of paper and leaves were swept up and swirled 

in the air. We parted outside the train station, she to the café and I to my 

apartment.  
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When I got back to the flat no one was there and there was nothing to do, 

at least not immediately. I lay on the bed and tried to get some rest. My 

mind was turning furiously though and I was contemplating all sorts of 

crazy scenarios. What if she came to Ireland to visit? What would my 

parents think? And what chance did we have being from two different 

countries and cultures to make it work in the first place?  

 

The brown manila envelope lay on the nightstand by the bed. I picked it 

up and turned it over and took the contents out.  

 

There didn’t seem any immediate answer to these questions and I drifted 

into a semi-sleep state after a while.  

 

When I awoke it was nearly 2pm and I was supposed to be at the train 

station at 3pm. I gathered up my few possessions and stuffed them into 

my backpack. I left a note for Michael and my share of the rent for the 

rest of the month. There was a deposit too but I decided not to mention 

that since I was leaving unexpectedly anyway.  

 

By the time I made it to the station it was 3:30pm. She was sitting on a 

bench outside the entrance.  

 

“What took you so long?” she said standing up. 

“I fell asleep. I lay down on the bed for a while. I must have been more 

tired than I realised.” 

“I got worried. I didn’t think you were coming. You wouldn’t do that to 

me would you?”  

The look she gave me was heartrending. In the end all I could say, “No I 

wouldn’t do something like that.” 

 

When we got back to the house, her mother and sister were not around, so 

we sat in the living room, side by side on the couch. She flicked through 

the TV channels not resting on anyone for more than a few seconds.  

“Why do you bother flicking?” I said, “they are all the same.” 

She turned it off and sat staring into space. Outside the winter’s day was 

winding to its close and dusk was beginning to cast shadows on the living 

room walls.  

“Come with me” she said extending her hand. I was about to say 

something and she motioned me to be silent. I took her hand and she lead 

me out into the corridor and up the flights of stairs that lead first to the 

bedrooms on the first floor and then up the creaky stairs to the attic 

bedroom which was her room. 
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“Get undressed,” she said without looking in my direction, “and get under 

the covers.” 

I obeyed without a word. I could see she was undressing too and neatly 

folding her clothes as she went.  

“Should I close my eyes?” I said, partly to inject a note of levity into the 

proceedings. She didn’t respond. She got into the bed beside me and 

threw two condoms on the sheet.  

“Those are for you.” 

 

I was beyond words at the audacity and sheer confidence of her seduction 

of me. Something in my lexicon said that I was supposed to be the artist 

of the seduction but here I was being beaten at my own game. Trumped 

by a femme fatale and there was nothing to compare to the ease with 

which she managed our afternoon. I was full of admiration and respect for 

her.  

 

I put on the condom as instructed and she climbed on top and we carried 

on like that for some time. I was determined to prove my manliness and I 

did not want to end it all prematurely. I imagined all sorts of painful 

situations, which would discourage any sudden ejaculations. I went fast 

and I went slow and went in between slowing down when I could feel the 

moment approaching and speeding up as it receded away. Eventually I 

could wait no longer and I let loose.  

 

She climbed off and lay down beside me. She pulled the condom off and 

tied a knot in it. “You won’t have much of this left when you leave here” 

she said, pointing at the contents.  

 

I had never met anyone like her and most of my sexual forays were 

accompanied by extreme self-consciousness. She displayed none of this 

and seemed very comfortable in an area, which I felt should still carry 

some taboos. She was supremely confident in her appearance and 

justifiably so.  

 

“What are you thinking?” she said resting her head on my shoulder. 

“About you, of course.” 

“What about me?” 

“Just you. I don’t get you.” 

“What don’t you get?” 

“I suppose I have never met anyone like you. That’s all.” 

“That’s sweet of you to say.” 

“What will your mother say if she knows we are up here?” 

She started to laugh. 



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

33 | P a g e  

 

“What’s so funny?” 

“Oh you are funny lost catholic boy.” 

She stopped after a while. “Mama doesn’t mind.” 

“But it is her house.” 

“Don’t worry. Nothing will happen. You have so many beliefs, you 

know. I can help you. Maybe I will.” 

I stroked her long blonde hair as we lay side by side. 

“Do you like my hair?” 

“Of course.” 

“It is quite beautiful,” she said. There was no vanity in her utterance just a 

statement of fact. 

“Let’s do something tonight” she said. 

“Like what?” 

“Let’s take the bikes and cycle to Den Bosch. Then we can drink in the 

café and come back whenever we want. What do you think?” 

“Sounds good to me.” 

 

I don’t know when we left or when we got up exactly. Darkness had 

descended outside and there were few sounds, the occasional cry of 

children playing on the street below, or being called in by their mothers. 

If I could have bottled that moment and somehow suspended time I 

would have. It was more peace than I had known in my short but 

tumultuous life.  

 

I must have dozed off because the opening of the door awakened me. She 

was standing in the doorway in a bathrobe.  

“Your turn in the shower” she said.  

 

She sat down at the dresser and busied herself with makeup and other 

accoutrements. 

“I shall go then.” 

“Yes go.” 

I didn’t move. She started to laugh. 

“Okay you can take this.” 

She took off the bathrobe and threw it on the bed.  

“What are you going to wear?” 

“I am getting dressed anyhow. Hurry up. I think Mama is finished down 

there.” 

“She is down there.” 

“Oh God. Will you stop worrying about all this?” 

I put on the bathrobe and descended the creaky stairs. To my relief there 

was no sign of Mama.  
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I had a lot of questions and I didn’t know when or how to ask them. I was 

struck by the casual intimacy they all shared. It seemed as though there 

were no secrets of significance between her and her mother. Neither was 

there much of a generation gap between mother and daughter. For now I 

kept my silence. Perhaps more would be revealed in due course. 

 

Later after we had chatted to Mama for a bit, Regina was nowhere to be 

seen, we took the bikes and cycled in the dark in the direction of the 

town. It was a cold night and our breath left giant clouds in the moonlit 

air. We held hands as we cycled.    

 

When we finally arrived in Den Bosch we found a cobbled square and in 

it a café. It was already busy since it was a Friday night and the bar was 

packed. There was nowhere left to sit except outside so we did and she lit 

up a cigarette. 

 

“Do you believe in love?” I asked, suddenly, after taking a sip from my 

beer. 

“You’re funny,” she said, smiling. 

“Why am I funny?” 

“The question is do you believe in love.” 

“You’re asking me?” 

”Yes I am.” 

“I don’t know. I suppose so. I mean I think I have been in love before, but 

it just didn’t work out.” 

“Why not?” 

“Circumstances were against it. I was too young, or too naïve, or was 

dating someone from another country. But what I really mean to say is 

there is sadness when it doesn’t work out. Don’t you agree?” 

She nodded. 

“I mean you think wow I am somewhere special, somewhere great to be, 

and the stars are aligned in my favour and everything is right for me, and 

then it’s gone and you are back to square one. And worse still you are a 

cynic and now you are less likely to believe it or find it.” 

I stopped. She put her hand over my mouth. 

 

We drank in silence. After a while she spoke. 

”I was in love once. Stop don’t say anything. Just listen. I was young. His 

name was Martin. And he told me lots of funny stories. He was always 

making jokes and you know he was quite witty. I dated him for months. 

Yes it must have been months. He was my first you see. And then one 

day it happened. We made love. And after that he didn’t tell me any 

funny stories. And I said Martin what about the funny stories and he said 
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‘oh that was just to get in your pants’. He was a bastard. I hated him when 

he said that.” 

“He sounds like a real asshole.” 

She nodded. 

“My first was different. I suppose we dated for a long time. There was a 

gradual build-up, nothing sudden if you like. We were friends before 

anything got serious. I suppose I was in love with her. If you are in love 

at the time that is love isn’t it?” 

“I think so.” 

“Well I definitely loved her at the time. Do you know that sadness? When 

I think about her know I feel that. It is just how can something so special 

become complete strangers and not even on good terms. I mean I would 

be civil to her if I met her at a party but not like the way we used to talk.” 

“And what happened to this girl?” 

”Oh nothing happened, except that we ceased to happen. That’s all. We 

just drifted. That must be it. I found I had less and less in common with 

her.” 

We ordered another round. 

“It’s down to choice, I think. People have too much freedom now - too 

much rope to hang themselves. It takes more than being free to be free.” 

“That’s the problem with the way things are right now” she said, “every 

one wants to do their own thing. And that doesn’t work in a relationship. 

A relationship is about shared priorities.” 

“Well I suppose so. I don’t really know what a relationship is about; at 

least I am no expert.” 

She squeezed my hand. 

 

It was getting colder and we went inside for the heat even though there 

was nowhere to sit. I kissed her and she kissed me back almost 

aggressively. The music was playing and there was a makeshift dance 

floor near the back and we found a corner of it for ourselves. Being here 

with her it seemed as though all the doubts and misgivings of the past 

were defeated. Here in her and me and in our youth and vibrancy was the 

answer to the sadness of the past. Love would find a way. And then I 

thought about poor Lucy in Tilburg and I wasn’t so sure anymore. 

 

I was an asshole and that was the long and short of it. I could convince 

myself that I wasn’t but really I was. Why did I even go with her in the 

first place feeling as I did? I asked myself that question for the umpteenth 

time but she was available and I was free too. There was no better answer 

I could give. I started something with Lucy, something I couldn’t 

extricate myself from easily no matter how much I would like to.  
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There was a spiritual bond there that I had broken and I knew and I knew 

in the heart of me that what I had done was wrong. All the reassuring 

words from Cora would not change that. I was no longer an innocent in 

the game of love and I was sure Lucy’s heart was broken. And it was my 

fault. 

 

And yet with Cora I felt here is a real possibility of something. Here was 

a fellow traveller albeit female who had suffered all the self-same 

problems and hurts and slights as I. Her experience although different 

mirrored in some way my own. I wanted to trust and I wanted to believe 

that in all this crazy world I could find someone I could agree with but 

yet it was too soon and too quick. 

 

“You don’t believe me, do you?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You know what I mean.” 

“Look everything has happened so fast and I am not saying I don’t agree 

with that. Part of me does. But I just need time. That business with Lucy 

bothers me. And I know you are going to say that it shouldn’t and that it 

doesn’t matter. But it does matter to me. I am not saying I am doing 

anything right about it. But I just feel bloody and I can’t help it.” 

She took my hand and squeezed it.  

“Let’s sit down outside. I want to smoke anyhow.” 

The place was clearing out now and it must have been close to last call 

because the music had stopped and the lights had come on. She was quite 

flushed in the heat and it reminded me of that day of our first date when 

we met in the library. 

“I am going to make you see,” she said. “Because you are afraid to love. I 

am sure of it now. This is your problem. You go around with a heavy 

heart and not trusting anyone. What can you expect except 

disappointment? I mean when are you going to start caring and give 

someone a chance? Why don’t you give me a chance? Lucy, Lucy - all 

this stuff about Lucy. You don’t care about her but you like to pretend 

you feel bad. It salves your conscience I think to do this.”  

 

I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to say. It seemed so obvious to 

her. But it wasn’t obvious to me. Why should one heart be broken to fix 

another? And why should meeting be so haphazard that mistakes were so 

often made. And was not this quest for a life-long soul mate itself 

illusory? And why were there always questions but never any answers. 

And why did it not amount to a hill of beans in the grand scheme of 

things? And yet some part of me yearned for her simplicity and clarity.  
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We walked arm in arm through the town, stopping in front of the 

occasional shop front window, she to admire dresses and clothes. We 

stopped at the local fast food shop and got some fries. Then eventually 

taking a meandering path through cobble stoned alleyways with brightly 

lit shop fronts we found our way to the bikes. We were tired and neither 

relished the thought of the cycle back to the village and the house.   

 

After what seemed like an age we arrived back at the house and I took the 

creaky stairs to the attic. Again she eschewed to share the bed with me 

muttering something about not being able to sleep and wanting to sleep 

with Mama. I passed no comment, as I didn’t feel it was really any of my 

business. And eventually I was alone and I made my preparations for bed. 

The room had her smell everywhere. It was a pungent aromatic smell. I 

climbed in between chilly sheets and decided to leave the lamp on though 

I placed it on the floor.  

 

Eventually I fell asleep. 

 

The next day I rose early and it was a bright and fine winter’s day. Today 

was the day of my departure and pleasant though my stay had been I 

knew that it couldn’t or wouldn’t last. I got dressed and packed up my 

bag. There was no sign of her coming up to the room so I made my way 

downstairs and to the kitchen.  

“Ah you are up finally.” She was sitting at the table with her mother. “I 

have decided I am coming with you to Amsterdam” she said. “You don’t 

mind do you?” 

”No. I don’t mind at all,” I said, sitting down.  

“We will leave after breakfast.” 

“What time is your flight?” asked her mother.  

“4pm.” 

 

I ate some toast and drank some coffee. But I didn’t really feel very 

hungry. She chatted away to her mother in Dutch for a while and I didn’t 

bother to interrupt or pretend to comprehend.   

 

“Well. Come on then” said Cora. “We must leave. Say good-bye to 

Mama and you can’t say good-bye to Regina because she is not here but I 

will say good-bye for you. Now you have all your things.” 

“I think so.” 

“Good, good. Well good-bye Mama we must be going.” She gave her a 

kiss on the cheek. 
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I shouldered my backpack and put my arms through the straps. Then I 

picked up my travel bag and we were off. We walked to the corner of the 

avenue and waited for the bus to take us to Den Bosch.  

 

I didn’t really relax until we were on the train to Amsterdam. We found a 

compartment to ourselves and she put her feet up on the seat opposite. 

After a while a lady came through the carriage with a coffee cart and we 

bought more coffee.  

 

We hadn’t discussed anything beyond the immediate, and now it seemed 

as though our little fairytale was coming to an end. There was no way in 

my mind that she or anyone would travel to a foreign country on the 

strength of two days interaction even interaction such as we had. It just 

didn’t seem to make any sense. 

 

“You’re thinking again,” she said. “I know when you are thinking. You 

furrow your brow and your eyebrows meet.” 

“Do you have to comment on everything? I was merely formulating my 

thoughts.” 

“Ooh. That sounds posh.” 

 

I looked out across well-tended fields and neat symmetrical gardens as 

they whizzed by. The telegraph poles whipped by one after the other.  

“You’re ignoring me.” 

She pulled on my arm. 

“No. I’m not. What do you want to talk about?” 

“Pay attention to me. What do you want to do in Amsterdam?” 

“I don’t know. What is there to do?” 

“Well. We can go to the museums or maybe take a walk around the city 

centre. It is very beautiful.” 

“I don’t mind. You are in charge.” 

“Things are so easy with you.” 

“Don’t be fooled. They aren’t always that easy.” 

“Are you warning me?” 

“Well I am just reminding you. We only just met. I don’t really know you 

and you don’t really know me.” 

“Why do you do that? Take a perfectly good moment and ruin it.” 

“Did I say something that wasn’t true?” 

“No. Well no. But you seem to dwell on this. Can’t you be happy in the 

moment?” 

 

We fell silent again. The train weaved its way into a major station wheels 

screeching as it changed track.  
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“Is this us?” I asked. 

She nodded. She picked up my carry bag and I grabbed the backpack.  

 

She was quiet after that, not her usual ebullient self.  

 

The rest of the day we spent ambling around the centre of the city. We 

spent idle hours in museums and galleries. Later we found a café near the 

Dam and sat down outside. I put the bags on the ground leaning against 

the wall. We ordered coffees and sat looking at the passers-by.  

 

“What will you do when you get back?” she asked. 

“Well I suppose I will be met by my parents. I imagine they will be in the 

airport.” 

“You must be close if they will come to meet you.” 

“Isn’t that normal? I thought it was.” 

“Well when I was in Florida I took the train from Amsterdam back to 

Den Bosch. My parents didn’t come to meet me.” 

“I see.” 

 

It was all coming to end and I felt that the conversation was in some 

sense pointless. What was the virtue of this whimsical encounter? And 

what could the likely result be except that she would return to her family 

and I would go back to Ireland and who would make the move or take the 

initiative in order for it to be otherwise? 

 

The conversation dried up and we sat looking at a ceremonial band that 

paraded around the Dam with choreographed precision. They marched 

two by two playing their instruments, their musical scores attached, 

fluttering in the occasional gust.  

 

She had been here before that much was certain. Obviously the details 

were different and the names and locations would have to have been 

different but it didn’t seem plausible that she was anything other than 

impulsive in love. And yet in a strange way that was what drew me to her 

because I was too.  

 

She was a romantic if that meant anything and she paid homage at the 

altar of love. It was sufficient to drop everything and embrace the future.  

 

Her experience drew me to her. Here was a woman who could rival me 

and challenge me in every way and yet now I was leaving. 
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I looked up at her face. She was smoking another cigarette and a solitary 

tear etched its way down her face. 

 

“I will come and see you,” she said, vehemently. “And that is a promise. 

This will not be the end.” 

 

The time had come to go and I gathered up my bags and we walked 

together to the railway station. She decided she wouldn’t come out to the 

airport and so we stood in the railway hall and parted for the last time. 

 

I hugged her and kissed her and held her for a long time. 

“Don’t forget me you bastard,” she said. “And remember, I love you.” 

 

There it was. She had said it at last. She loved me. I tried to comprehend 

the meaning of those words. We had known each other for a weekend at 

best. And yet we had bonded in that short time. And she was someone I 

had waited to meet for a long time. Someone who I always felt must exist 

but never had any confirmation. She was a belief until now and now the 

belief was reality and I was leaving.  

 

I didn’t respond to her statement. I couldn’t. I wasn’t ready for that. Love 

was not something I was well acquainted with. And in my short life I had 

known it rarely and fleetingly. It was an elusive and retrospective 

experience. This was all about now and the immediate.  

 

She wore her heart on her sleeve and I wasn’t prepared to reciprocate.  

 

We parted for the last time and I walked towards the waiting train. When 

I turned around she was gone. She didn’t waste any time evidently on 

hanging around.  

 

I was tired and weary as I took the train. And I slumped into a 

compartment by myself, clutching my bags. She was gone. Like a 

whirlwind out of life and as I sat there thinking my innate scepticism 

reasserted itself.  

 

 I didn’t feel any real loss at the outcome. She could be consigned to my 

history in Holland and would not feature in my life elsewhere. It was 

always better to do the leaving taking than to be left behind.  

 

I didn’t rate the prospect of seeing her again very highly. She would 

forget and that would be the end of it. I wasn’t going to go looking for 

her.  
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I tried to get some sleep on the plane but it didn’t work out very well. 

And I dozed fitfully for a few minutes and it seemed like only a short 

time before we were touching down in Dublin. 
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Chapter 5 – Back to Dublin after meeting Cora 

 

When the plane touched down in Dublin I could already see from the 

window that it a grey, featureless day and driving rain was spreading 

across the tarmac. I felt depressed at the weather and the prospect of 

being home. Holland had eaten me up and spat me out and now I just 

wanted to recuperate and recharge the battery.  

 

Already as I collected my bag from the carousel the concerns of this 

morning seemed a million miles distant. I decided not to say anything 

about my adventures and keep the conversation to a neutral pitch as much 

as possible.  

 

When I came out into the arrivals lounge I could see they were all waiting 

for me. My mother was there and my sister and they crowded around me 

to greet me back. 

“How was your trip?” asked my mother. 

“Oh well. It was fine. I decided to come home early though. I got the 

papers. You know the papers for the states.” 

“Oh yes. Your green card.” 

“Did you get me a present?” said my sister.  

“Of course I did. I will give it to you when we get home.” 

 

I decided not to broach the subject of my exploits in the car on the way 

home and as luck would turn out I kind of forgot about it over the next 

few days. It seemed as though my prediction about Cora’s fickleness was 

accurate. 

 

Before I left I gave her my home number. So she knew how to contact 

me. Two days had passed and there was no word.  

 

There wasn’t much for me to do at home. I had no work and I was 

finished with college so I loafed around. I got up late and stayed up late 

drinking endless cups of tea and talking to my parents and friends. 

 

I was out in town one afternoon and didn’t get back until dinnertime. My 

mother opened the front door to me as I came into the house. 

“Some girl has been ringing for you from Holland” she said.  

“Who?” I said, wondering for a terrible moment if it could have been 

Lucy. 

“She said her name was Cora. She was really quite insistent. Who is she 

anyhow?” 

“Just a friend” I said in a non-committal way. “Did she leave a number?” 
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“Yes I wrote it down for you.” 

 

I left it until after dinner before calling her back. I was nervous about it, 

nervous about where it would lead or would it even lead anywhere.  

 

I went into my parent’s bedroom where the second phone was and where 

I could make a phone call undisturbed. I dialled the number and listened 

to the unfamiliar ringing tone for a few moments then a voice answered. 

“Allo?” 

“Is that Cora?” I said. 

“Ah it is you, finally. It is so good to hear your voice.” 

“How are you?” 

“Oh I am fine. I think your mother thinks I am an eager beaver. I was 

calling and calling trying to catch you.” 

“Oh that’s okay. She didn’t say anything.” 

“You obviously didn’t tell her about me. Did you?” 

I paused. “Well I was going too but I didn’t get around to it.” 

“I see. Well it doesn’t matter now. Look the main reason I was calling is 

that I have booked a flight to Ireland.” 

“What? You’re joking.” 

“No I am not joking. You don’t sound pleased.” 

“Well I am pleased. It’s just so sudden.” 

“Well that’s life, darling, full of sudden and unexpected surprises.” 

Maybe for you, I thought. 

“Well when are you coming?” 

“I thought I would come for your birthday, in a month.” 

 

A month, I thought about it. That would give me enough time to prepare 

something. 

 

“But listen I live with my parents. They are very catholic. They would 

never approve of us living under the same roof with them.” 

“I know. You explained all that. Can’t you organise something?” 

 

I thought about it a bit more. I could work something out. Already a germ 

of a plan was in my mind. 

“Look. Leave it with me. I will figure something out. I am really thrilled 

you are coming and you will be welcome.” 

 

I had a germ of a plan and the germ of a plan depended on my brother. He 

lived in a flat in Ranelagh and I knew he was broke and I could perhaps 

persuade him to surrender his digs with a little cash inducement. It would 

only be for two weeks in any case. 
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I knew my parents were bananas Catholics and could be relied upon to 

enforce their notions of chastity on me given half a chance. Well I wasn’t 

going to give them the chance. 

 

The very next day I went over to see my brother. He lived in the 

downstairs flat and his girlfriend lived in the upstairs flat. They were a 

quiet, unassuming couple and my brother was very shy.  

 

I was flush with my last pay check from the factory in my back pocket 

and money was really no object – at least not so far as he was concerned.  

 

“I’ll give you two hundred quid for your flat for two weeks” I said. 

I saw light in his eyes. 

“Okay.” 

“Where will you live?” 

“I’ll stay upstairs with Anne.” 

“Okay.” 

 

It was agreed. I knew he would regret it when it came down to the 

practicalities of being driven out of his own place but there it was. He was 

desperate for dough and he had talked himself into it.  

 

I had no compunction about the deal. If I didn’t get his place I was sunk. 

There was nowhere else and it would be tough to rent a place for two 

weeks especially at short notice.   

 

It was all arranged. Around about this time I went to see Joe who was one 

of my better friends and I told him the whole Cora saga, leaving few 

details out.  

 

We sat in his room in college drinking tea out of brown plastic cups. He 

listened carefully to all the details and didn’t interrupt as I explained how 

we met and how things developed between us.  

 

When I finished he sat back and paused meaningfully. 

 

“Well what you are saying is that you are not sure how she feels about 

you, right?” 

“Well now. Hang on a minute. I never said that.” 

“But that does seem to be the basis of your doubt. You have doubts about 

her and you don’t really trust her.” 

“But consider the circumstances.” 
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“But you were there too. How can you blame her for something you did 

also? Don’t you think it takes courage to fly over to Ireland not knowing 

how things might turn out purely on the strength of your feelings? I think 

that’s very brave.” 

“What do you think I should do then?” 

“I don’t know what you should do. Why not enjoy it and let it happen?” 

 

He was making sense. But I just wasn’t ready, not ready to trust her and 

let it all hang out. I was holding back I knew but I was dogged with it.  

 

We talked on the phone often during that time and I was flattered by her 

neediness of me, and how she seemed to live for each call.  

 

The days were passing fast and her arrival date now loomed on the 

horizon.  

 

I still hadn’t figured out my future and which direction I was going to 

take and it seemed as though I was now being pulled back to Holland 

when in reality I really wanted to move forward to the states.  

 

She didn’t like the idea of the states and we had briefly discussed it over 

the phone. I tried to explain what an exciting and dynamic place it was for 

me and how much I wanted to move there. She didn’t seem to grasp the 

significance of this very well and I could sense her attention wander when 

I waxed lyrical about its merits.  

 

For her America was a far away place and full of annoying Americans 

who occasionally had come into her orbit in Holland and the contact had 

not been a joyous one for her.   

 

The day of her arrival was fast approaching so I made my preparations. I 

transported a large quantity of bedding, including blankets and sheets, on 

my bicycle using my rucksack. I could have asked my parents for help 

but I didn’t want to involve them. Around about this time my mother 

asked me to meet her for coffee. 

 

We met upstairs in a coffee shop opposite the university. The air was hot 

and heavy from the hot food that was being served and the low ceiling. 

We got our coffees and sat down at a table. She was avoiding saying what 

she had to say so I asked her to spit it out. 

 

“Don’t have that girl coming here,” she said. “Please.” 
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“But I don’t understand” I said, more surprised than annoyed. “How does 

it affect you anyhow?” 

“It does affect me. It affects us all. I don’t want your sister to get the 

impression that this kind of carry on is okay.” 

“Look” I said, starting to get annoyed. “You are the one who is out of 

date. I am an adult now and you are not going to interfere in my business. 

So mind your own bloody business.” 

The look on her face was quite imploring. “Please. I am begging you. 

Don’t bring her here.” 

 

I got up and walked out of the coffee shop and left her there. I was raging 

at her interference in my business. The whole point of my brother’s flat 

was to keep it out of her hair and yet still she wanted to get involved. I 

thought of the effortless simplicity of Cora’s relationship with her mother 

and was envious. Why did they have to be so bloody Catholic and so out 

of date?  

 

I didn’t understand or maybe I didn’t care. There was a gulf separating 

the world I knew from that which my parents were born into. For them it 

was about duty and obligation and doing what you were told whether you 

liked it or not. I knew a world that was about none of those things. I 

believed that doing what you wanted to do was the right thing. 

 

She was coming and that was the end of it. I had made all the necessary 

arrangements I wasn’t going to be deterred now by a cuckoo mother 

anymore than my own doubts and misgivings. My father had passed little 

comment throughout but I had no reason to think his reactions would be 

any different to my mother.  

 

Seeing the effort Cora was making to keep the whole thing going my 

confidence in her started to rise and I began to think that maybe a germ of 

a deeper connection had been sown.  

 

On the appointed day I took the bus out to the airport. I decided I needed 

to keep costs to a minimum and a taxi was out of the question. I was early 

and I waited in the arrival’s lounge and found a good vantage from which 

to keep an eye on the incoming passengers. 

 

I knew the details of her flight and I could see that her flight had landed 

from the monitor above the seating area. I was nervous. We had been 

apart for a month and apart from the occasional phone call there had been 

little contact. Her initial flurry of phone calls had died off after a week or 
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so. What would she be like now? And how would it feel after this 

distance to meet again? And would we even get on? 

 

And then I saw her across the arrival’s lounge and our eyes met. There 

was sparkle and gaiety in hers and she walked slowly in my direction. 

When she got close she held out her hands and I took them in mine. 

“You made it” was all I could think of saying. 

“Of course I did” she was still smiling. “It is so good to see you again.”  

 

And it was good to see her again too. I found that I wholeheartedly 

concurred with that sentiment. She showed a side of herself that was at 

once charming and elegant. 

 

“I told you I would come,” she said as if anticipating what I was thinking. 

“I know. You forgive my scepticism now.” 

“Maybe.” 

 

We took the bus back in town and we sat on the top deck. From there we 

had a royal view of the city as we passed through it. She was surprised by 

the decay and dilapidation that was visible. It wasn’t quite the standard of 

Holland or what I imagined she was use too.  

 

The houses and streets looked rundown and dirty. Grubby shop fronts 

offered cut-price stock. Litter, paper and leaves swirled in the occasional 

gusts of wind. People walked hunched against the cold, shabby in 

outdated clothes. The cars that piled the streets were old bangers, not the 

latest models.   

 

“Where are we going?” she asked. 

“Ranelagh” I answered. 

“What it that?” 

“It is a place. A village.” 

“And we will stay there?” 

“Yes. My brother has a place. It’s really his place but I have rented it 

from him.” 

“Oh.” 

 

We got off the bus at the city centre and started to walk through the 

streets in the direction of Ranelagh. The day was fine and the light was 

good and we walked slowly in no particular rush to arrive at our 

destination.  

 

Eventually we stopped in a fast food restaurant and found a seat.  



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

48 | P a g e  

 

 

“I don’t know about these women,” she whispered to me looking around. 

“They look terrible.” 

I didn’t say anything. 

“I mean their clothes, their hair, and the way they look after themselves. 

My God do they not care about their appearance at all?” 

“They don’t have a lot of money for fashion,” I said. 

“But it is not that difficult to dress well and look after yourself. I am a 

student and I don’t have very much money and look at me.” 

 

And I had to admit she was probably the best looking woman in the 

whole restaurant. Though as she had commented the competition wasn’t 

stiff. 

 

“I was a model in Paris you know,” she said as we sipped our coffees. 

“So I know a thing to two about fashion and what makes a woman look 

good.” 

“I am not doubting you. It’s just that looks aren’t everything.” 

“But they are important. You wouldn’t be interested in me if I didn’t look 

good.” 

“Now hang on a second.” 

“It’s true.” 

“It’s not like that. I shouldn’t have to defend myself.”  

 

There was silence after that. 

 

“How did you afford to come over anyhow?” I said, trying to change the 

subject. 

“My father gave me money for the trip.”   

“What did he think about you coming over here?” 

“Oh. He didn’t try to change my mind if that’s what you mean.” 

“What’s he like, your father that is?” 

 

A wave of emotion passed over her face. She sat silently for a moment. 

Then she got up without explanation and left the table. I sat there for a 

moment and didn’t go after her. I knew she had gone to the bathroom 

because I could see the direction she had taken in metal panelling of the 

wall, which gave a reasonable if imperfect reflection.  

 

She was gone for a while and I nearly thought to go down and look for 

her but her bag and everything was at the table and anyway I couldn’t 

exactly go into the ladies.  
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She came back and slid into her seat. Her eyes looked a little redder but I 

could see no other visible difference. 

 

“Are you okay?” 

“Yes. I am fine now. I had a negative thought about my father.” 

“Okay.” I didn’t want to interrogate her, or push to reveal more than she 

wanted. 

“I discreated the thought. That is all.” 

“What does that mean – discreate?” 

“You will see. I will explain it too you but not now.” 

 

I didn’t want to pry but my radar was definitely up. She seemed to be an 

unemotional person but I knew so little about her and had known her only 

such a short time that I was in no position to judge. 

 

“Shall we go?” she asked and she was all bright and breezy again. 

 

We walked up the street towards the park and after a while the crowds 

dampened down and we were close to our destination.  

 

I had tried to arrange things as nicely as I could in the flat but there was 

no escaping the fact that it was pretty grotty. The walls hadn’t seen a lick 

of paint in years. There was a big damp and discoloured patch over the 

shower in the bathroom The kitchen was little more than an alcove in the 

living room and the whole place was furnished with an odd collection of 

knick-knacks and items rescued from skips and other flats. I wondered 

how my princess would find it and would it be to her liking. 

 

By the time we reached Ranelagh she was getting tired. 

“How much more is there?” she asked. 

“We’re nearly there.” I said. 

“That’s what you said ages ago.” 

“I know but it’s true. Let me carry your bag.” 

“No I want to carry it.” 

“Okay. As you wish.” 

 

I unlocked the front door and instantly the smell of cooked food and 

ingrained odours hit me from the very fabric of the building. The house 

was in flats and had been for years. 

 

Our flat was below stairs and a rank and filthy carpet led down to its 

doorway. The walls of the hallway were dirty and scuffed. I opened the 

door of the flat and ushered her in. 
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To my surprise she uttered no word of complaint and put her bag down 

on the sofa.  

 

“This is cute,” she said, sitting down beside it.  I sat down as well.   

“Well it’s okay,” I said. “I told you about my parents. Things are very 

different here than they are over in Holland.” 

“I know. The Irish are very religious. You told me already.” 

“Well. I don’t know if everyone here is like that, but my parents are.” 

“I think it’s nice. This place. It has character. Aren’t you going to kiss 

me? I am sitting right here beside you.” 

 

Later on I rose to close the blinds, not that there was much natural light 

here at the back of the house. She was relaxed and we were both almost 

languid in our lovemaking. I felt the complete absence of pressure or 

demand from other people. Here we were alone together and safe from 

the outside world. We were inviolate and secure, tucked away as we were 

in this little, grotty flat, in a grotty house.  

 

For that moment it seemed as though our relationship could have a 

dynamic, independent and of its own. But in reality it required the 

indulgence of her father and to a certain degree my parents also.  

 

“Come back to bed” she called out from the bedroom. 

 

I set the kettle boiling in the little kitchen and put some music on the tape 

player. I took two cups from the cupboard and placed them on the 

counter.  

“Do you want tea?” 

“Okay. Can you bring it in?” 

“Okay.” 

 

I put the cups on a tray and carried them into the bedroom. She was lying 

on the bed completely unconscious of her nakedness and she sat up to 

take her cup of tea.  

“So what are we going to do today?” she asked after a moment. 

“Do? I don’t know. We could go out for something to eat later.” 

”That sounds good. Do you have a place in mind?” 

“I could think of somewhere. I am sure.” 

 

She sipped on her tea while I tried to partially slip under the bed covers. 

“What are you doing?” she said, smiling. 

“I am trying to cover up a bit.” 
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“Oh you are funny,” she said laughing. “Don’t you think you are 

beautiful the way you are?” 

“I am just shyer than you. That is all.” 

“I know that” she agreed. 

 

After we finished the tea we both lay down again and I think I must have 

slept for when I woke the shadows had lengthened in the small bedroom 

and she was lying beside me with her eyes closed. The tape came to an 

end suddenly and the music stopped.  

 

“You are awake,” she said looking at me. She rested her head on her 

hands. “Look I brought something with me which I think can help you.” 

“What do you mean help?” I said. “Is there something wrong with me?” 

“Well you have a lot of beliefs. This might help you to see them for what 

they are.” 

“What is it?” 

“It’s a book and the book explains everything.”  

 

I had to admit that she had sparked my curiosity.  

“What is this book?” I said. 

“It’s written by an American. And I have taken a course in this. I am a 

master in this.” 

 

I could see she was in deadly earnest about it so I decided not to crack 

any jokes or say something smart. I had got the sense before that she 

styled herself as an analyst of other people – a trait we shared in common. 

She would frequently pass comment or speculate on the likely foibles of 

strangers and of passers-by.  

 

She got up and walked into the living room and returned a moment later 

with the book.  

 

While she was in the shower I started to read it. The cover was a gaudy 

montage of the earth as a globe and a man standing before it with wings 

sprouting from his back. My first thought was this is going to be a load of 

bullshit however I was curious as it told me more about her and what she 

cared about.  

 

The first page introduced the founder of this cult or religion or branch of 

psychology it was not clear which. He was from Florida and spent many 

sessions in what he called a “sensory deprivation tank.” Here without all 

his normal faculties of sight, sound, touch and smell he came to his first 

conclusions about reality and the world we live in. 
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Reality was subjective and not objective in his opinion. Each person 

carried a baggage of personal beliefs. Some of those beliefs came from 

their parents and some they picked up during the course of their lives. 

Beliefs were filters through which we perceived reality. If our beliefs 

were flawed then our perception of reality was correspondingly 

jaundiced. We had to shed our beliefs and only accept those, which most 

closely suited the people we are.   

 

I closed the book and put it down. From what I could hear she was still in 

the shower. Something about it all made me feel more distance still. 

Surely this was the philosophy of how she managed to pursue her whims 

without the slightest feeling of self-consciousness or reference to other 

people. By any terminology she was a nut that I had accepted into my life 

and that made me a nutcase too.  

 

But at the same time, it was this capacity for ferocious individualism that 

so drew me to her. And my clear impression was that behind it lay some 

history of suffering that I had yet to uncover. 

 

The door of the bathroom opened and she exited in a cloud of steam.  

“It’s all yours now.” 

“Okay.” I came out into the living room, towel wrapped around me. 

 

What could be at the root of her dysfunction? What would make someone 

of her tender years such a relentless and uncompromising individual? I 

pondered the question as I showered in the bathroom taking care not to let 

my exposed skin touch the grimy walls. There must be some explanation 

for the way she was and the way she made me feel. I felt certain I could 

find it and help her just as she so plainly wanted to help me. 

 

When we were finished showering and dressing we sat on the couch 

considering our options.  

“You remember how you told me about your brother the first night I met 

you?” she asked. 

“Yes.” 

“Tell me more about him.” 

“But you know all that.” 

“Yes. But I want to hear it.” 

 

I leaned back in the couch. There didn’t seem anyway out of it. I was 

cornered and caught on a hook.  
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Eventually I said, “Well it was too much for a teenager to handle. I mean 

I couldn’t handle it.” 

“Go on.” 

“Well I am over it now. It’s okay. I can talk about it. I just went all numb 

inside when he died and I didn’t care about anything. Nothing seemed to 

compare to the significance of this event.” 

“But how did you feel about him dying?” she persisted. 

“Look.” I was starting to get annoyed. “Do we have to talk about this 

now?” 

“It’s important. If you want me to help you.” 

“Look I just didn’t care about anything for a long time and now I don’t 

know how I feel about anything. Does that answer your question?” 

 

She recoiled back in the couch. It was the first time I had lost my temper 

with her and she was taken aback. Why was she being so nosey? And 

what was the point of talking about something that happened so long ago. 

And I was over it. I was sure of it. I wasn’t still affected by it. Her 

intrusive questioning annoyed me. She was practicing her own baloney 

psychology on me and I didn’t like it.  

 

“Look I can help you,” she said. “I am a licensed practitioner.”  

“Licensed in what?” 

She paused for a moment. “Okay. Let’s not talk about it anymore. Come 

on lets go out.” 

 

I jumped at the suggestion quick to change the subject and we put on our 

jackets and went out. It was a fine afternoon in the city and we walked 

arm in arm down to the village. We made a fine cut as a couple and it was 

clear by the curious looks we generated that others thought so also. 

 

Her dress was flamboyant in comparison to the drab outfits other people 

were wearing. She wore spangled jeans and a cream sweater topped off 

by a red beret and for shoes blue and white suede. We finally settled on a 

place near the triangle and we went in and sat down. 

 

It was one of those typical Dublin restaurants that could barely rise to 

meat and two vegetables and that with bad grace. We ordered chicken and 

potatoes and waited in some trepidation for the meal to arrive. 

 

Now that we were seated comfortably I felt I wanted to readdress the 

feeling she gave me of being under the microscope by asking some 

questions of my own. 
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“So what about you? Do you have any deep and dark secrets? You know 

about mine.” 

There was silence for a moment. I smiled. 

“I don’t know what you mean. I am perfectly accepting of myself unlike 

you.” 

“What about this book? You are a licensed practitioner of that?” 

“Don’t say that, so contemptuously. I had to take a course of study and 

that as you call it can change and even save lives.” 

“So it’s a type of psychology then?” 

“It’s more than psychology.” 

 

She was being obdurate and deliberately mysterious but I decided I didn’t 

really care to press the point. I was curious of course but not enough to 

provoke a row.  

 

The food arrived, eventually, after a long delay, and was put down with a 

deliberate lack of grace. The waitress gave us a look of such surly 

ferocity that it quelled any intention on our part to comment.  

 

She waited until the waitress had left. ”If you want to learn about it you 

must first accept it and stop resisting it.”   

“But how I can be interested in something until I know what it is.” 

“I will teach you. But first you must accept it.” 

 

We said no more about it. After the restaurant we adjourned to the nearby 

pub and had a few drinks at least I had a few, she was content with her 

one. I found I was drinking more around her and her mercurial character 

made me more in need of a gentle sedative than was normally the case. 

Anyway I reasoned I was on my holidays. 

 

She didn’t pass much comment. Drink did not interest her greatly and she 

was very moderate in her consumption of it.  

 

I had decided on a days grace but the encounter between Cora and my 

family could not be much longer postponed. I found myself somewhat 

nervous about how this would go. I knew already they disapproved of my 

little love nest but were in all likelihood too polite to pass any comment 

in her presence about it.  

 

I had for all intents and purposes moved out for the duration of Cora’s 

visit. All my meagre belongings including my clothes and toiletries and 

so on were there in the flat. With her around it felt like the most natural 

thing in the world to be living in a flat all grown up and independent. I 
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wondered what it would be like alone. And I thought it wouldn’t feel so 

good.  

 

I wanted to press her further and was waiting for a good opportunity. She 

wasn’t the only psychologist around and I had been doing some 

surmising of my own. She hadn’t said much about what life had been like 

with the stepfather or how things were when he moved out. I felt there 

was a strong animosity there and something she didn’t like to talk about. 

 

The next morning we rose early and took the bus from Ranelagh out to 

Enniskerry for a walk and just to get out of the city.  There was no bus 

service to the waterfall so we followed the road out of the village in that 

direction. It was another fine day and for a while she was in good spirits 

enjoying the countryside and the scenery. 

 

Something in me was growing, an unfamiliar, but welcome feeling and 

through her eyes I started to see things remade and renewed. Perhaps love 

was real, and perhaps here was the living proof, and perhaps she was right 

about me, and my hang-up about my brother’s death, and perhaps she 

could help me. In fact she had helped me a good deal already.  

 

At a fork in the road we took the right turn for the waterfall. We walked 

hand in hand along the laneway. Before us we could see the vale spread 

out in a patchwork vista of fields, hedgerows and clumps of trees. A 

gusty wind swept up the valley straining the trees and hedgerows in our 

direction. We stood on a gate to a field and shouted into the wind that 

billowed around us.  

 

When we reached the waterfall she took some pictures and I walked 

around the base where the water plummeted into the rocks from above.  

 

It was getting late in the afternoon and we were both tired after our long 

walk. There was no other way back except to walk so we set off again 

back in the direction of the village.  

 

“I’m tired. Do we have to walk all the way back?” she said. 

“It’s the only way. I can try hitching a lift but no-one is stopping.” 

“Come and sit down here for a while” she indicated a grassy spot at the 

side of the road.  

We sat down and I laid my head in her lap.  

 

“Tell me about what things were like before your stepfather moved?” 

She paused for a long moment and I thought she wasn’t going to answer. 
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“They were bad, okay. He was a violent man and he used to hit Mama as 

well. He was a real ass-hole.” 

“But what about you? How did he treat you?” 

“He used to hit me. He locked me in a room for a whole day once. I think 

he might have touched me. I don’t remember. Maybe he didn’t.” 

“What do you mean touched you? What did he do?” 

There was silence again. “Maybe I was abused,” she said, half dreamily. 

“I don’t remember.” 

“Do you mean sexually abused?” 

“I suppose so.” 

A car swept by on its way to the village. I stuck out my thumb but it 

didn’t stop. 

 

I was struggling to digest the information she was giving me. Maybe this 

was the deep and dark secret that made her seem so mysterious. Maybe 

this could account for the almost manly attitude she took to her sexuality 

and her relationship with me.  

 

“You don’t really remember do you?” I said. 

“No. I can’t remember that time clearly now. When my father moved out 

things just got really bad and then that bastard moved in and everything 

was wrong. My father knew there was a problem there but he wasn’t 

around. He didn’t know what was happening.” 

There was silence again. She ran her fingers through my hair.  

“I tried to kill him once, you know.” 

“Kill who? What are you taking about?” 

“Kill my stepfather of course. I tried to sabotage his car. I took some of 

the parts for the brakes out of it. But it didn’t work. At least it didn’t kill 

him.” 

I sat up suddenly shocked. 

“But you could have been arrested or sent to prison for a long time for 

that.” 

“I didn’t care. Not after what the bastard had done.” 

“But you’re not even sure if he did anything to you or not.” 

There was silence again. 

“Come on” she said, standing up, “let’s get back to the village. I am 

getting cold sitting here.” 

 

The dark was gathering as we followed the laneway back to the village. I 

was trying to make sense of what she was telling me and I couldn’t work 

it out. It seemed on the one hand that she felt her stepfather had wronged 

her in some way but on the other hand she couldn’t really remember or at 

least wasn’t sure. Was it the case that the memory was just too painful to 
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be remembered at least in a conscious way? Was it this that gave her this 

whimsical and emotional attitude to men? I just didn’t know. 

 

After a lengthy walk we reached the village. She was tired and in a bad 

mood but I didn’t really pay any attention to that. The bus arrived 

eventually and took us back to Ranelagh. Tonight we were dining with 

the family and this would be the first time they would all get to meet her. 

I was particularly nervous about my mother’s reaction, as she had 

expressed such reservations about Cora’s coming in the first place. 

 

I had had no contact with her since I had moved out. Cora as ever was 

perfectly comfortable with the idea and displayed no nervousness at the 

thought of meeting my family. 

“It will be fine. I am sure they are lovely people – a little quaint in their 

ideas perhaps.” 

 

That night we left the flat at six and walked up the hill and past the park. 

The gates were shut and locked and there were no walkers about. We 

passed by the old church and took the right turn until we reached the 

traffic lights. We held hands as we walked and there was no conversation.  

 

My thoughts returned to my mother’s reaction when hearing that Cora 

was coming. I couldn’t understand why she should care so passionately 

and I was also a little surprised by her lack of contact since Cora arrived, 

now more than three days ago. It was unusual for her and I was puzzled 

by it. 

 

Was she boycotting me since Cora’s arrival? Could she be in some 

bizarre way jealous and not thinking this Dutch slapper could be suitable 

for her darling son? I really could not understand it at all.  

 

We turned into the familiar street and there were all the landmarks that 

had loomed so large for me as a child when I played there. There was the 

O’Brien’s house and the Walsh’s house next to it. Further up were the 

bushes and trees we used to play games in the summer months.  

 

I rang the doorbell and my sister came running out to answer. 

“Cora this is my sister.” 

They shook hands. We walked in and sat down in the living room. My 

father came out to greet us and immediately got into a conversation about 

Holland and the culture of the country.  
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We sat on the sofa and my sister sat down beside us. After a while my 

mother came out. She spoke a few words but I could sense she was not 

herself. There was a frosty reserve not typical of her and after a while she 

ushered us all into the dining room, where the table had been set. My 

other sister, Niamh, came to join us at this point also. 

 

“So where do you live in Holland?” my mother asked Cora.  

“Oh we live in a small village near Den Bosch. That’s in the south of the 

country.” 

“And what do your parents do?” asked my father. 

“Well, my parents are divorced. My father lives in another town in 

Holland. He has a girl-friend and my mother lives with us.” 

There was silence after this revelation. 

 

I felt sorry for her but there was no way to tell her that her life would be 

viewed with such criticism by my parents. Divorce was a thing unknown 

in my parent’s experience. They had no friends in this situation, nor 

indeed any knowledge of it. Divorce was something that happened in 

other more godless places like England or now Holland.  

 

I could see my sister Niamh smiling away. She was enjoying the 

awkward silence immensely. 

 

“And you are studying philosophy at the university?” asked my father 

changing the subject. 

“Yes I am. This is my first year.”  

“I am very interested in philosophy. Do you study Jean-Paul Sartre in 

your course?” he asked. 

There was an awkward silence. Cora looked over at me. 

“Maybe that’s not on her course,” I said.  

My father looked surprised but didn’t say anything. 

 

I was getting the impression that she knew very little about philosophy 

even though she was enrolled in a course of study at the university.  

“Holland must be lovely in the winter,” said my mother. “Do you get 

much snow?” 

“Oh yes. It gets very cold.” She passed a bowl of salad to me and smiled 

at me when she handed it over.  

“Do you go ice-skating?” asked Niamh. 

“Oh yes. In the winter the lakes freeze over.” 

“What do your parents do?” my mother asked. 

“They are both doctors,” she said.  
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We had finished the first course and the plates were being collected up. I 

picked up as many as could manage and followed my mother into the 

kitchen. When the door was shut she muttered. 

“I can see why you brought her here but not the other one.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Just what I say.” 

 

I was puzzled by her remark, which struck me as quite cryptic, she must 

have been commenting on her appearance. I handed out the plates for the 

second course. I went back into the kitchen. 

 

“I don’t think you are giving good example to your sisters, shacking up 

with Cora for two weeks” she said after the door swung shut. 

“Listen I am twenty-three years old. I make my own decisions. I am tired 

of your interference. Don’t comment on what you don’t understand. You 

really are a bitter old woman.” 

“Don’t talk to your mother like that,” she said. “Here I am cooking a 

dinner for your bit of fluff and you go on at me like this.” 

“She’s not a bit of fluff.” I was struggling not to shout now. “She is a 

person with just as much right to respect as you have. If you ask me, 

you’re just jealous.” 

 

I was raging at her internally. I wanted to scream and shout at her but I 

just couldn’t, not with Cora here and everything. She was always doing 

this to me, butting in and interfering when I least wanted or expected her 

to do so. What the hell did she care? And yet she did care. It was her 

outdated sense of morality at work and I was sick to death of it. Well the 

world had turned and the clock had turned in Ireland too, land of saints 

and scholars and of course hypocrites also! 

 

She was opposed to her, that much was obvious. She didn’t want Cora 

here. She had made that plain from the outset. What was her agenda with 

me anyhow? My father hadn’t passed any comment and expressed no 

interest in the details of Cora’s visit. It was my mother who didn’t like 

her. Was it that she sensed a rival? Was she competing and trying to drive 

away unsuitable females?  

 

I put the plates down on the counter with a deliberate bang and went back 

to the table. Cora and my father were chatting away as if they had known 

each other for years.  

“How’s the place working out?” asked Niamh, as I took my seat. 

“It’s fine,” I said. “It’s not too cold and it has everything we need.” 

“What’s going on in there?” her eyes pointed to the kitchen door. 
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“Oh. Nothing important. I will tell you later.” 

 

At that point there was a kick on the kitchen door and it swung back to 

reveal my mother with two plates in her hands. I got up and helped her 

with putting out the other plates.  

“Take your plate and that one for her,” she said. She seemed to emphasis 

the “her”, as if it was a dirty word.  

 

It was down to this, best as I could surmise it. She had never seen me 

with someone like this before and she thought from her looks that this 

would be someone I would fall for not thinking for one moment that there 

might be deeper reasons for the attraction between Cora and I that was 

only just beginning to develop. 

 

It was all coming back to me as I sat there eating my salmon that she 

never approved of any girlfriend that I had and always had something 

critical, or derogatory to say about them.  I was her darling son or so she 

used to tell me. There was no woman good enough for her Jackie.  

 

I felt a wave of rage and resentment followed by a new confidence in the 

bond that existed between Cora and I. We were about the present and the 

future. My mother could only look to the past.   

 

“So what have you been doing in the last few days?” my mother asked, 

now that she was finally seated. 

“We went to Enniskerry and the waterfall one day,” I said. 

“Yes the waterfall is very beautiful. We don’t have anything like it in 

Holland, at least not that I have seen.” 

“Part of the Powerscourt estate that” said my father, “though how they 

managed to lay claim to such a beautiful part of Wicklow is beyond me.” 

“I suppose they took it after the Penal Laws were enacted.” 

“And the Catholics were run off their lands.” 

Cora looked over at me puzzled. 

“I will explain it to you sometime. Take too long now.” 

 

The conversation waxed and waned after that. Politics took up a good 

portion of it. Again my father quizzed Cora about Dutch politics but she 

didn’t seem to know very much about it. I felt sorry for her because she 

was trying to make such a good impression I could see. And she was 

speaking in her most posh tones.  

 

It wasn’t that I thought her a lightweight intellectually but she seemed so 

badly informed about so many topics that people would have a casual 
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knowledge of. How could she not know anything about philosophy if she 

was attending a university course in philosophy? How could she not 

know something about the politics of her own country? 

 

The evening wore on to a close and dessert and coffee had come and gone 

and now it was time to say goodbye. We said our goodbyes and got the 

bikes out of the side passage. It was a cold night with our breath making 

large clouds as we cycled down the road. 

 

“She doesn’t like me very much, does she?” she said after we had passed 

through the traffic lights. 

“It’s not you. It’s a cultural disapproval. If it’s any consolation she 

doesn’t approve of me anymore than you right now.” 

“It’s not the same thing,” she said. “I’m some Dutch tart that you’ve 

picked up, where she is concerned.” 

“No you’re not.” I tried to say it with conviction but I wasn’t even fooling 

myself.  

“No. It’s okay. When you told me what they were like originally I 

expected this reaction from them, well at least from your mother.” 

 

We got home cold and tired and we crawled into the bed in the damp 

bedroom clinging to each other for warmth. The fairytale was coming to 

an end and now there was only two more days left to her visit. I didn’t 

know what things were going to feel like after she was gone but I tried to 

prepare myself for it not knowing quite what to expect.  

 

“Will you do something with me tonight?” she said, when we were 

tucked up in bed. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Not that, stupid. I want you to step into the emotion for me.” 

“What? What’s that?” 

“It’s part of the book you have been reading and I know you were reading 

it because I could see where you left a bookmark.” 

“I didn’t say I wasn’t finding it interesting.” 

“Interesting! It’s more than interesting. It is very important that you read 

this book and that is what I want to talk to you about now. I want you to 

step into the emotion of your brother’s death.” 

“Why?” 

“Why? Because you need to. You are an emotional zombie! Don’t you 

know?” 

“Really” I said, starting to get annoyed.”  

 



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

62 | P a g e  

 

I pulled back from her in the bed so I could see the darkened outline of 

her face. 

“Why is this so important for you?” I asked. 

“Because it is important for you. That’s why. Go deeper into the 

emotion.” 

 

I was thinking this was a bunch of hooey and annoying too. Why did she 

have to take this so seriously? And why was it so important that I 

rediscovered feelings of lost about my brother’s death. I was doing okay. 

I was not having any major problems.  

 

She rubbed her hand across my forehead in a circular motion. I was trying 

to feel something but I couldn’t think of anything. I tried to conjure up 

images of my brother and how I felt when I discovered he was gone but 

nothing came up and I felt the same. She kept it up for a while longer and 

then she stopped. 

 

“You are very resistant. You have buried these feelings very deeply 

inside you. I am afraid that when they come out they will overwhelm 

you.” 

“Look I am fine okay. I have got by for the last ten years without any 

problems.” 

 

In the end we fell asleep. Sex seemed to be off the menu tonight despite a 

few suggestive forays on my part. I was too tired to care myself. And in 

the end I fell asleep into a dreamless slumber. 

 

The next day was her last full day and we woke and rose late in the 

morning. I didn’t really have a plan for the day and I thought vaguely that 

we might go for a walk, but the weather put pay to that notion, as it was 

damp and drizzling outside. We settled on walking into town and spent 

the early afternoon mooching around shops and she looking at dresses 

and shoes.  

 

Later on we found somewhere for coffee and we sat down. 

“I want to tell you that you need to practise finding the emotion within 

you. It is very important,” she said, resuming her theme of the night 

before. 

 

I was beginning to get irritated with the presumption of this. I knew a 

thing or two about my own psychology and here was this self-styled 

analyst giving me a dose of my own medicine. I decided to retaliate.  
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“So what about your stepfather then? What do you have to say about 

him?” 

I could see by her expression that this had found a mark.  

“Don’t talk about this unless I give you permission! I forbid you to speak 

about it.” 

“But look be fair” I said in more conciliatory tones. “I don’t like you 

telling me I need to deal with deep-seated emotional problems. You can 

understand my point of view.” 

 

I could see she was near tears so I said nothing for a moment. “Look. I 

don’t like be analysed much and I think you are the same. I appreciate 

that you are trying to help me but I think I am okay.”  

 

The rest of the day seemed to fly past and we went back to the flat and 

she packed up her stuff, all of which fitted in a little carry on bag. I had 

no words to say when we got to the airport. We sat in the departure 

lounge and we were early so there was plenty of time for farewell. She 

cried and her eyeliner ran and got smudged. I felt fine as usual and 

displayed no emotional reaction. 

“See” she said, pointing to my lack of feeling, “this is what I am talking 

about.” 

 

I felt used up and consumed by her. And I was hateful to say it half 

looking forward to being by myself again. Eventually the announcement 

came for her flight and I walked her to her gate and as far as I could go. 

“I will write to you,” I promised as we kissed for the last time, then with 

one final look she turned around and disappeared through the gate. 
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Chapter 6 – Moving back home from flat 

 

I moved back into the house the next day. My brother came to repossess 

his flat and our agreement had expired. I wouldn’t have wanted to stay on 

in there in any case. It reminded me too much of her. My mother never 

mentioned Cora again and I didn’t bring up the subject to her. It was as 

though she had never existed except then the letters starting arriving.  

 

The first week there was one. Then it was averaging two or three a week 

and then sometimes twice a day. They were all written in her scrawly 

script and they were all about love, her feelings and how she felt about 

me. I was bemused by times and also flattered.  

 

I responded as best I could but I was not yet able to match her ardour. I 

mattered more to her than the moon and the stars and as yet I was not able 

to know how I felt about her. I read them all. Reread them but what I 

wrote was much more factual and down to earth.  

 

She didn’t expect reciprocation she told me in her letters but more an 

opportunity to express her feelings. And I afforded her that. I didn’t 

understand how the separation could produce quite these feelings in her 

but then I hadn’t told her yet what I was planning to do.  

 

I had more or less decided to pay her a visit. I was cagey about it with all 

except myself but it seemed like my best course of action. I wasn’t sure 

how I felt about her but how else was I to know except to get another 

read.  

 

I had sufficient funds. I had a college overdraft and I figured an extra 

couple of hundred pounds more would not make a great deal of 

difference. I went down to the student travel agency and booked myself a 

ticket to Amsterdam. I decided it would be a surprise so I would keep it a 

secret until the very last moment.  

 

In college I paid scant attention to my lectures or studies. Suddenly 

without realising it this affair had taken precedence in my life over all 

other considerations. I began to look forward to the letters that I knew 

were arriving, and felt great disappointment if there wasn’t one waiting 

for me in the evening when I got home. 

 

In my confusion I sought Joe’s advice again on the matter since he 

seemed so dispassionate and detached. I climbed the stairs to his little 

room at the back end of college near the tennis courts and again we drank 
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tea out of battered mugs and I explained the whole shooting match to him 

and to see what he thought.  

 

He was a short, bespectacled man with short-cropped red hair and 

freckled face. He rarely got any girls and this had in part contributed to 

his role as a sage. He heard many stories and was confidant to many 

confidences. He had a database of scores of love stories gone wrong and I 

felt sure he could put the proper complexion on mine. 

 

“And you are sure it is the right thing to go over there?” he fixed me in a 

piercing gaze. 

“Well I think so. I feel like it. I mean I really miss her and want to be with 

her.” 

“But she only just came here, from what you tell me.” 

“Yes. But this is reciprocation. I mean that’s what a relationship is all 

about isn’t it?” 

“Well that’s what they say,” said Joe, “but in practice it is often not the 

case.” 

“Well what would you do in my situation?” I said. 

“Well I think she is caught up in some emotion, which will come down 

eventually and when it does you won’t be flavour of the month anymore.” 

 

I was not very consoled by this conversation. I thanked Joe and left him 

and thought to myself if he ever got laid he might gain a new perspective. 

It was cold in the college square. Winter was well and truly upon us. I 

didn’t really want to go home and I didn’t have anywhere else to go.  

 

Was she really just caught up in some impractical emotion, about me, 

which would in due course come crashing down? Wasn’t all love an 

emotion anyway? Wasn’t this what people based their futures upon? 

 

It seemed as though I was locked into a definite path of action now. There 

was no turning back and I was as much swept along as choosing my own 

destiny. I wanted to respond to that heartfelt heartache I had witnessed in 

her eyes at the airport and during her visit. There was no denying the 

sincerity of her feelings and I shouldn’t regard it as anything other than 

real.  

 

But wasn’t that the danger of the femme fatale that they care but only 

when it suited them and not necessarily when it suited me? But what 

could I do. I could deny the possibility and reject her before she had an 

opportunity to reject me or I could take the bull by the horns and take my 
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chances with her and with fate. Right now I was tending to take my 

chances. 

 

I unlocked my bike from the railings and dug into my pockets for my 

gloves. A thick fog had descended on the square and the lights that lined 

the walkways were blurry and shrouded in mist.   

 

I thought of my impending visit with excitement and feelings that had 

been more muted before now seemed to be bubbling up to the surface. It 

was the right thing to go. Joe had sort of galvanised my mind. 

 

When I got home I announced my intention to my parents. 

“You’re going where?” said my mother. She looked pale and shocked. 

“Don’t get involved,” I said, hoping to head her off at the pass, “I have 

made up my mind and I am going.” 

“And what about finding a job? Have you given any consideration to that 

before you run off canoodling with some Dutch tart?” 

“She is not a tart. Her name is Cora. And you should show her some 

respect since she ranks highly in my esteem.” 

“I think you should go if you feel that way about her,” said my father. 

“There. Now you see.” 

“Don’t encourage him.” 

“I am not encouraging him. I am just pointing out that his mind is made 

up.” 

“You’re supposed to back me up with these things not stab me in the 

back.” 

“Oh Jesus” I said, “I am going upstairs.” 

 

I lay on the bed in my room. It was clear she was never going to 

understand. I had spoken to my father about it before. And he thought she 

was not willing to let me go, relinquish me into adulthood. Whatever the 

reason it was very annoying. I was 23 years old and I could be relied 

upon to make my own decisions. 

 

They were out of date and at a loss. Their generation met their true loves 

in Kerry or at the Galway races. These days’ people roamed a bit further a 

field. I wondered what Cora was doing at this precise moment. I 

rummaged in the drawer and took out one of her letters. She had drawn 

squiggly little hearts all the way up the margin of the page. 

 

I was in an in-between place perched on the border of adulthood still 

acting and living like a dependent. California would be the answer to all 

my questions. Life where the living was easy and the sun shone warm and 
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clear every day. No more cold winters and rainy summers. If only she 

could be persuaded to come with me. No it was too crazy. She hated 

America in any case. She could never be persuaded to travel all that way. 

And would her feelings last. That was the perennial question that came 

into my mind. 

 

Last or not I rang her the next day and told her I was coming. 

“Oh my God. That is fantastic” was all she could say. 

“Aren’t you pleased?” 

“Oh sweetheart of course I am. That is the best news I have had in ages. 

When are you coming?” 

“I think I will come at little Christmas for those two weeks.” 

 

She sounded enthusiastic but not overly.  

“Are you sure that suits you?” 

“Yes of course. Why do you doubt me?” 

“You just didn’t sound so happy about it. That’s all.” 

“I am happy. I’m not falling off my seat if that’s what you mean. Are you 

getting a little needy by any chance?” 

I could tell that she was enjoying this immensely. 

“Me? No I am not. Just don’t want to impose that’s all.” 

 

She did make me think though. I had sort of got used to the idea of her. 

And I wasn’t really used to relying on people.  

 

I didn’t have a lot going on in my life except my international love affair 

of course. I had no job. I had no studies and I had no gainful occupation 

during the day. I made pretence of getting up in the morning when my 

mother was going to work. But often I would climb back into bed after 

she was gone and not re-emerge until well after noon.  

 

It was a life on hold or in suspense and my dilemma, which I could 

foresee; looming larger and larger would be what to do about the green 

card and the necessity to take advantage of it before it expired. 

 

I resolved to bring the subject up when I was over there. It didn’t seem 

likely in a rational frame of mind that she would want to go to America 

and whether she would understand that I really had to go and there was 

just no alternative to that I couldn’t say. The best I could do was to talk it 

over.  

 



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

68 | P a g e  

 

To keep my mind occupied and to get some money coming in I took a job 

in a café and every morning, three days a week I cycled my bike down to 

the restaurant, which was in the city centre.  

 

It was a routine, monkey job but it helped me to save for my trip over to 

Holland and it won the approval of my mother who was becoming 

anxious over my lethargic lifestyle. 

 

The building I worked in was a three storey red brick near the docks. It 

was normally used for concerts or other public events. It stood prominent 

and tall surrounded on all sides by vacant lots and dereliction.   

 

Tony, the owner of the café, was a tall skinny man with a slight stoop 

who took his business very seriously and moved about the place with 

quick, bird like movements of the hands and face. He had thinning black 

hair on top and the rumour amongst the staff was that he was gay. He 

took a shine to me and liked my jokey, sarcastic manner.  

 

I started in the kitchen and worked with a French woman who hardly 

spoke. When she did she issued orders in staccato tones. I never took her 

seriously. And to her great frustration her orders were not often obeyed. 

 

My main task as assigned by Tony was to make sure the café had enough 

food at all times for the customers as they came in. This entailed long 

chilly walks down to the basement in the building were the main kitchens 

were and carrying heavy trays of lasagne or cheese cake up to the smaller 

kitchen upstairs.  

 

When I wasn’t carrying heavy trays I was working at the cash register in 

the restaurant. From the window there were views up and down the Liffey 

and I could see the ships berthed at the docks. On the other side of the 

river the towers of the Pigeon House were visible.   

 

I was counting the days now to my next encounter and the weeks were 

flying by. With the money I saved from the job I would have plenty for 

my trip.  

 

In the evenings I would meet some friends from college including Joe and 

we would have a few drinks together in the college bar or often in the city 

centre pubs. They knew the story about Cora and in fact some of them 

had met her when she was over. 
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I gathered early on that she had not made a great impression upon them 

though of course they were too polite to admit it. I was surprised by this 

because it never occurred to me that my friends wouldn’t take to her in 

the same way as I had.  

 

I asked my father about it and he didn’t think it was so surprising.  

“They are not disposed to like her,” he said. “After all you are the one 

who is interested in her, not them.” 

“But wouldn’t they be interested for my sake?” 

“Don’t think it works like that.” 

 

It was on one particular evening after a long shift in the café that I met 

Joe and we went to our normal haunt in Temple Bar where all the tourists 

go. It was a Mecca for visitors to Dublin and it also was a venue for 

meeting foreigners. 

 

I don’t know how I got talking to these two girls. They were standing 

near the entrance and they were very intently studying a map of Dublin. 

Seeing their confusion I walked over and asked them if they were lost. 

“We are trying to get to O’Connell Street?” said one of them. She was 

short, dark-haired and dark skinned and she spoke with what could only 

be an Italian or Spanish accent.  

“Okay. That’s not far.” I showed them where it was on the map. In the 

meantime Joe had trundled over and even though these situations were 

not his forte he quickly kept them amused telling stories and funny 

anecdotes. 

 

I could see Joe was keen to keep it going and I didn’t want to undermine 

his efforts especially since he rarely found himself in these situations.  

 

The taller one was quieter. She seemed to have virtually no English so I 

communicated with her in the simplest way imaginable. I spoke very 

slowly and did a lot of pointing and gesticulating. In the back of my mind 

was Cora and realising that I didn’t want this situation to go to far.  

 

The plan to go to O’Connell Street seemed to be forgotten and after a few 

more drinks they were keener to know where we were going. In the end 

we settled on a nightclub nearby. Joe it seemed was paired with the 

shorter one whose name turned out to be Lucia and I with the taller, 

Barbara. 

 

I walked arm in arm with Barbara. My resolution to keep this on a strictly 

Platonic basis was crumbling with every minute that went by. She was 
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not exactly pretty but she was clearly available and not in the slightest bit 

shy.  

 

“You like Ireland” I said in my best Pidgin English. 

“It’s okay. I back to Italy next week.” 

 

We were holding hands and she critically inspected mine holding them up 

to the light. 

“You have nice hands.” 

“Thanks.” 

“No. You don’t understand. Hands very important. They say a lot.” 

 

I pondered what this might mean but decided against asking her since it 

would be too complicated for her to explain. She had an earthly, pungent 

odour and her long black hair came down to past her shoulders. She had a 

prominent nose and big lips, which she constantly smeared in lip balm 

though I didn’t think it was all that cold. She was well endowed in the 

chest area but she eschewed tightly hugging clothing in favour of baggy 

jeans and a pullover. 

 

“You live here in Dublin?” she asked. 

“Yes. I do. But I plan to move away.” 

“Where?” 

“To America as soon as I can.” 

“But why you leave your homeland? Why you do that?” 

“It’s complicated. There are no jobs for one thing.” 

“It’s hard to get job in Italy too, but I would never leave.” 

 

She took my hand again and we walked down the alleyway swinging 

hands as we walked. I was feeling that I should not take this forward as 

clearly it could easily progress and it would be better for me to be less 

tactile in case I give her the impression I was interested in her. 

 

But it seemed as though it had it’s own dynamic and to put the breaks on 

now I would nearly have to run away. They were clearly out for the night 

to met fellas and here we were.  

 

I was feeling bad and it was the same kind of bad that I felt about Lucy. 

My conscience didn’t stop me getting into these situations but I still 

troubled nevertheless. Why should I care about snogging some Italian 

bird when Cora was over in Holland and would never hear about it unless 

I told her?  
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Something told me this was the not fair to her and that there was an 

agreement of honour between us and I didn’t want to be the one to break 

it. But then another part of me said what the hell, I was young and free 

and I was obligated to no one and I had made no such agreements with 

Cora or anyone else for that matter.  

 

We arrived at the nightclub first and Joe and Lucia were following 

behind. We found seats in an alcove in the cellared basement. There was 

a live band playing in the main hall but we decided to give it a miss.   

 

I ordered more pints and I basked now in a warm, alcoholic glow. After a 

while the girls decided to go to the bathroom and left us a chance to talk. 

 

“How is it going with your one?” asked Joe. 

“Joe I feel bad.” 

“Ah bullshit. Don’t try to fool me with that poor mouth attitude.” 

“It’s true. I have always been faithful with Cora.” 

“But wasn’t there a girl before her that you ran off on.” 

“Yes I know. I told you that.” 

 

Maybe he was right. In fact I felt sure he was. Why was I pretending I 

was this sensitive guy when every opportunity I got I behaved like an ass 

hole? There was clearly a difference between my self-image and the real 

me.  

 

The girls came back and Barbara came and sat beside me. Joe I could see 

was trying to make some clumsy moves on the other one. And I saw him 

moving in for the kill when Barbara kissed me on the lips. I kissed her 

back and she tasted of lemony lip balm and cold air and diet coke but it 

wasn’t that bad.  

 

She was very into her kissing and I was trying to close it down after about 

three minutes because I was absolutely breathless but she just wouldn’t 

stop in the end I just turned my head away altogether.  

 

Joe was engaged in a marathon snog in his corner. I was trying to think of 

some conversation when I felt Barbara’s hand on my crotch and I looked 

over and she was smiling away at me.  

 

“We can go some place?” she asked. 

 

This was dynamite and yet I was kind of hoping she would never say 

such a thing. For one thing I didn’t have my own place and I hardly 
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thought I wanted to bring her back to my parent’s house with all the 

attendant complications. She was gamey all right but what could I do.  

 

Set against that was the terrible waste of such a great opportunity. 

Opportunities like this did not come around very often and I knew how 

much energy I used to expend in the hope of creating them.  

 

“Hmm. Not exactly. You see I don’t have my own place.” 

“You live with the parents?” 

“Yes I do. It’s only temporary. You know.” 

 

Meantime my brain was churning and computing various possibilities. 

We could all go back to Joe’s little room in the university but 

understandably he would want that for himself and so that was a non-

starter. It didn’t seem as if Barbara had somewhere to go herself since she 

was staying in a hostel, which was in dormitories, and no guests were 

allowed.  

 

In the end it was decided that we would all decamp to Joe’s room. Joe 

had come out of his marathon snog and the club was closing in any event.  

 

As we got up to leave I realised it was now or never - now or never to get 

out of a situation which was brewing. So far it had just been some kissing 

and nothing too serious but that could all change.  

 

Barbara held my hand and we walked up past the bank and round to 

college green. We arrived at the front gate and after some negotiations 

between Joe and the night porter we were all admitted into the college.  

 

Joe’s room was in the front square so we walked the two flights of stairs 

and came into his little room. There was nowhere to sit except on the bed 

so I sat beside Barbara and Joe produced a bottle of vodka, which he had 

always claimed he was keeping for a special occasion. 

 

This was clearly that special occasion. Lucia declined but Barbara poured 

herself a handsome measure and I followed suit.  

 

With all the beer and vodka and the heat in Joe’s room things got a little 

hazy.  

 

I remember Barbara leading me out into the corridor and down to the end 

where there were toilets. We went into the toilet and locked the door 

behind us then it was a flurry of disrobing and passionate kissing and 
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standing naked in the chilly bathroom and afterwards lying in a entangled 

heap on the tiled floor until Joe came and banged on the door and we got 

up.  

 

I felt terrible afterwards and I just wanted to slink away and go home. It 

had all been a joke and a bit of a laugh up to that point but now it had 

gone too far and it was my fault and I was to blame.  

 

I had broken faith with Cora and for what – a drunken grope and such and 

it didn’t seem like a good price to pay. Fortunately the Italian girls 

announced they were leaving shortly after as Barbara was clearly the 

main mover in their little duo.  

 

I walked them back to their hostel, since my bike was parked in Temple 

Bar. There wasn’t much in the way of conversation and when we were 

parting Barbara kissed me good-bye and handed me a scrap of paper. It 

had an address written on it, which I presumed was her parent’s address 

in Italy. We said our goodbyes and when I got back to my bike I found 

that the front tyre was flat so I had to walk all the way home even though 

it was the last thing I felt like. 

 

It was official I thought as I walked up George’s Street – I was a bad 

person. Maybe I was even a little bit evil or a sinner. I didn’t know. I had 

no control I decried with myself. No control over my own impulses and 

no strength of character to stop short of the brink.  

 

I was probably going to hell and the one good thing that had happened to 

me in the last year, which was Cora was now jeopardised by a stupid, 

unnecessary fling. 

 

My thoughts went on in these circles all the way home. 

 

The next day I didn’t have to work so I got up late and moped around the 

house. What would I say to her if she called? And how would I keep 

something like this secret from her? I felt certain she would be able to tell 

with some hidden sixth sense.  

 

In the afternoon the phone rang and it was she.  

“How are you sweetheart?” she said. 

“I’m all right. A bit hung over.” 

“You have been drinking?” 

“Just a little.” 
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“Listen I thought of some things I want to do when you come over. We 

can go to Utrecht and to Maastricht too if there is time.” 

“I don’t mind.” 

“Of course you don’t mind. Are you sure you are okay? You sound a bit 

funny.” 

“No I am fine just tired that’s all.” 

We hung up shortly after. 

 

Well I had gotten away with it. I avoided my natural tendency to blurt out 

the truth regardless of the consequences. I should have told her 

something. At least eased her into the knowledge. But the consequences 

could be disastrous.  

 

There was no point. She could never take that in her stride. I prided 

myself on the notion that I would have taken it well if our roles had been 

reversed. I convinced myself that I had no expectation of her. This love 

affair developed more rapidly than my feelings. I could take the good 

with the bad, or could I? 

 

And yet despite my bravado I had become very used to us and I looked 

forward to the phone calls and letters. Without realising it I was gradually 

being converted. 

 

I had no doubt now that her interest in me was genuine and that the 

heartache I witnessed at the airport and at our other partings was real. She 

really did care and it was more than a whim or a passing affectation. I still 

wondered how long would it last. And my impression of her was that 

there were many past boyfriends who hadn’t quite lasted.  

 

I was becoming more committed and my friends were asking about her 

and even my parents had given begrudging approval to the fact of her 

existence.  

 

As it turned out I could validate my green card without actually living in 

America. One option was to go to New York for the weekend and then I 

could return and go on to Holland and spend the summer there. My dream 

of living in California could be put on hold under the premise of seeing 

which way it went with her.  

 

More and more tentacles reached out to entwine me with her. We had 

discussed America briefly over the phone and she seemed agreed in 

principle that it would be a good idea. That she could take that on board 

really carried great weight with me. But some part of me told me that 
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America was a solo mission and that it was something I needed to do 

alone.  

 

I still wondered about my summer love in California. Did she ever think 

of me? There had been scant communication in two years. I had tried to 

keep in touch but the letters and the momentum just petered out. Without 

some indication or some plan of when we might meet again it didn’t seem 

like there was very much point. And yet we had been close - very close 

indeed. 

 

Was it possible or even desirable to be in love with two different people 

at the same time? I had known at least one love affair in my short life and 

now I was in the process of developing a second.  

 

Why was everything so messy? Why couldn’t I find my love knowing she 

was the one, and that would be it? Instead I was surrounded on all sides 

by choices. Choices I didn’t want to make and dilemmas I didn’t want to 

find myself in. 

 

I wondered how much of my love affair with California was the sure and 

certain knowledge that I had found love there before. Was that not the 

magnet drawing me back and making Holland a sideshow in the lexicon 

of my love? 

 

I was perplexed by such unanswerable questions and I spent the afternoon 

watching daytime chat shows on the TV. 

 

I was an ass and an idiot and an incompetent. All I had to do was wait 

patiently and I would be in her arms in a few weeks. Instead I had to go 

and complicate everything.  

 

In the evening I went to meet Joe for a pint in the city centre. 

“Why am I such an idiot?” I wailed. 

“What’s wrong with you now?” 

“I feel awful. I went too far last night. 

“With Barbara?” 

“Yes with Barbara.” 

 

It was no use. He had no words of consolation for me. 

 

“Well I can’t exactly feel sorry for you. I mean you say you have some 

bond of honour with this girl in Holland and then you run off with some 
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Italian tramp. And now you are all guilty and sorry for yourself. You’re 

not the one I feel sorry for. It’s her. Whatever her name is?” 

“But wouldn’t you do the same thing in my position?” 

“Maybe. But that’s not the point. And don’t you have some girl in 

America, you are keeping in touch with too?” 

“Kelly. Oh. It’s pointless talking to you.”  

Joe laughed. 

“Let’s talk about something else,” I said, changing the subject. 

 

Later I walked through town to the green. It was true I thought as I waited 

for the bus, I was in the throes of a moral dilemma. Why should I commit 

to Cora when I wasn’t that sure about her and why should I feel guilty 

about what I did when I was here and she didn’t know? There was a bond 

that had been created between us and it was the same bond that had 

existed with Kelly. And one bond was not necessarily overlaid or eclipsed 

by another bond. 

 

I boarded the bus and paid my fare to the driver. I found a seat at the back 

near the engine warmth.  

 

When a bond was broken the wound it left behind took time to heal and I 

had rued the loss of Kelly. It took me time to get over it and there were 

drunken phone calls and torrid letters that eventually petered out. But I 

never forgot her and I always thought that I would see her one-day again. 

And that was my intention.  

 

I was a conflicted individual I knew but the world was a conflicted place. 

People were jetting everywhere, jumping in and out of beds and leaving 

trails of destruction behind them. 

 

My parents knew a simpler world. A world where there were few options 

and few choices. If you made a mistake you had the rest of your life to 

ponder it and there were no second chances. With all its confusion I still 

preferred the world I knew and I hoped to make a success of it somehow.  

 

The next day was clearer and my mind was brighter. I rose early even 

though I didn’t have to be in the café until late afternoon. The onerous 

thoughts of the day before seemed to have faded somewhat. My mother 

was on a day home from work so we had a cup of tea in the morning in 

the kitchen. 

 

She made the tea and laid it out on the table. There were even biscuits – a 

rare luxury in the house. 
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“So you like this one Cora then?” she asked when we were seated. 

“Of course I do. I thought that would be obvious.” 

I was still sore at her initial commentary and wasn’t sure quite where she 

was going with this. 

“I don’t understand your generation at all.” 

“What older generation does?” 

She ignored the question.  

“So you plan to go over there and live with her for a while at least.” 

I nodded. “I don’t understand why you would have a problem with that.” 

“It’s not that I have a problem. It’s your sister. She looks up to you. 

What’s she going to think?” 

“You have to let me grow up. Don’t you think that’s what the problem 

is?” 

“I am worried about you too,” she said. “It’s so extreme.” 

“Oh. I can’t expect you to understand.” I was getting annoyed now. “I 

can’t understand why you adopt this attitude to every single girlfriend I 

have. Why don’t you take me seriously?” 

“It’s because there have been so many that I don’t take it seriously. See it 

from my point of view. There was that girl in America and after that there 

was someone else. Then there is this girl – Cora. What’s the likelihood 

that you will be even still in a relationship with Cora in a years’ time? 

Based on your track record I would say it is pretty remote.” 

 

I could feel angry rising in me. But it was impotent rage. 

 

“Well maybe I will prove you wrong. Maybe she will be the one.” 

“When will you realise that you are just fooling yourself and no-one else. 

What is the purpose of all this gallivanting around the globe? What about 

developing a career or something of more lasting value?” 

“I intend to have a career and also I don’t see why I could have a 

relationship at the same time.” 

“But you don’t seem able to stop yourself from being distracted. I see it 

in you. You think about precious little else.” 

“Well your relationship is hardly a model for the world to see.” 

“Now just one second. Leave that out of it. This is about you.” 

“No. This is about you too. How do you think you can advise me when 

you married a man you profess now not to love?” 

“Now just one second.” 

It was her turn to lose her temper.  

“Don’t go nosing about in my affairs?” 

“My private affairs appear to be fair game so why not yours?” 

“I am your mother.” 

“And I am your son and I am going out.” 
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I left the table and went upstairs and got my jacket. She was still sitting 

there when I walked through the kitchen and out the back door. I was too 

angry to continue the conversation or hope that it might get on to some 

less controversial topic. Of course she was right in a lot of what she said. 

I knew it in my heart and yet I was too young, young in years and not 

ready to see things her way.   

 

I walked down Rathmines Road and into the village. It was still hours 

away from my shift in the café and I went into the shopping centre and 

browsed around. I wasn’t really looking for anything. I just wanted to get 

away.  

 

Maybe she was right. I was a selfish yolk and my own thoughts had 

tended in that direction. She only knew the sanitised version of me. I 

would never tell her about stuff like Barbara. I would hardly tell anyone 

except maybe Joe and even him sparingly.  

 

I supposed I was a neglecting my future. I hadn’t even thought about 

what job I might do for a career. I had only the vaguest notion of getting 

to California or now even Holland and that it would take care of itself.  

 

There didn’t seem much to cling on to in all this doubt in confusion. I 

climbed the spiral staircase to the coffee shop and bought myself a coffee 

and found a seat overlooking the shopping precinct below. Cora was real, 

at least for now and with her I didn’t seem so doubtful.  

 

I hated my mother but I loved her at the same time. In the absence of my 

father’s inclination to be a disciplinarian she played that role. Of course 

she couldn’t play it, at least not effectively with me. I never took her 

seriously.  

 

I wanted to move out but I would be moving country at the same time, so 

what was the point in moving out for a month or two to live in some 

grotty flat in Dublin like my brother did. It didn’t seem like a very 

compelling argument, but of course I had to endure this constant 

commentary from her.  

 

In the absence of other reasons to be happy my thoughts focused on my 

imminent visit to Holland. Yes it would be good to see her again. She 

understood me. She was a spoilt brat also and together we would do just 

fine. 
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My shift passed quickly and I was thankful for that. Tony was not 

working this evening and I didn’t as a consequence have to look busy all 

the time, which was the only thing that made him happy. Ever since I had 

told the French girl to fuck off she had been much more polite and 

respectful. And I even found that I could get on okay with her. Tony told 

me she had no authority to give orders. 

 

When I left the café there was a biter of a wind coming down the river 

from the docks. I forgot my gloves so the best I could manage was to 

stuff my hands into the cuffs of my jacket. 

 

I was flying in the face of responsibility and all that was normal and 

sensible I supposed, but what of it. I didn’t want to live in Dublin with its 

freezing winters and its parochial and conventional attitudes. I had seen 

the world and I knew there were better places, better than this at any rate.  

 

I wasn’t ready for responsibility, as my mother understood it. It meant in 

practice self-abnegation and an unswerving loyalty to family and for 

what? What did she get out of it? We didn’t even get on that well together 

and our every conversation seemed to degenerate into an argument of 

some description.  

 

When I got home the lights were out and no-one was up. I sat in the 

kitchen for a while and had something to drink. I didn’t feel tired but it 

was freezing cold and in the end I decided to go to bed.  

 

Sleep was an elusive commodity that evening. And my thoughts returned 

more than once to the conversation that we had in the morning. I wanted 

to reach out to my mother and say there was something tangible about the 

link between us and that I did understand her and what she was trying to 

tell me, but I couldn’t find the words or the gestures to match.  

 

The next day I woke early and despite my custom rose early also. I had to 

go into town to collect my tickets and the thought that soon I would be 

seeing Cora again put me in good form.  

 

My mother had gone to work by the time I got up and the house was 

quiet. Niamh was still in bed. She was in college still but clearly not 

taking full advantage of it. My father was at work and my sister Elma was 

at school.  

 

Events were now in motion that couldn’t be undone and it occurred to me 

that I could just drop the whole thing and not go to Holland and just leave 
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it as it was. But when I thought that I knew in an instant that was far from 

what I wanted to do.  

 

My feelings were growing in strength. Still not quite the match of hers 

but developing at an organic and what seemed like an unstoppable rate. I 

felt no inclination to drop anything. Of course the outlook was awful. I 

could agree that as much as any one. I was all over the place and she was 

a whimsical and changeable girl. What prospect had we of making 

something last? 

 

I caught the bus at the stop near the house and sat up on the top deck 

preferring the view. There was hardly anyone on the bus and I passed the 

time looking at the world below.  

 

I got out at the quays and walked the few hundred metres to the travel 

agency. It was busy and I had to take a ticket and wait. After what seemed 

like an age my number was called. 

 

I went up and collected my tickets and put them in my bag. There were 

two legs to the journey. The first was to London and then onwards to 

Amsterdam. They were cheap tickets but I didn’t care. It didn’t bother me 

to wait an extra few hours in the airport since I was saving quite a bit by 

doing it. 

 

What was she doing? And what was she thinking at this precise moment? 

Was she thinking about me? And if not why not? Did she mean all the 

things she wrote in her letters about ours being a higher, special love and 

that we had a future together with babies and marriage and so on. I had to 

stop myself from going on.  

 

I resolved now that there was no necessity to call again. I had written the 

flight details to her. And my departure was a scant week away. Calling 

would be a waste of money. 

 

I caught the bus back home and found a seat on the top deck. In my hand 

were the tickets and I knew our next meeting would not be long 

postponed. 
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Chapter 7– Going to Holland to see Cora 

 

On the day of my departure to Holland I checked that my bag was fully 

packed and secured. I had included a present for her because it was a 

Dutch custom to give presents on December 5
th
 and not wanting to be 

outdone I had bought her a number of gifts. 

 

There was a claddagh ring, which I bought for a fiver in a jeweller off 

Grafton Street. There was romantic novel from the classical era. There 

was chocolate and a five-pound hunk of Irish smoked salmon, which I 

was hoping Cora’s Mum might appreciate.  

 

On the day the whole family came to the airport and my Mum gave me a 

hug and told me to look after myself and I promised to buy presents for 

everyone especially Elma. I knew I wasn’t going too long this time but it 

was the precursor to a much longer stint away from home, as they all 

knew. I hugged everyone goodbye and passed through the departure gates 

and disappeared behind frosted glass doors. 

 

After that I had a lot of time on my hands so I sat in the lounge. I was too 

distracted and too excited to read. My heavier bag I had checked through 

at the check in desk. I kept turning over and over a small passport photo I 

had of her. It was the only picture she gave me and it didn’t even look 

very much like her. I kept it in my wallet. It was customary over there to 

keep a picture of one’s loved one at all times. 

 

Finally the plane arrived and after the usual delays we were airborne. It 

was only a short hop to London and I sat in the window seat. At least my 

journey was underway. After a while a very cute airhostess came around 

with a small meal and coffee. 

 

I resolved to myself that I would not repeat the Barbara fiasco so I had 

foresworn making any conversation with strange ladies or involving 

myself in any way in their lives. I was lucky to get away with it. Next 

time I might not and I didn’t want to be the cause for our break-up.   

 

Within ten minutes the airhostesses were collecting the trays and the 

plane was making its final approach to London. I was amongst the first to 

leave, my bags I had checked through. I sat in the departure lounge with 

four hours to wait.  

 

How did I spend those hours? I got bored after a while and despite my 

resolution struck up a conversation with some flight attendants. I told 
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them I was going to see my girlfriend and they asked me about her. Then 

I showed them the picture and they were very impressed. 

“Ooh, she’s gorgeous,” said one.  

They all nodded in agreement.  

 

There was no sense wandering around the airport. I had purchased all my 

gifts in any case. I found a comfortable seat and stretched out and waited 

for the boarding to begin again. 

 

It took over an hour of flying time before we reached Amsterdam. The 

flight was delayed, however I was through customs and baggage reclaim 

in record time. I passed through the gate and out into the arrivals hall. 

 

I stood looking around for her. What if she wasn’t here? Would I have to 

make the journey all the way to her house alone? 

  

“There you are!” I heard a familiar voice and turned around. There she 

stood smiling away at me. She embraced me. 

“You are late” she said. 

“Oh the flight. It was late landing in Amsterdam.” 

“I can’t believe you are finally here.” 

She held my hands in hers and studied me closely. She looked fantastic. 

She was wearing a chiffon wrap around tight brown leggings and above 

that a black turtle neck with a brown corduroy jacket on top. 

“You like the way I look?” she asked. 

“Of course.” 

“Come on we must get moving if we are to catch the train.” 

 

She took one of my bags and we walked to the exit for the train to 

Amsterdam. It was weird seeing her again and especially weird after all 

the letters and phone calls to finally meet her in the flesh. She looked 

different from what I expected and yet the same too. 

 

I wanted to hug and kiss her but I could sense that she did not feel that 

way. There was a certain reserve there that I had not experienced before, 

almost a restraint or holding back. 

 

“So how are your family and all your friends in Ireland?” she asked when 

we were seated on the train. 

“Oh they are fine. You know the usual Catholic Irish dysfunctionality.” 

“Why do you always do that? Make fun of them.” There was an edge in 

her voice. 
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“I am not making fun. Well maybe I am but I am entitled too. It is how I 

relate to them.” 

 

I thought about how much I had looked forward to this day and of all the 

things I wanted to say and do with her and now that it was here it just was 

normal and maybe even routine. Could such a thing be possible or even 

desirable? 

 

There was silence for a while. I could sense she was volatile and I didn’t 

want to provoke her. 

“Are you okay?” I asked. “You seem a little edgy?” 

“I just feel weird that’s all. It was so long since I have seen you and now 

you are here and I am tired too. I got up very early this morning to be 

here.” 

“I appreciate you coming.” 

“That’s okay. I wanted to come anyway.” 

 

I took her hand and held it until the coffee lady came around with her cart 

and we both bought some. 

 

“So there is a lot to do this time. And I have it all planned” she said, 

recovering her spirits somewhat. “We will go to the house of my father 

and also to Utrecht and then perhaps Amsterdam for a day but not today. 

First I want to get you home.” She smiled. 

“I am liking the sound of that.” 

“I thought you might.” 

 

Her volatility was a surprise to me. Of course we hadn’t known each 

other that long. I hadn’t seen her in a bad mood except perhaps that first 

day in Ireland and then about her father. Neither of us like to admit to our 

bad moods another reason why we tended to ignore them or circumvent 

them all the time.  

 

Our time apart allowed us to avoid confronting the reality of each other 

and also to build up each encounter to being something wonderful when 

in practise it was anything but that. The fact was I knew an impression of 

her and she of me and I had no idea exactly how moody she could be or 

exactly how reasonable I could be in response. It seemed like that sooner 

or later that would all be tested.  

 

We arrived at the house and her mother and sister did not appear to be 

home at least she made no reference to them. She took me up to her attic 

room and I put my bags in the corner then she was back to business again. 
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We jumped into the bed and romped around for a bit gradually undressing 

in the process. Then I headed south and she killed the light plunging the 

room into a late afternoon twilight. She meantime reciprocated but these 

things don’t always work out as planned. I came back up for air and lay 

beside her. 

 

It was then I noticed that she was crying. 

“What’s wrong?” I said. 

“Oh nothing. Nothing. What could be wrong anyhow? You are here. That 

is what I wanted and now I don’t know. I just don’t know. Can we stop 

for a while? I mean this.” 

“Okay. If you want, I mean I don’t want you to do anything you don’t 

feel like doing.” 

 

We lay in the bed side by side. She didn’t want to be touched or have my 

arm around her as I found out.  

“Something just doesn’t feel right,” she said, after a while.  

“Oh.” 

“I can’t explain. You will just have to trust me, okay?” 

“Okay.”  

 

I didn’t know what to say. I was scared. Scared by her reaction and scared 

by what it might mean. She didn’t feel like it and yet as long as I had 

known her she always had. She was in fact the initiator and took the lead. 

I couldn’t take the initiative with her. It was not the parlance of our 

relationship and would be met by extreme hostility I always felt.  

 

We lay on in the gathering dark and meantime I was frantically trying to 

make some sense out of it. There was no point making a big issue and yet 

I couldn’t help feeling very rejected. I tried to be positive and enthusiastic 

but it just wasn’t coming to me. 

 

We got up at teatime, showered, separately on this occasion, and went 

down stairs to meet the family. Her Mum greeted me warmly and her 

sister even managed to raise something of a smile. 

 

I could take this in my stride I tried to convince myself. After all I was 

the older party, older and I liked to think wiser too. She would come 

round in the end, she just needed to be given time and space and I could 

provide that.  
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We sat down and I produced my gifts. Mum was impressed with the 

smoked salmon, which she incorporated into the main course. The dinner 

conversation ranged widely from Ireland to her sister’s course to 

vegetarian diets and the problems with macho males particularly drivers.  

 

Afterward we retired to the living room. Cora made coffee for everyone 

and the chocolates made an appearance. In addition to us four adults, a 

menagerie of pets occupied the room. There was a dog and two cats that 

chased each other around the room in a dance. This seemed to be nothing 

other than ordinary so I passed no comment.  

 

It had been a long day and with all the travelling I was tired so I was 

pleased when Cora announced she was off to bed. She seemed to be 

intimating that I could stay on but I choose to ignore that and follow her 

up.  

 

She was quiet when we got to the room and we undressed in silence and 

slipped between the chilly sheets. She quickly rolled over to one corner of 

the bed and I could sense the vibes were not encouraging.  

“Are you tired?” I asked, testing the water. 

“Yes. I am very tired. Are you too? You should be.” 

“I suppose I am. Is everything okay?” 

“Everything is fine. There is nothing to worry about now that you are 

here.”   

“You just seem kind of tense and aloof.” 

“I am tired. I must sleep. What could be wrong with that?” 

 

There she was blowing it off again as though everything was normal. 

Everything was far from normal when I wasn’t getting my billies. You 

don’t just turn the clock back and expect everything to be okay. We were 

intimate. We had crossed that threshold. It was a sign of our attraction to 

each other and I needed it to be constant. Anything other than constant 

was a huge effort for me.  

 

I was resentful and angry but I decided to hold my fire. I wasn’t ready for 

a confrontation with her, which I felt now, was inevitable if she carried on 

this way. For one thing I had nowhere else to go. I was staying in a 

foreign country and she was my hostess.  

 

What was I supposed to do? Move out and stay in a hotel? I could barely 

afford it. I could stay in the hostel in Tilburg but the whole suggestion 

was ludicrous. However I couldn’t allow myself to be derided in this 
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fashion. I had told everyone that this was a blossoming relationship and 

now I was confronted with serious doubts.  

 

In the end sleep took over and I postponed my indecision to another day.  

 

The next day when I awoke I was alone. I decided I would lie on until 

summoned. There was no point getting up and looking for her. She was 

somewhere around the house and I wasn’t feeling very warm to her 

anyway. I was trying to be reasonable but the effect of the last couple of 

days was anything but that.  

 

If she was trying to undermine me she was doing a damn good job. I was 

suppose to carry on as if nothing strange was happening and she would 

blow off any attempt by me to try to understand this change of heart.  

 

Just at that moment the door swung open and she bounded into the room. 

“Come on you. You have to get up. Today we are going to visit my 

father.” 

 

I struggled out of bed reluctantly.  

“What time is it?” 

“It’s late if you must ask. And I have already been up for two hours while 

you slept.” 

“Where is your father’s place?” 

“We must take a train and there are only two every day so we must go 

soon to catch it. Don’t worry I won’t watch you change.” 

“I don’t care about that.” 

“Yes. You do Mr. Self-conscious.” 

 

Was now the time to bring up all my issues? I decided by her tone that it 

wasn’t. 

“Now you must shower and make sure to shave and wash your hair 

properly.” 

“Don’t cluck.” 

“I must cluck. My father is very strict and he likes everything to be just 

right.” 

 

She was nervous. I was amused by how meeting her father made her feel 

when so little else seemed to bother her.  

“Do I really have to shave and everything?” 

“Yes. You must. Now hurry up or we’ll be late. He’s picking us up from 

the train station.” 
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We caught the train in the end. She was a bundle of nerves all the way 

through, constantly looking at her watch and asking questions about her 

appearance until I had to tell her to stop.  

 

What kind of complex lay behind this obsessing? I knew her father had 

moved out when she was a young teenager and the leaving had not been a 

happy one.  

 

“What are you thinking about?” she asked. 

“I am just trying to figure out why going to see your father is such a big 

deal. You seem so nervous about it.” 

“Always trying to analyse me, aren’t you?” 

“Not always but perhaps often.” 

“Why don’t you tell me then, Doctor Freud?” 

“I don’t know. But surely you are relaxed around him?” 

 

There was silence. This meant she didn’t want to discuss it any further.  

“You don’t know what things were like for me?” she said, surprising me 

by resuming the conversation. 

“What were they like?” 

“I don’t want to talk about it but my father was never there for me to 

protect me.” 

“Protect you from who?” 

“From my stepfather of course.” 

 

It was on the tip of my tongue to say it but she said it for me. 

“I know what you are thinking and to be honest I really don’t remember 

what my stepfather did or didn’t do. I was very young. Though my heart 

tells me he did something very bad.” 

“What was that bad thing?” I asked. 

“Well maybe I was abused. But I don’t remember and I don’t want to talk 

about it. I will talk about it if I feel like it and not before.” 

 

I nodded. I had no desire to force any confidences from her. Knowing 

what she suffered whatever it was made me feel greater compassion for 

her and more forgiving of her contrariness. I wasn’t put off by what had 

happened to her I was only interested in her.  

 

Abuse, what could that mean? And what kind of effect would it have on 

someone. I didn’t know anything about it but I could only imagine it 

would be huge. She was the first person I had met who had that 

experience, or thought they had that experience. There didn’t seem to be 

anyway to be sure unless of course there was some evidence. But what 
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evidence could there be? And from what little I knew of the 

psychological impact, victims were often too embarrassed or guilty 

themselves to stand up and challenge their abusers. 

 

And yet it wasn’t my fault that she was abused. I didn’t do anything to 

her. I never presumed with her in anyway. Why should I pay the price for 

another man’s crime? It didn’t seem fair or right. And yet fair and right 

didn’t come into something like this. How could they? 

 

“Is everything okay?” I asked breaking the silence. 

“Of course it is. I am not some china doll, you know!” 

“Sorry. I am not suggesting you are weak or anything. I know you to be a 

very strong person in fact.” 

“Everyone has problems - you, me, everyone. The key is just to get on 

with things.” 

“But what about understanding?” 

“There is nothing to understand. I am what I am and you will have to 

accept that. Stop trying to change me or analyse me all the time. It just 

won’t work. I am not someone to have a theory about.”  

 

We arrived at the train station and she whisked me through the hall and 

out to the cold winter’s day outside. Her father was waiting by his car and 

he came over to greet us. He was a tall, thin man with a prominent nose 

and an aloof and distant aspect. He introduced himself as Peter. 

 

He greeted us in a reserved way and we followed him over to the car. 

Cora started to chatter away breathlessly. 

“Lovely weather we have been having lately isn’t it? Mama sends her 

regards and we are very much looking forward to using the scooters if we 

can. Are they still working, father?” 

He nodded in an absentminded way. I could tell he had little interest in 

her conversation. We both got in the back seat of his little car and we set 

off along a narrow road by the canal.  

“The houses are beautiful here,” I said, looking around me. “It must be a 

lovely place to live.” 

“Don’t be fooled,” he said, cryptically. “That doesn’t mean they get 

along.” 

 

I noticed with surprise his disinterest in her talk despite the fact that they 

had not seen each other in some months. Obviously she was trying to get 

his attention.  
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We arrived at the house. He quickly ushered us inside on account of the 

cold.  

 

The house was large and spacious with a one-storey open plan layout. 

The main room was the living room where an enormous fire was burning 

in an open hearth. We sat down on the couch and he disappeared into the 

kitchen for a moment. He emerged with a bottle of wine and four glasses. 

He didn’t look like he was expecting to celebrate anything but it was a 

convivial gesture.  

 

“So you work here in the village?” I asked to break the silence. 

“Yes. I do. I have a dental practice here.” 

“Don’t be modest” said Cora. “He runs the largest dental practise in the 

area, don’t you father?” 

 

After a while a tall elegant lady joined us. She turned out to be Peter’s 

girlfriend. Her name was Katherine. 

“So you must be the boy from Ireland?” she said, sitting down beside 

Peter. 

I smiled. 

“Cora has told me all about you.” 

”Have you?” I asked, surprised. 

“Of course.” 

 

The wine must have been starting to kick in because I felt expansive and 

conversational. I noticed a history book on the table. 

“So you are study Weimar?” I asked Peter. 

“Oh. Not studying. Just reading in a casual way.” 

“It was a critical point in German history, don’t you agree?” 

 

He nodded. And we were off. We talked about the rights and wrongs of 

the war and the whys and wherefores of various politicians and could the 

Allies have done more to prevent the outbreak of conflict and how 

runaway inflation wiped out the savings of the German middle class.  

 

He went into his study and returned with a manuscript he was working on 

and showed it to me. It was an historical essay on the subject. He even 

read out pieces of it and quotes to me. 

 

The women sat amazed at this unexpected bonding between Peter and I. 

Occasionally Cora tried to interject some comment into the conversation 

but he always dismissed her input. To be fair to him she really didn’t 

know anything about it. 
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The conversation ranged on and I could see Cora getting increasingly 

frustrated. Suddenly without saying anything she got up and left the 

room. Neither her father nor his girlfriend passed any comment on this 

and both carried on as if nothing had happened.  

 

After a while had passed I excused myself and went to find her. She was 

sitting on the bed in the bedroom, where we had left our bags, watching 

television.            

“What do you want?” she said when I opened the door.  

“What do you mean? Why am I in trouble? What did I do?” 

I sat down beside her.  

“You know what you did. He likes you more than he likes me.” 

“No he doesn’t. You are his daughter. Don’t be silly.” 

I put my arm around her. 

“I saw the way he talked to you. He didn’t pay me any attention at all. 

And every time I tried to say something he cuts me off, just like he 

always does. He likes you more than he likes me.” 

Suddenly she started to cry. Hot, heavy tears streamed down her face 

leaving a trail of mascara behind them.  

“That’s not true.” I said. “Of course he likes you. He hardly knows me.” 

“What do you know about it? What do you know about anything?” 

 

I didn’t know what to say or do. Should I comfort her or let her bawl her 

eyes out? I rarely witnessed emotion of this intensity. I was inarticulate in 

the face of such grief. It seemed disproportionate to the event – a few 

random and insensitive comments by her father, but who knew what the 

subtext was and what kind of a history they had together. I could only 

feel detachment and vague discomfort. I felt like an observer watching 

her.   

 

Eventually she calmed down and lay on the bed. I went out to the living 

room and spoke briefly with Peter and his partner. I didn’t mention 

anything about Cora or how she was feeling. Somehow I felt that they 

wouldn’t have noticed in any case. 

 

I said good night to them both and returned to the room where we were 

sleeping. In the meantime Cora had gone to bed and as was her wont she 

was curled up in one corner giving the strongest impression that she did 

not wish to be disturbed. I was at my limit with her and all the emotional 

bullshit. 
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It was two nights now since I had been in her company and on both she 

completely ignored me. Why did she not want to be with me? And what 

had I done that she would treat me in this way? I resolved to put up with 

it no longer. I would leave this night and go and stay in the hostel in 

Tilburg. That would be an end to it. I had no further patience for her and I 

didn’t see how it could be resolved. 

 

I woke her up. 

“Look I don’t understand what’s going on here but I just don’t care 

anymore.” 

“What are you talking about? What time is it anyway?” 

“Don’t change the subject. I am talking about you and me.” 

“What do you mean? What’s wrong with you and me?” 

“You don’t want to be with me anymore. Do you have any idea how that 

makes me feel?” 

“How does it make you feel?” 

“Unwanted and uncared for. I have looked forward to being with you 

since our last meeting. You know all the letters and phone calls and now 

this.” 

She moved over to my side of the bed and she put her arm around me.  

“Wait” I said. 

“Why wait?” she murmured. 

 

So this was the response. No talk no explanation just down to business.  

 

What was I to do? I was angry. I had issues and yet she made no attempt 

to discuss or resolve them. I know what I should have done. I should have 

got up off that bed and packed my bags and headed for the door. She was 

reeling me back in the only way she knew how and I wasn’t even putting 

up much resistance.  

 

For the first time it dawned on me that we didn’t see things in the same 

way. I couldn’t rely on or take for granted her affections, which up until 

this point had been consistent. There was no dialogue or explanation to 

resolve this. I had been robbed of my romantic notions. 

 

She started kissing me, and my resolve crumbled.  

 

Later when we were finished, we lay side by side in the bed. I thought 

about it and it seemed to me that this eleventh hour conversion of hers, 

precipitated under duress, did not give me a great deal of confidence. I 

wanted to talk to her but I knew she didn’t want to discuss it. There was a 

wall there between us and she wasn’t willing to let me climb it.  



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

92 | P a g e  

 

 

Her position was unambiguous. This was who she was and I could either 

take it or leave it. There was no scope for persuasion or diplomacy here. 

If she didn’t feel like having sex then she didn’t. If she was bullied or 

cajoled into it by me then that was what happened.  

 

Could this be the legacy of some childhood victimisation? It didn’t seem 

to matter whatever the reason. I still had to live with the vagaries of her 

mood and I still faced the challenge of loving her. Was it enough for me 

to have her in all her complicated glory? Or did I want more? 

 

I felt that if I could just get to the root of her problem perhaps I could 

help and in the process make things easier for me too. Surely there was 

some explanation or some logic for this behaviour and I could find it and 

solve both our problems. 

 

The next day we awoke and again she was distant and aloof. I couldn’t 

understand it and yet I knew she was volatile and I was loath to provoke 

her. When we got up Peter and his girlfriend were gone. We decided to 

go out for breakfast since there was little food in the house.  

 

“How are you feeling this morning?” I asked, as we were getting ready. 

“Fine. How else would I be feeling?” 

“Well you weren’t feeling too fine yesterday.” 

“Just what do you know about it anyway? You think you are so smart but 

you don’t know me. Not yet anyhow.” 

I decided diplomacy was my best option. 

“Look. I don’t want to fight with you. You know that. It’s just you are 

shutting me out here and I need to understand what’s going on. Can’t you 

understand that?” 

“Let’s take the scooters and go into town,” she said. 

“Scooters?” 

“Come on I will show you.” 

 

She led me through the house and into the garage. In the corner were 

parked two little scooters. We put on our jackets and she opened the 

garage door. Next moment we were careering down the narrow streets of 

the town dodging this way and that. I followed her lead and she led me a 

merry dance through cobblestone streets with gaudily painted shop front 

awnings and passed shoppers who looked on in amazement at the sight of 

Cora her blonde hair streaming behind her and me following in her wake. 
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Eventually we grew tired of the scooters and parked them outside a small 

restaurant near where her father worked. We ordered breakfast and we 

were the only customers in the place. And then as if from nowhere I 

noticed she was crying again. She must have just started without any 

prompting. I put my arm around her and tried to comfort her.  

“All my life I have been trying to get close to my father” she sobbed. 

“And he never lets me in. Can you understand that?” 

“Sure I can,” I said gamely. “I would feel the same way too I’m sure…” 

“If what?” she said savagely. 

“Look,” I said. “I don’t know what it is like to be you. Anymore than you 

know how it is to be me. But I can understand that you suffering. I can 

see that.” 

The waiter arrived with our breakfasts. I waited until he had gone before I 

spoke again. 

“Look you and me – it’s an easy thing. I want you to understand that. 

Whatever the problems, whatever the issues we will find a way.” 

 

She gave me such a heart-rending look that I nearly took a step back.  

“Let’s get married,” she said, softly. 

“What?” 

“You heard me. Let’s get married.” 

“But hang on a second. You’re still in college. I don’t know what my 

plans are. We’re not ready.” 

“I love you” she stared at me with the eye-widening look, as if searching 

to take in every detail of my face. 

 

I didn’t know what to say. I was taken aback.  I was too young to be 

talking about getting married. I didn’t have a clue what I wanted to do 

with my life. I still only had a vague feeling that it would involve her and 

yet here she was proposing marriage, not sleeping with me one minute 

and wanting to get married the next. I couldn’t make sense of it. It 

seemed too much to soon and I wasn’t willing to commit. 

 

It was so easy for her. She was led by her heart. She followed her 

impulses. My heart gave me no particular guidance. I didn’t even know 

how I felt about her. I liked her and her company but I didn’t like the 

histrionics and the cycle of rejection on the one hand and idealisation on 

the other. 

 

We walked hand in hand along the canal. And I stopped her and looked 

into her eyes. 
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“I meant what I said. This is an easy thing, between you and me. There 

don’t need to be any hassles or complications. If you have a question of 

me just ask.” 

She put her head on my shoulder and we walked back to the restaurant 

and to where the bikes where parked. 

 

After that point all talk of rejection and issues seemed to be forgotten and 

she was sweet as pie. We took the bikes back to her father’s office and he 

smiled a winters’ smile when he saw us arrive. It seemed plain that he 

taken a bit of a shine to me. 

 

“Where have you been today?” he asked when we came inside. 

“Oh just down by the canal” said Cora, “on the bikes.” 

“And you, Jack, do you like our little town?” 

“Oh yes. It is very nice. Would you like to join us for a drink? We were 

going to go to the nearest pub.” 

“Pub? What is a pub?” 

“Oh a bar, I suppose you would call it.” 

 

He seemed tempted but declined in the end. I think he felt he might be 

intruding. Certainly for my part I didn’t mind if he came or not. Later 

Cora and I sat in the little bar by the canal. She came and sat in the seat 

beside and stroked my arm, affectionately and laid her head on my 

shoulder. There was no need for conversation. I had the sense we had 

moved on to a new level and now that I had seen her at her worst I still 

accepted her and she me.  

 

“We will take the bus in the afternoon back to Den Bosch” she said after 

a long while. 

“Okay.” 

 

Maybe it could work out I thought. Maybe we could get married and I 

would be a dad and she would be a mum and we could just decide where 

we were going to live and that would be it. The dream of California 

receded and now it appeared I had two options. I could go to America and 

make my fortune as I dreamed I would or I could live in Holland with her 

and be married at twenty-three and that wouldn’t be such a bad life. 

 

“You know that I have a dream of living in America?” I said. 

“I know. You have told me often enough.” 

“Were you serious about what you said back there in the restaurant.” 

 

There was silence and she didn’t comment.  



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

95 | P a g e  

 

“Because if you were serious I would need to know. That is all.” 

“Maybe I was,” she said. “How serious are you?” 

“I need time to think. I don’t jump into something like that you know.” 

“There you go again with your analysis of everything. Did you ever learn 

how to feel or perhaps I can teach you?” 

I took a large sip of my beer. It seemed as though she was recovering her 

old spirits. 

“Does everything have to be adversarial? I thought we were on the same 

page for most things.” 

“You think before you feel always. Why don’t you just feel? What does 

your heart tell you?” 

“My heart is cast in shadow and I don’t know how I feel. I told you 

before. I can’t reach through the veil that sits over it.” 

“I can help you. But you have to let me.” 

 

We went back to the house and said our good-byes. Peter and Katherine 

came out to the front door to see us off. This time we caught the bus from 

the town to the train station. We sat at the back and she came and sat on 

my knee.  

“I want to be close to you. You are my boyfriend now and I am never 

going to let you get away.” 

“Don’t worry. I don’t want to run away.” 

“Yes you do. Of course you do. All men are bastards. But I will keep an 

eye on you.” 

“I’m not a bastard.” 

“You’re a nice bastard. But I intend to keep you that way.” 

 

It was clear there was some transformation in her mood and behaviour. 

She was much more affectionate and tactile than she had ever been.  

 

When we got back to the house it was already dark. We sat up with the 

Mum and the sister for a while and before long Cora was leading me up 

the creaky stairs in her room and there was no holding back on her part 

this time.  

 

I thought as I lay there that things could be okay and that the long, lonely 

questing that had engaged most of my young life could come to an end 

now and that I could accept this as having found what I was looking for. I 

couldn’t hope for better than her. Surely she was the answer to the 

question I had always asked of myself. Did I matter and was I real? And 

in her arms I did matter and I was real.  
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There were only a few little logistical problems to be overcome and we 

could find our way together. The more I thought about it the more it 

seemed right to me. Her and me we could take on the world together. She 

could do her psychological therapy and I could find something to do 

either in Holland or Ireland. 

 

Why go to America? What would I hoping to find over there that I didn’t 

have already. She was real and loving and warm and what more could I 

ask for.  

  

The next day we spent together. We walked arm in arm through the 

wooded area near the house and when we got back I took in coal for the 

Mum and replaced the light bulbs in the lights outside the back door of 

the house.  

 

I was attuned and trained for this kind of relationship. I knew how to 

respond now to her changes in mood and I extended an aurora of easy-

going charm all around her. Life was game to be enjoyed and in my 

company she soon forgot her worries. I became an entertainer and 

distracted her by quickly pointing the way out of her bad moods. 

 

This was the blueprint of my relationship with my mother all over again 

and I had schooled in this from an early age.  

 

Cora was always affectionate now and the contrariness of the first few 

days seemed to be a thing of the past. We played games and watched 

videos and went for walks and tried to while away the time as best we 

could, but there were few diversions in her little village and in the end we 

decided we would make a day trip to Utrecht for variety. 

 

“I used to live in Utrecht,” she told me. 

“Really when.” 

“When we were much younger before Mama met Gerbrand.” 

“Your stepfather?” 

“Yes.” 

“Did he live here for long?” 

There was a pause and then she answered. 

“This was his house. He lived here before he met Mama. We moved in 

and then when things went bad between Mama and him, he moved out.” 

 

Round about this time I decided to call home, just to tell them everything 

was okay and I was having a good time. When I rang the phone my 



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

97 | P a g e  

 

mother picked up. I was hoping it wouldn’t be her because I was 

expecting some kind of a lecture and she didn’t disappoint me. 

“Well are you bored yet?” she said when she answered the phone. 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean have you had enough of that Dutch girl yet?” 

“Don’t talk about her like that. Anyway you know her name. You 

deliberately refuse to use it.” 

“I’m just more worried about you and the effect all of this is having on 

you.” 

“No you’re not. You just are trying to exert some bizarre kind of 

influence over me.” 

“I want the best for you. That’s all.” 

“Well this is the best and I think you should know it’s getting quite 

serious.” 

“Really.” 

“Is there anyone else there to talk too? I am really sick of your attitude.” 

 

I hung up the phone shortly afterwards. There she was again always 

sniping away at Cora. As though Cora had ever done anything to her. I 

never told Cora about my mother’s attitude but I think she picked up on it 

anyhow. I suppose it was the way of the world that they didn’t get on.  

 

It didn’t occur to me then that they were more alike than I realised. It was 

clear however that she had no love for Cora. In my naivety I imagined 

that they would get on famously but that was not the case. What was the 

cause of this animosity? I could attribute it to little more than the fact that 

Cora existed and was in my life. Always my mother had slated my 

girlfriends. They were either ugly or sluttish or unsuitable in some way or 

other.  

 

And yet there were similarities between the two because my mother was 

prone to moods and often sought diversion in me and I became a master 

of anticipating when these moods were coming on and when I should 

react and when not to react. If she wanted to complain or someone to 

confide in about my father she would turn to me and I fulfilled some role 

with her in this regard.  

 

On my last day we took the train to Utrecht in the morning. It was a 

bright and fine day and we were both in good spirits. She had been to 

secondary school in the city so she had some associations with the place. 

Also there was a cathedral we were going to visit and take some 

photographs. 
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When we arrived we went down to the school and went inside. There 

were a lot of students and Cora introduced me to some of them. I got the 

impression they didn’t remember her too well but I went along with it 

anyhow.  

 

Later after we had been to the cathedral we found a bar and sat down and 

drank a few glasses of beer. There was backgammon sets on the table so 

we played a few games. I beat her very handsomely on all occasions then 

she got into a bad mood and didn’t want to play anymore.  

 

“You think you are so clever” she said, “and yet I know more than you.” 

“And what is that, that you know” I said, momentarily interested. 

“I know you still suffer for your brother’s death.” 

“Well I don’t make any secret of that.” 

“This is your big problem, I think.” 

“And what remedy do you propose, Miss Shrink?” 

“You need to let me help you. You have to want to help yourself though, 

first.” 

“Maybe I will. And how would you help me if you did help me.” 

“You have to step into the emotion of how you felt back then. I can help 

you with that. You must relive your feelings from that time when you 

buried your hurt.” 

 

We took the train back to Den Bosch and it was my last night. The Mum 

and the sister came out and made quite a fuss of me. It seemed as though I 

had won their approval during my stay. Cora was quiet and I wasn’t 

feeling to good myself. Suddenly the prospect of leaving didn’t seem so 

appealing at all. Here I was cared for and loved and at home in Ireland I 

had nothing but the coldness of my sparring mother to deal with. 

 

“You know you can stay here with us,” Cora’s Mum said. 

I paused looking for the joke but there was none. She was serious. 

“Oh, I don’t know. I mean I have nothing arranged and I have some 

things to take care of back home.” 

I was really kicking for touch because it seemed like such a big 

commitment and how would I get on the sole male amongst such a triad 

of females.  

Cora brought it up again later. “Why not? You can stay here and we can 

be together always and I will teach you to heal yourself.” 

 

That night, our last night, was a passionate night in the bedroom. We said 

goodnight early and climbed in between the sheets. We tried all sorts of 
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different things the first glimmers of light were emerging from the day 

when we finally fell asleep. 

 

She didn’t discuss again the prospect of me staying and I didn’t bring it 

up. I just wasn’t ready for a whimsical commitment and even though I 

had little going on back in Ireland I still wanted to get back and get 

myself organised. 

 

In the morning we got up and had breakfast. The Mum came down 

specially to say goodbye. I suppose she wasn’t used to having a man 

around the house and that this was a first in a while.  

 

We caught the early train to Amsterdam and she decided to come with me 

as far as there. I said she didn’t have to but she insisted. There was silence 

during the whole journey and neither of us wanted to say anything seeing 

as this was another separation that I had now grown to hate. 

 

On the platform in Amsterdam we said our last goodbyes sitting on a 

bench. It felt as though I had been kicked in the stomach and all the wind 

had been knocked out of me. I didn’t want to be separated from her. We 

were meant to be together. Everything was right about it. The moon and 

the stars and the heavens all preordained this encounter and she was 

essential to my being. To be broken apart again was just too much and 

too painful.  

 

We sat entwined for a long time. In the end she prised herself away from 

my embrace and ran down the platform without looking back. I knew 

though that she was crying.  

 

I wanted to run after her and tell her I had changed my mind and that I 

would stay but I didn’t and somehow I wished I had. My heart was a dull, 

pulsating mass and even though it gave me little guidance on matters of 

love I knew that she managed to prise away a little bit of it for herself.  

 

Surely this was the best time to seize the day and jump at this 

opportunity, an opportunity that didn’t come around very often. Why was 

I so indecisive and so reluctant to trust? 

 

I waited for my train to the airport and the homeward journey.  
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Chapter 8– Jack is in love back in Ireland 

 

The first thing I noticed in the days and weeks of my return is that my 

attitude had changed. I was sold. I believed in her. I realised now that she 

was genuine and I decided I could trust her. All the antics and the mood 

swings just served to emphasis the point on an even deeper level. I was in 

a state of love, I concluded and the feelings I had for her were feelings 

that were deep indeed.  

 

There was a spate of letters from her when I first got back but they 

gradually faded out to be replaced by one a week or sometimes even 

every two weeks. The tone of the letters changed too. Gone were the 

longings and yearnings to be with me to be replaced by much more 

mundane and practical matters.  

 

I sensed that her feelings were changing again and that the fever pitch that 

had been built up upon my last visit was fading away. I was in a difficult 

situation. My heart told me she was the one and I felt committed and yet 

at the same time I could feel that she was pulling away.  

 

She was taking some exams and was preoccupied with her studies. After 

they were finished she would she had promised visit me again in Ireland. 

I had thrown my initial caution to the wind and now I told everyone about 

her and who she was and what she meant to me. I even added in the bit 

about getting married.  

 

She had convinced me of the sincerity of her feelings and that I did not 

doubt. What she had not told me was that those feelings were subject to 

change and change unpredictable at that. 

 

I talked to my father one night across the old kitchen table in the house 

and asked him his view. 

”Well you can’t expect her to feel the same way all the time,” he said. 

“But I need to have some confidence in her. How can I know how she is 

feeling or what she will do if her moods change all the time?” 

“Faint heart never won fair lady.” 

“That’s a cliché.” 

“One with some truth to it.”  

“But seriously though, I can’t build a house on these foundations. She is 

so feeling led that she thinks everything is justifiable by her feelings. 

What about commitment? What about honour and integrity and 

agreements? They can’t all be dropped from a height.” 

“Let me ask you this” he said. “How do you feel about her?” 
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“I love her.” 

“Well then. That is as much as you can know.” 

 

I pondered these words later in the privacy of my own room. I had never 

been or known myself to be in a state of love. I mean I loved my family 

and my parents but I never thought that I was in love with a girl before. I 

had girlfriends before Cora and we were pretty close, particularly the girl 

in California. 

 

But this was different. The intensity was different. Everything was bathed 

in a new light. I became Mr. Happy and Mr. Cheerful at home and with 

my friends too. Joe noticed it and called it superego. I was indefatigably 

upbeat and relentlessly positive. I had taken the advice in the book to 

heart and now I realised what Cora was talking about. Of course all that 

mattered was the present and reality was subjective and that suited me 

very well because I didn’t want to remember the past and the past was too 

painful to remember.  

 

Another month went by and the letters and phone calls dried up 

completely. I left messages and they went unanswered. I was very 

concerned and I talked to one of my female friends for advice. We met in 

Bewley’s Café on Westmoreland Street and we had coffee. 

“I haven’t heard from her in nearly three weeks now. And she doesn’t 

return my calls.”  

“But she is still coming is she not?” 

She was a tall, big boned girl with long shoulder length red-hair and 

freckles. She curled her hair with one hand and held a cigarette in 

another.  

“As far as I know. Something is really wrong though and I am worried. 

Why won’t she call me back?” 

”Maybe she is toying with you – playing games to try to have the 

advantage.” 

“Maybe. Would you do that?” 

”I wouldn’t.” Her green eyes shimmered. I also suspected she fancied me 

but it was never quite confirmed. She had an endless appetite for my 

company and I certainly enjoyed hers too.  

 

I tried her number one last time when I got home in the evening. It rang 

for what felt like an age and then finally it picked up it was she. 

“Allo.” 

“There you are!” 

“Oh it’s you.” I didn’t like the tone of that at all. 
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“What do you mean? I have been trying for ages to get a hold of you. Did 

you not get my messages I left for you.” 

“I have been very busy with college.” 

“So busy you can’t return a message from me. I was really worried.” 

There was silence. 

“You are still coming aren’t you?” 

“Yes I am.” 

“You don’t sound so sure.” 

“Look this phone call is a waste of money. I have to go anyhow.” 

“Wait. What’s going on with you?” 

“Nothing is going on with me. Now I have to go.” 

 

I hung up the phone. It was pointless. She wasn’t going to admit to 

anything - her usual style. She was blameless of course. How could she 

be held accountable for what mood she was in? 

 

I faced the prospect of her next visit with trepidation. Unfortunately I was 

broke. My meagre savings had all been used up on one visit from her and 

one visit I made to her. I had nothing. I had been let go from the 

restaurant on account of my jetting off to Holland for a few weeks and 

my parents weren’t inclined to give me any money.  

 

It was too late to get a job. She was coming in a month and I didn’t even 

have somewhere to stay organised. I knew she couldn’t stay in my 

parent’s house and my mother’s attitude had not softened since we last 

spoke of it.  

 

There was one possibility. My father owned a house that he had 

converted into bed-sits. There was one tenant who hadn’t paid his rent 

and broken all the rules. If he could be gotten rid of then Cora and I could 

stay in his flat. 

 

I urged my father to take action on it and one night we decided to lock 

him out. That night we both slept in the basement, which doubled as an 

office for my father. Neither of us got very much sleep. About midnight 

we heard footsteps. Someone was climbing the stairs to the front door 

overhead.  We heard the lock being tried and with no success.  

 

My father went out to confront him and I could barely hear the 

conversation from where I was. In the end the tenant left and I was now 

the sole possessor of his flat. 
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The next morning I went upstairs to take possession and the smell hit me 

before I opened the door. When I did there were fully fourteen opened 

milk cartons sitting in the sink. Clothes and half-eaten dinners lay lying 

around. Every conceivable surface had been used as an ashtray including 

the TV and the kitchen counter top. 

 

The flat consisted of three rooms one leading into the next. At the front 

was a hallway and a small kitchen unit. Through the doorway was the 

bedroom and beyond that the bathroom.  

 

This was a bad situation. How could I get this ready in time for her 

arrival, which were scant days away? How could I expect her to live in 

something like this? It wasn’t fit for a dog and cleaning it would not 

really improve it greatly.  

 

I would have baulked at the thought when I was getting on better with her 

but now I was doubling convinced that she would not approve of these 

digs. However there was nothing for it. That was where we would have to 

live, whether she liked it or not. 

 

On the appointed day of her arrival I had two tasks. The first was to 

present myself at the US embassy for my green card which had been 

approved and was now available. The second was to make my way out to 

the airport to meet Cora off the plane.  

 

I completed the first task without incident and I took the bus out to the 

airport with plenty of time to spare. I found a seat in the arrivals hall and I 

kept looking out for her.  

 

After what seemed like an age I could see her coming through the gate. I 

went up to greet her and she looked at me as though I was a complete 

stranger. 

“Hi” I said, tentatively. 

“Hi.” 

“Do you want to sit down for a second? I have a table over here.” I 

pointed in the direction of the restaurant. 

She nodded. I carried her bag and we sat down. 

“How was your flight?” 

“Oh so, so. Nothing special.”  

 

I could see she was in a real mood. In the end there was nothing for it but 

to ask and have it all out – better now than later. 

“What’s wrong?” 
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“What do you mean? What’s wrong?” she said. 

“What’s wrong with you? Why haven’t you called me in weeks? What is 

going on? You don’t tell me anything. I am not a mind reader. I can’t see 

into your head.” 

“My feelings have changed. That is all.” 

“Well I know that. Why have your feelings changed? Was it something I 

did?” 

“No. It’s nothing you did. It’s me. It’s all me okay.” 

“And why did you come if you felt this way.” 

“Because I missed you so much, stupid. And I longed for this day, just 

like you did.” 

“So what are we going to do now? You are here for two weeks, aren’t 

you?” 

“Maybe I should go back. I don’t know. I don’t know.” 

I felt a stab of anxiety that she might do just that and get up and walk out 

of my life for good. “Well why don’t you stay and see how you feel” I 

said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well. You are here for two weeks. Make the best of it. Relax. Have a 

good time. There is no pressure or no urgency.” 

 

I said it but I didn’t feel it. At the same time my brain was computing 

other possibilities. Was it really worth having her here? If I accepted that 

she could feel anyway she wanted wasn’t I giving her a carte blanche to 

be as unreasonable as she felt?  

 

And yet I didn’t want her to leave. I had looked forward to her arrival for 

over two months and the last time we had separated it was as painful as I 

could possibly have imagined. I felt as though I was being surgically 

detached from her and now in the less than two months that was all 

forgotten and I was supposed to win her back and put in all that effort. I 

wasn’t so sure of what I was talking myself into. 

 

In the end we left the airport and caught the bus back to town. I knew she 

was tired and she didn’t say very much on the journey. After a walk I got 

her back to my father’s house and took her in and up to her new digs for 

the next two weeks.  

 

Despite my best efforts I hadn’t been able to get the smell out and the 

paint on the walls was yellow with age.  
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She didn’t pass any comment for which I was relieved. She wanted to lie 

down because she was tired after her travelling so I showed her into the 

bedroom such as it was and she lay down on the bed to have a nap. 

 

I really didn’t know what to do with myself while she was sleeping. I sat 

on the chair beside the bed for some time but then I decided I would go 

out and get some provisions for later and spend some of my meagre 

savings on a few household items.  

 

When I got back she was still asleep and I didn’t wake her. I was doing 

some cleaning in the other room and when I looked in she was awake and 

sitting up in the bed. 

“How are you?” I asked. 

“I’m fine. Much rested now. I have to make a phone call. Is there 

somewhere for that?” 

“There’s a phone right out in the hallway. You can use that. It only takes 

fifty pence pieces though.” 

“Oh. Okay.” 

“Don’t worry. I have some.” 

 

She got up and I could see she was dressed already. I already had a 

sneaking suspicion that she was calling the Mum. She was ever close in 

her counsels and no doubt she had been doing some thinking of her own 

while she was lying in the bed.  

 

The door was half open when she was on the phone. I wouldn’t have 

understood any of it in any event.  

 

“Well, that’s all settled” she said, coming back into the room. 

“What’s that?” I said. 

“Well, like you said. I am going to stay and have a good time and see 

how I feel afterward.” 

“Right.” I said it with less enthusiasm than I felt.  

 

“Give me something to do. There must be some work I can do.” 

“Well you can scrape the paint off the window frame with this.” I handed 

her a scraper. 

“Okay.” 

 

I lay down on the bed and watched her as she set to work on the window. 

She didn’t really know what she was doing but she was knocking chips 

out of the frame. 

“Don’t dig into it so hard. Gently.” 
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“Sorry.” 

“So didn’t you miss me at all after I left?” 

“At first I missed you terribly but then it got so bad that I was crying all 

the time and then Mama helped me to step out of the emotion.” 

“What happened then?” 

“Then I didn’t miss you so much and I was able to go back to college and 

get on with things.” 

“Well that’s good. Of course I didn’t want you to be missing college. But 

it is nice to be missed. You know. Appreciated.” 

“I suppose so.”  

She gave up her digging into the frame and came and lay down on the bed 

beside me.  

“You have such beautiful eyes,” she said, looking at me quite dreamily. 

“When you left I locked myself in the toilet in the railway carriage. All 

the way from Amsterdam to Den Bosch and I didn’t come out. I was 

crying so much. Do you realise? It was too much. I couldn’t go on like 

that.” 

She put an arm across me and for a moment I thought she was going to 

kiss me. But then she got up again and went back to the scraper. 

“I missed you too, you know.” 

“Of course you did. Who wouldn’t miss me? Did you know that guys 

come up to me all the time in the bar? I tell them I have a lovely Irish 

guy, and they are very disappointed. One guy even followed me into the 

kitchen.”  

 

Eventually it was time for bed and we got undressed and I lay on the 

outside and she on the inside of the narrow twin bed. I knew instantly 

from her posture that there was no intimacy on the cards and I turned off 

the light and the only light in the room came through the grubby slats of 

the Venetian blind from the half moon in the sky outside.  

 

I could have kicked her if it would do any good. But this is what I agreed 

to by my own words and she was being her whimsical self. I didn’t know 

how much of this I could take or indeed how much I would care about her 

if she put me through another one of these rejections.  

 

Despite what I had said in the airport, I was just about sick to death of her 

and rejections. I had never had to endure that with my girlfriend in 

California. Her affections for me were constant and reliable. This was the 

most head-wrecking experience I had ever been through. Why was she 

like this? And what male would possibly endure all this and in the name 

of what? 
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At the root of this was a childish and changeable girl who did whatever 

she felt like and no one ever really challenged her. That about summed 

me up too. But I was the one suffering here.  

 

It was going to be a long two weeks if this kept up. Sleep finally put me 

out of my misery.  

 

The days that followed we try to divert ourselves as best we could. We 

took in nearly every museum and gallery that Dublin could boast and 

there were endless cups of coffee and quite a few beers on my behalf.  

 

She had no objection to the normal trappings of boyfriend and girlfriend, 

it was only at night that she curled up into a little ball in the corner of the 

bed. Despite my initial anger and annoyance I came to accept that this 

was the way things were and I didn’t bother to push her or persuade her 

in anyway. I reasoned that such tactics wouldn’t work on her in any case 

and I was not willing to try.  

 

I pretended in effect that it didn’t bother me. But of course it did. I 

feigned indifference and dreamed of my plans to go to California and 

start a new life for myself. It was clear that the Dutch version of things 

was not going well and it didn’t seem likely to me that it would continue 

beyond this visit. 

 

I was angry too. Angry at having to turn the other cheek all the time and 

angry of hiding how I felt, a trait I had developed in her company but had 

been schooled in me elsewhere.  

 

It was probably day five of her visit and we were sitting in the flat. It was 

a rainy, windy day outside and anyhow there was nothing to do in any 

case. She allowed me to put my head in her lap and then she started 

talking about my dead brother and asking me questions about him.  

 

I suppose I didn’t mind answering but I wasn’t sure exactly how relevant 

this all was. 

“You don’t understand,” I said. “I am over him. I grieve for him and that 

is the end of it.” 

She laughed. 

“You are far from over it. I can tell. I have some experience in this 

matters.” 

It seemed plain that she thought I was as much of a basket case as I 

considered her to be. 

“Let me help you step into the emotion.” 
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“Okay” I said. 

 

She started rubbing on my chest, where my heart was in a circular motion 

and then she started asking me these questions. 

“Now step into the emotion of how you felt, when your brother died. 

Remember how you felt when he died. Remember how you felt for your 

poor dead brother.” 

“But I don’t feel anything.” 

“Try harder. Go deeper into the memory. I want you to cry. Can you do 

that for me?” 

“I’ll try.” 

“You’re not trying hard enough. Try harder.” 

“I am trying. I just don’t feel anything.” 

Tears were falling on my face from above. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked.  

“I am crying for you. You bastard and you can’t even cry.” 

 

It seemed as though I had engendered her sympathy and that was door to 

her pants, which I quickly followed. We became an item that night and 

her frosty reserve was beginning to thaw. She said it was because she felt 

sorry for me and she was crying for me not for herself. 

 

For me I didn’t move that fast. If that was what it took to win her back I 

was almost sure that was more than I could do. I was just fed-up and sick 

of her and all her u-turns. I didn’t tell her though and I really expressed 

my feelings around her. She seemed to have it in her head that I was this 

lovable doll that could be picked up and just as easily put down. 

 

California was the future now. And even though she said she loved me 

and even acted that way, she would forget again when she left and if I 

were to go over to her I would face the same challenge as before. It was a 

challenge to great for me to bear. I just couldn’t do it. I didn’t have the 

stamina and the determination to make that kind of gesture in her 

direction. I had done my best but that was quite literally all I could do. I 

knew if I went back there again I would at least initially be unwelcome 

and that was more than I could bear.  

 

And yet here she was with all her faults, unambiguous and open. Take it 

or leave it, she was saying and why wouldn’t I take it. Why not jump for 

the opportunity she was? I wouldn’t always be favour of the month but I 

could at least draw on the experience I had of her and draw confidence 

from that.  

 



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

109 | P a g e  

 

And yet there was an intractable and unyielding part of me that was 

frustrated with her shenanigans. 

 

Her trip was winding to a close when Josh invited us both down to his 

parent’s cottage along with his girlfriend. He wanted to get a look at Cora 

I reasoned but I didn’t mind. It gave us something to do and got us out of 

the flat for a while. He picked us up in his Mum’s battered, yellow 

Renault and drove us down Wicklow in the direction of Blessington.  

 

The girls quickly bonded and quite a conversation developed between 

them.   

“I am telling you, Barbara, men don’t understand that women need space. 

They are not like an on off switch when it comes to sex” said Cora.  

“But surely,” I said, “if you care about someone you want them to be 

happy and feeling loved.” 

“It shouldn’t be an issue,” said Josh. 

“Exactly” I said. 

“I’m not so sure,” said Barbara. “I think I agree with Cora on this one.” 

 

Later when we arrived at the cottage it was already dark. Josh soon had a 

fire going in the living room and despite the stone floor the room started 

to get warm. We played some games to pass the time and Josh had a fair 

supply of beer that we tucked into. Cora didn’t like me putting my arm 

around her and when I did she quickly shrugged it off and went to the 

bathroom. Josh noticed but didn’t pass any comment. He had been 

briefed like everyone else that she was the love of my life. I cursed 

inwardly my lack of reserve on the subject.  

 

“Things aren’t going so well with Cora,” I said, to explain before she 

came back. 

“Sorry to hear that mate. Me and Barbara are doing famously, aren’t we?” 

“Yes indeed” she said. 

 

I was envious of their good relationship. Cora came back from the toilet 

and sat down taking care to leave a good distance between her and I. I 

resented the way she was casting me always in the light of the one who 

chased her. I could be indifferent also and I wasn’t just motivated by sex 

contrary to what she was trying to suggest.  

 

Later on that night when the other two had gone to bed we lay on a 

mattress in front of the dwindling fire.  

“I always thought this would be a very romantic moment with you here.” 

“Well isn’t it?” 
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She didn’t say anything. 

“You’re going home soon,” I said.  

She nodded. “Let’s not talk about it now.” 

 

We made love in our usual way, I silently she with much shouting and 

moaning. There seemed to be no issue with lovemaking anymore in 

contrast to the first part of her visit. 

 

On the face of it everything was back to normal but I knew how I felt and 

I wasn’t so ready to gloss over everything that had happened. There was 

nothing I could say or do about except at little something of my naivety 

had been lost. I just didn’t trust her anymore nor believe in what she was 

telling me. 

 

What she was saying was we were on again and everything was cool but 

she was still temperamental and contrary and the sweetness of our former 

encounters was definitely absent.  

 

The next day we went for a walk through the surrounding hills and valley 

led by Josh and of course Barbara. We must have fallen behind because it 

was just Cora and I at the back. We were crossing a small stream standing 

precariously on the slippery stones in the water. I slipped and went up to 

my knees in freezing water.  

 

Cora laughed. 

“It’s not funny,” I said, clambering out of the stream. “Look at my jeans 

they’re completely soaked.” 

“You should have seen the expression on your face. It was priceless.” 

“I don’t think you should be laughing at me in that way.” 

“Ah, touchy baby.” 

“Shut up.” 

 

I walked off on her and left her at the stream. I couldn’t tolerate her 

company anymore. She seemed determined to make fun of me and I 

wasn’t going to stick around for that. Inwardly I was falling apart. My 

great love was crumbling and all that was left was a sarcastic and critical 

girl. Where had it all gone wrong? Was it me? Was it her? Maybe it was 

both. 

 

I felt as dismayed as I ever had done and I knew there was no point in 

talking about it. She wanted rid of me from her life I had concluded and 

that was how she was going about it, making herself hateful and then I 
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wouldn’t want to be with her. It was a simple and effective strategy and it 

was working. 

 

I caught up with Josh and Barbara. 

“Where’s Cora?” said Josh. 

“Oh, she’s coming along.” 

 

I decided against bringing Josh into the whole thing since it wasn’t really 

his fight and he wouldn’t understand in any case. Josh was a simple bloke 

and simplicity was what he was comfortable with. Complex issues and 

emotional entanglements he avoided.  

 

The drive back to Dublin was largely conducted in silence. Josh and 

Barbara fell silent sensing the tension between Cora and I and I for one 

had no intention of dispelling it. He dropped us off outside the house and 

we went back into the pokey, smelly little flat and if I could have been 

one hundred miles away I would have been. 

 

There was nothing for it but to play it out until the end. She had one more 

night to go so there was no point in futile argument but I felt compelled to 

say something. 

“Look. It’s pretty clear to me that we are not getting on.” 

“I don’t think we get on that badly, if that’s what you mean.” 

“You must know what I am talking about. I can’t believe you are not 

aware of it.” 

“I told you my feelings had changed and since I have been here I don’t 

deny I have had some feelings for you again but it isn’t the same as it 

was.” 

 

I wanted to reach out and grab her and hold her like it had been before 

and make her understand that it could be again as it was and that I was 

able and ready for it and if she could only find her way to trying again we 

could make it work. Then I thought of California and the life that I knew 

waited for me out there and I felt my innate arrogance and anger rise in 

me. 

 

“Fine. Have it your way. But I hope you know what you are throwing 

away.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“We are soul mates. We are more alike than anyone you or I have met up 

to this point. That has to count for something. If you walk away now you 

will never know what you missed out on.” 

“Who says I am walking away. Sounds like you are, not me.” 
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“Jesus! Why do you always do that?” 

”Do what?” 

“Turn it back on me.” 

She sat on the bed. 

“I don’t know what you are talking about. I told you already that I love 

you. What more can I say? What do you want me to say? Do you want to 

hand me a script?” 

“It’s not that. It’s you changeability. That’s what throws a spanner in the 

works all the time.” 

“Well that’s not my problem.” 

 

I gave up and lay down on the bed. After a while she came and lay beside 

me. She spelt it pretty plainly all right. It wasn’t her problem – this 

changeability. It was my problem. Because it affected me and affected the 

way I felt about her. There was no sense talking to her about it. No doubt 

the explanation lay somewhere in that murky childhood of hers.  

 

I had my own problems with my brother’s death and the allegation that I 

was deeply affected by it.  

“What are you thinking about?” 

“You as usual.” 

“Ah. That’s a good topic,” she laughed. “It’s my last night. Aren’t you 

going to take advantage of me?” 

“Absolutely.” 

 

In the morning we got up early, as she had to be in the airport before 

noon. We took the bus from the quays and when she had checked in her 

bag we found a place to sit until she had to board. 

 

I gave her a hug and kissed her and told her everything was going to be 

all right and that we would meet again soon. She cried a little, not much 

and said she would send me a letter when she got back and then almost 

without thinking it was all over and she was walking away and I was 

walking back to my life in Dublin and beyond.  

 

Although in principle all was restored and put to rights I still had my 

doubts about it and as the days gave way to weeks there was no phone 

calls and no letters. Despite it all I was saddened by the outcome, I had 

thought that she might have a change of heart in my favour but it seemed 

as though all the time and space just made it harder for her to remember 

and after a month or so I gave up expecting anything from her. 
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Of course I could have phoned her or written but I felt it had to come 

from her and my strongest impression was that it would be unwelcome if 

I initiated the contact. 

 

That said I was still facing the decision to move to the States and it could 

not much longer be postponed. I could have gone over and activated the 

card but the more sensible thing to do would be to go over there to live 

particularly when I had no strong reason for coming back. 

 

My dilemma hinged on her and would she want to come with me to the 

States. Since we separated I had many doubts and uncertainties about 

what would be the right thing to do. If there was some love there and it 

could be salvaged then it was worth trying and I should fight for that. If 

not it would be better to have confirmation once and for all and move on. 

 

With these thoughts in mind I decided to make one more phone call to 

Holland and try to clarify the situation once and for all. 

 

I rang her number and after a few rings someone answered. 

“Allo.” 

“Cora. It’s me.” 

There was a pause.  

“How are you?” I said. 

“I am fine.” 

“Look. I am sorry for bothering you. I wanted to talk with you one last 

time because I am thinking of going to the States and I want to know how 

you feel about us and is there any hope left that we can be together.” 

“What do you mean hope? What are you talking about? I told you before 

I will always love you. What do you want me to say? I can’t make it easy 

for you. Why don’t you have any courage in your own feelings?” 

“Why don’t you come over to Ireland again? I would like to see you.” 

“It’s not a good time for me right now. I have university and I have 

exams.” 

“I need to have confidence in you. If you come here I will have that 

confidence.” 

”I don’t care about your confidence. It’s not my fault if you don’t have 

any. Anyhow I have been there twice now in Ireland and you have only 

been here once. Why don’t you come over here?” 

 

So this was the limit. I was in no mood to compromise.  

“Come over here. I want to see you. Just do it. I will pay for your flight.” 

“No Jack. No.” 

“I am trying to get you into my world. Can you understand?” 
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“Well stay in your own world then.” 

 

There wasn’t much else to say. It was clear that she wasn’t prepared to 

come over and I didn’t have the confidence to go over there. This was 

pretty much the end then.  

 

I hung up the phone and sat of a long time looking at it. Why should I go 

over there? Why should I have to chase her and her whims and no doubt 

be rejected by her at the outset? I didn’t need her. I could get women and 

women liked me. I didn’t have to go crawling after her as though that was 

all she wanted. 

 

Damn her to hell for her stubborn, obstinacy. I was going to the states and 

that was the end of it. And to hell with Cora, she could do whatever she 

damn well pleased.  

 

Just for badness I penned off another letter telling her of my decision. I 

may be indecisive but once I make my mind up I go for it. There was no 

messing about with Jack O’Brien.  
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Part II 

Chapter 1 – Over with Cora – Trying to get over it 

 

I thought that the business with Cora could be ended with a few simple 

gestures. We had broken up, that was clear. We were no longer in contact. 

I took all her letters and I threw them in the bin. I was doing what the 

psychologists say, I was moving on with my life and I was putting her 

and all her complications behind me.  

 

It just wasn’t that easy. I still missed her and I still thought about her a 

lot. I knew I shouldn’t and that it wasn’t good to be dwelling this way but 

I couldn’t help or didn’t care to help these feelings. She had won me over 

and just as soon as she had done that she was gone. Gone out of my life 

and I was only just getting used to the idea of her being around. 

 

There was nothing I could do about it. I was annoyed with myself. 

Annoyed for being such a pussy and letting her get under my skin in the 

way she had.  

 

What was the likelihood of us meeting again, almost impossible unless by 

arrangement. I had no reason to go to Holland and she was not likely to 

be in the states anytime soon.  

 

I was thrown back on my own resources and I was left to speculating 

about her based on the limited knowledge I had. Should I go over there 

and endure her hostility in the hope of winning her sweetness? I had 

already decided no.  

 

Perhaps this was a once in a lifetime opportunity and I was missing it. I 

had never felt this strongly about any girl and surely that had to count for 

something. But set against it was her attitude and her indifference, her 

expectation that she could feel however she wanted. I couldn’t live with 

that. Part of me said well maybe I could.  

 

And then I had the dream. It was one night I can’t remember which I was 

in my bed in my room in my parents house and I dreamt that I was 

floating in front of a huge screen made up of thousands of mirrors each 

one reflecting back an image of me but also letting light through. 

Through the panes of the mirror I could see a figure dressed like me and 

identical to me in every respect except this figure was being crucified on 

a cross.  
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I was very struck by the dream when I awoke and it confirmed my 

decision to go to America and not to try to restart something with Cora. 

She was too much for me and was asking too much of me. In simple 

language I was being crucified in my attempt to love her. She asked more 

than I could give and I needed to recognise that fact and accept it.  

 

I was a young guy and women liked me. I could find another girl and 

hopefully she wouldn’t be as complicated as Cora had been. My thoughts 

turned state ward and I began to prepare for my trip over there. I knew I 

wouldn’t be around for a long time to come, years at least, maybe longer, 

so I took time to say good-bye to all my friends and relatives and to make 

sure I left no one out on my rounds.  

 

I hadn’t very much money and my Dad gave me a thousand dollars and 

told me not to tell my mother how much he was giving me. It seemed like 

a lot but it would have to last me until I got a job in San Francisco and 

they were not easy to come by from what I had heard.  

 

My other thoughts were that I didn’t want to go to San Francisco alone 

and that ideally I should attach myself to some group so that I would have 

safety in numbers and people to share accommodation with.  

 

With this mind I asked around and identified one group of Irish students 

who were going to San Francisco and I asked their leader if I could come 

along. His name was Justin. 

 

We met in the UCD coffee shop and I explained my situation to him.  

“You want to come with us to San Francisco?” he said and he stared at 

me. 

“Well, to share accommodation costs and so on. It’s a win win. I mean 

you get an extra person to pay the rent. And I get to live in a nicer place. ” 

He thought about it for a few moments.  

“I’ll have to check with the other lads.” 

“Well okay. I can understand you may not want a stranger around but it’s 

really only until I get fixed up myself. You know I am on a budget.” 

“Okay. I will let you know.” 

 

And he did let me know. A few days later I got a phone call. It was a go 

and the lads were cool and I was pleased. How bad could it be living with 

a bunch of lads who already knew each other? It didn’t seem like it would 

be difficult to get on with them. I was a very easy-going person anyway.  
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The fateful day arrived finally and the whole family came out to the 

airport to see me off. This was final farewell for a long time and we all 

knew it. My Dad shook my hand and my Mum started to cry and I gave 

her a hug and even little Elma seemed sad, though nothing normally 

dampened her spirits. Niamh said good-bye and didn’t show any obvious 

emotion.  

 

I had a lump in my throat as I walked away but my heart told me America 

was right for me and this was the right move. I didn’t look back and when 

I went through the departure gates I sat down near the entrance and took 

out the only thing to console me in such a moment, which was my Bible.  

 

There was a place in Matthew’s gospel where Matthew comments on the 

role parents have in someone’s life and he wrote that anyone who prefers 

father and mother to me is not worthy of God. I read those lines over and 

over again and it helped. 

 

It was a long flight to San Francisco and I first had to take a connecting 

flight through Heathrow in London. I was full of excitement and zeal 

about my new life, which now beckoned particularly all the new ladies I 

was going to meet.  

 

I had agreed with Justin since I was the first to go out that I would find an 

apartment for all the other lads who would arrive a few days later. This 

meant in practise that I needed to find a three-bedroom apartment within 

two days of arriving.  

 

I had somewhere to stay in Palo Alto but that was still a long way from 

the city and I would have to go up there everyday. Palo Alto, San 

Francisco the names had an exotic ring but soon enough they would 

become familiar to me. 

 

I had no particular plan about how I was to find accommodation or a job. 

I was just going to show up without contacts or connections. I passed to 

Heathrow without interest I had been there many times before. I was 

anxious to get on with my journey and I was one of the first to board the 

jumbo jet to San Francisco.  

 

It was I out against the world and I was confident I could take it all on 

and handle it in my stride. I couldn’t sleep on the flight over I was too 

excited. I got into numerous conversations with the other passengers. I 

introduced myself as Irish and travelling to the states to live. Their 

reactions were universally positive.  
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Something about this emigrant story seemed to resonate with the 

Americans I spoke to. They all it seemed knew an Irishman or 

Irishwoman who had left the old country.  

 

I thought of my Californian girl and more the fact that I wrote her a letter 

before I left Ireland telling her of my plan to come to San Francisco and 

how I learned that she had also moved to the Bay Area from Los Angeles. 

I promised to ring her when I got settled in and I was looking forward to 

seeing her.  

 

I had not heard a thing from Cora and I had presumed that was a dead 

loss at this stage. Lucy was still writing me letters and I had even replied 

to one or two of them. It seemed that she had met someone else so I 

supposed the letters would not keep coming.  

 

Exhausted from my socialising I returned to my seat and put on my 

headphones and gazed out the window. If things had been different if she 

had been different I could have been going to Holland at this point or 

maybe even she could have been coming to America with me. 

 

We were supposed to be together. Or maybe only I supposed that. But we 

both had made promises to each other and I resolved that we would meet 

again sometime though for now my intentions and my goals were firmly 

focused on the states. 

 

After what seemed like an age the plane touched down in San Francisco 

and passengers started to get up and gather their belongings. I had finally 

arrived back in the states. I picked up my bag and made for the exit.   

 

When I finally left the terminal building the first thing that struck me was 

the quality of the light. It was a clarity and intensity that was unknown in 

Ireland. Patrick met me and he picked up one of my bags and walked with 

me towards the car park. 

 

“Did you have a good flight?” he asked.  

“Yes. Fine. Thanks for picking me up and I really appreciate you letting 

me stay for a few days. It will only be until I get things sorted out.” 

“That’s no problem. Stay as long as you want.” 

He started up the car and we drove along the freeway in the direction of 

Palo Alto. 

“How are things going for you over here?” 
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“Really good. I work in the university in Stanford. You can have a great 

life over here you know, as long as you work. Got to do your forty hours 

and then things will be okay.” 

“What about chicks?” 

”Well I’m married, so you’re asking the wrong guy. But you’ll be moving 

up to the city. Plenty of pretty girls up there.” 

“Cool.” 

“Martin will be back from work in an hour or so. I have to go out. So just 

stay in the house. We’ll all be back for dinner.” 

 

We turned off the freeway at the exit for Palo Alto and after another five 

minutes or so we drove into a residential neighbourhood. The streets were 

tree lined and landscaped. Behind the trees stood one-storey wooden 

houses of a rambling open plan design.  

 

He parked the car outside one of the bungalow. It was made of wood with 

a wide porch running outside the front with chairs and a hammock at one 

end.  

 

A pick up truck was parked in the driveway. 

“Martin is back already,” he commented. 

 

Martin was a friend from back home and Patrick’s brother who had 

moved out to Palo Alto as a teenager. I knew him vaguely but he had 

been kind enough to offer me accommodation for the first few days of my 

visit. He came out onto the front porch to greet us. 

 

“Dude” he said. 

We shook hands. 

“You made it.” 

“I did in one piece. How long has it been?” 

“Maybe seven years.”  

“That long already?” 

“But I am forgetting my manners. Come on in. Sit down and have a 

beer.” 

 

I followed him into the house. Patrick carried one of my bags. We sat in 

the living room and caught up on all our mutual friends back home. It 

seemed Martin had been out of touch for a long time. He met some girl in 

the area and it was going steady and getting serious.  

 

Patrick owned the house and Martin lived with him and his wife. His wife 

arrived after a while and I was introduced. She was a tall, deeply tanned, 
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with prominent teeth and dyed blonde hair. She owned her own business 

in the area and it was going well. 

 

We sat down to dinner and more beer. 

“So Jack, you can really do well over here if you put your mind to it” said 

Martin, picking up on Patrick’s theme. 

“It looks so affluent compared to Ireland. I mean the way you live, the 

way everyone lives, the cars on the freeway. It’s pretty hard to believe 

when I compare back home with this.” 

“It takes a bit of getting used too” said Patrick. “But after a while this 

becomes normal. I know how you feel. I felt the same way.” 

“What are your plans?” asked Martin. 

“Well I have to find a place in the city, fast. I have five lads arriving in a 

few days and they will need somewhere to stay.” 

“I think I can help,” said Martin. 

 

After dinner while the others were watching TV he handed me a copy of 

the Chronicle and pointed to the small ads. I read through and consulted 

my map for the location of the flats. I circled one in particular.  

 

“Three bedroom apartment for rent at intersection of Haight and 

Masonic. $1200 per month. One month’s rent as deposit.” 

 

“There she is,” he said handing me a picture of his girlfriend. 

“Wow. She’s really pretty.” 

“I know,” he laughed.  

“Where is she now?” 

“Down with her folks in Orange County.” 

“Where’s that?” 

“Near LA.” 

“Okay.” 

“Any way I am going to crash. I expect you will want to do the same after 

your trip. You can have the spare room.” 

 

I lay down on the bed after I had said goodnight to Martin and his family. 

But sleep was still very far away, my first night in the states. I was back 

and I could hardly believe it. My family and all my concerns from back 

home seemed like a distant memory.  

 

Tomorrow I was to meet Justin in the bar in the Fairmont Hotel. I would 

have an early start of it. And yet still my mind kept me awake. Who 

would I meet next and what would she be like? I hoped she wouldn’t be 
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as temperamental as Cora and yet something of that fiery personality kept 

things interesting and exciting.  

 

I wondered how I was going to meet this person. I was full of confidence 

and can do after my succession of conquests in recent years. I didn’t think 

it would be a problem.  

 

The next day I rose early packed my bag making sure to take the 

newspaper. Martin and his family were at work so there was no one in the 

house when I arose.  

 

I walked the few blocks as directed and I caught a bus, which took me to 

the train. The train was called the Cal train and it would take me into the 

city. 

 

It was a beautiful day in the peninsula and the sun was shining brightly. 

Everything looked so new and so shiny and perfect compared to the 

greyness of an overcast Irish day. My whole life was ahead of me and 

anything was possible and anything could happen. The sadness and 

misery of the past were left behind back at a rainy airport in Dublin. My 

parents and their whiney lifestyles, the thousand idiosyncrasies of a 

banana republic, priests and police and here the chance to start again and 

do it my way.  

 

I waited at the train station and the locomotive arrived right on time and I 

boarded and paid my fare. I had only seen pictures of San Francisco up to 

this point and yesterday we had headed south instead of north upon living 

the airport.  

 

The train chugged on through many stops and it was certainly no express. 

Finally I could sense we were getting close, as the skyscrapers of the 

downtown were just visible from the window.   

 

I got out of the train at the final stop and from the train station I called the 

number of the ad for the apartment. After an age someone picked up. I 

explained why I was calling and he told me to meet him at 3pm outside 

the flat.  

 

My next destination was to rendezvous with Justin who would be in the 

Fairmont bar at 1pm. It seemed reasonable that I could make both 

appointments and he would want to see the flat I felt sure before any 

decision could be taken. 
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I caught a trolley bus outside the station and it wended its way gradually 

downtown. It dropped me off in the financial district and I marvelled at 

the tall buildings and the rush of well-dressed, well-heeled corporate 

workers who scurried this way and that across the open plazas and into 

the buildings. There was such opportunity here for whoever wanted it.  

 

I walked down Market Street and took a right turn for Union Square 

where the hotel was located. I was constantly consulting the map but in a 

furtive fashion lest I be spotted for the tourist I was. 

 

When I got to the hotel I was early and I sat in the bar and ordered a beer. 

I wondered what it would be like living with Justin and his mates. They 

seemed all right but I only had the scantest of impression of them. I knew 

they were cliquey and that they did not like outsiders but I thought they 

might make an exception in my case.  

 

He arrived in the end late, and he looked stressed out. I waved at him and 

he came over with his bags and put them down beside the table. 

“Everything all-right?” 

“Man, I had the worst trip ever. I had to wait for two hours for my bags in 

Heathrow and I nearly missed my connecting flight.” 

“But you made it.” 

“I need a beer. He ordered a Guinness and sat down.” 

 

His face was blotchy and flushed and he touched it with his finger 

speculatively.  

“It’s eczema” he said, as if reading my thoughts. “It flares up when I am 

stressed.” 

“What’s the story with accommodation?” 

“Well I got an appointment to see a place at three. You up for it?” 

He nodded. 

“Have you seen the girls around here?” I asked him. “This place is a 

goldmine.” 

He smiled but didn’t go any further.  

“You’re single right?” 

He nodded. 

“Don’t you want to score a bird?” 

He looked uncomfortable. I dropped the topic. He was a shy lad I 

concluded. No doubt with a few beers in him he would be outspoken 

enough. When he finished his Guinness we left his bags in a storage 

locker at the hotel and headed up to Haight Ashbury.  
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We got off the bus at the intersection and we walked down to the address 

where we were supposed to meet the agent. He showed up more or less 

on time. He was bulging out in all directions out of his trousers and his 

shirt and he had curly black hair, which was thinning on top. He took us 

up a step flight of stairs with much puffing and wheezing and when we 

got to the top we were impressed.  

 

It was a spacious three bedroom with hardwood floors throughout. The 

street facing bedrooms had plenty of light, but one bedroom at the back 

was overshadowed by another building. The finish was done to a high 

standard and the kitchen was immaculate. There was however no 

furniture but we had expected this would be the case and we weren’t 

surprised. 

 

We took it there and then. Justin took out his traveller’s cheques and I 

chipped in my contribution and the agent gave us two sets of keys. We 

paid one month’s rent in advance and he said we could move in right 

away. 

 

Justin took a taxi back to the hotel to get his bags and I went out to 

explore. The first thing that struck me about Haight Street was the sheer 

diversity of characters, begging, selling and hanging around the street. I 

felt conservative by comparison and I had always considered myself a 

non-conformist in Ireland.  

 

The shops were colourful and brightly painted. There was a steady stream 

of pedestrians back and forth across and up and down the street. We had 

landed on our feet and no mistake. We had a flat right in the heart of it 

and there was even an Irish pub on our doorstep.  

 

I went back to the flat and Justin had returned. I helped him with his bags 

up the stairs. After that he wanted another pint so I brought him to the 

Irish pub where I thought he might feel at home. There was Irish music 

playing in the background and they poured their Guinness with care. He 

explained all this to me but it frankly went over my head. I didn’t like 

Guinness so it was a matter of irrelevancy to me how it was poured. 

 

We sat at the bar and it was beginning to feel like we had really arrived. 

From my scant knowledge of this bar I could already tell it was not a 

scoring pub. This was where groups of people came to get drunk and little 

more. I explained my interpretation to Justin but he looked blankly at me. 

“Are you interested in football?” he asked. 

“How about golf?” I shook my head. 
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“Are you interested in any sports?” again I shook my head. 

“We have nothing in common.” 

 

And he was right of course. We didn’t have anything in common. Justin 

was a regular, straight up guy. There was no complications or double 

meanings with him. It was a marriage of convenience between him and 

me. Nothing more and it would last just as long as the convenience was 

needed.  

 

I knew one thing. I would not be returning to the Irish pub to score. I 

didn’t travel ten thousand miles to hang around an Irish bar. I wanted to 

meet Americans and I had to find out where they hung out.  

 

We finished up and went back to the flat. There was nothing to do and 

nothing to sit on so it was cheerless place to be. I had to head back to Palo 

Alto in any case to get my stuff. I asked Justin if he wanted to come with 

me but he opted to stay. I knew Patrick and Martin would have made him 

welcome since it was only for one night but that’s the way he wanted it. 

 

We said our goodbyes and I said I would meet him at the flat tomorrow 

morning and I set off to catch the bus back to the train station.  

 

Even as I was sitting on the train on the way back to Palo Alto I was 

devising a plan. The plan was two fold. I needed a job and very soon the 

meagre amount of money I brought with me would run out and secondly I 

needed to score so I had to position myself in the best spot for such 

activity. 

 

The job was reasonably straight forward I believe. I would need to pound 

the streets in search of it and leave CVs off where I could and follow up 

on any ads in the paper. The scoring was more problematic. I needed to 

find a place to hang out where I could get known and which would afford 

me the best opportunities. There were quality females in this town. There 

was no doubt in my mind and I needed to find them and introduce myself. 

 

When I got back to the house in Palo Alto Martin was around so I 

outlined my issues to him. 

“Well man, the best thing I can tell you is that pounding the streets and 

the paper are the way to go for the job. Don’t ask me about the ladies 

though. I am sorted for that in any case. Mind you I never went out 

looking to score. Don’t you think you are a bit old for that?” 

“Probably. I just operate that way I suppose.” 
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“There is a bar in North Beach that is supposed to be pretty good. Can’t 

remember the name but I will figure it out and tell you.” 

“Thanks.” 

I sat down on the couch and opened a beer he offered me.  

“How’s the flat?” 

“Really nice. It is huge. But there will be six of us.” 

“Don’t tell the landlord that. He won’t want to rent to a bunch of 

students.” 

 

The next day was another bright and sunny day in Palo Alto. Martin 

assured me that the weather was pretty consistent and sunny for nine 

months of the year. I got my bags packed and caught the bus to the train. 

 

I decided to take a cab from the train station in San Francisco to the flat. I 

just couldn’t be arsed carrying bags any longer. Justin was around and we 

chatted briefly but I was anxious to get moving and I wanted to do some 

job search that day and it was already noon. 

 

Last night I had done some research with my map and I identified an area 

called the Marina district. This was my target for today. It was full of bars 

and restaurants and ideally suited for summer jobs of the kind I was 

looking for. 

 

I caught another bus outside the apartment and it took a windy route 

through the northern part of the city. We entered the gates of the Presidio 

and a spectacular view of the bridge and the bay opened up.  

 

The bus dropped me off on Lombard Street and I had a look around. It 

had everything I needed I could. The residents seemed to be 

predominately white and well heeled. There was a collegiate atmosphere 

to the place that reminded me of Los Angeles, at least the part that I 

knew. 

 

I started at one end of Lombard and worked me way up to the other end 

distributing CVs as I went. My usual spiel went something to the effect. 

 

”Hi, I am Irish and I am looking for a job. I have experience in restaurant 

and bar work and I am pretty flexible on hours and days. Just want to get 

working. Have you any openings?” 

 

It was not very encouraging however. Most of the places I went into took 

the CV but they didn’t think they would have any openings. Some were 

almost rude. Others told me to come back at some more convenient time. 



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

126 | P a g e  

 

By the end of the day I was somewhat discouraged. I sat in a coffee shop 

on Chestnut spending more of my dwindling nest egg and secretly eyeing 

up the waitress who was working behind the bar. 

 

“Excuse me” I waved at her. She came over. She was tall with long, 

blonde hair, blue eyes and a great figure. 

“Yes.” 

“Where’s good to go around here?” 

“Sorry” she looked surprised. 

“I mean are there any good bars or clubs.” 

“Oh.” She thought about it for a moment. 

“There are a lot of bars up on Fillmore. The Fillmore triangle they call it.” 

“Good fun?” 

“Yes. Sure. Look I have to get back.” There was another customer 

waiting. 

“No problem.” 

 

It was too early to get discouraged about the job. I hadn’t been looking 

for long enough. Also there were whole sections I hadn’t covered like 

Chestnut Street for example but also Fillmore where there were a slew of 

bars and restaurants. It was a spirited effort for the first day and I felt sure 

that if I kept it up a job would not long elude me. I took a walk down to 

the Palace of Fine Arts and then onto the green. The bridge was wrapped 

in a shroud of fog, parts of it still visible.  

 

I saluted this symbol of America and thought I was the luckiest man alive 

to be here in this time and this place and to have the luxury of this 

experience. The world was my oyster and who knew whom I would meet 

or where this would take me. I felt inspired and humbled at the same 

time.  

 

I caught the bus from Chestnut back to the Haight and when I got back 

Justin was tucking into a six-pack by himself. He offered me a beer and I 

accepted. I sat on the floor with my back against the wall. He had found 

some beer crates on the street and brought them into the living room. I 

filled him in on my activities for the day. He had made absolutely no 

effort to look for a job. Firstly I suspected he had brought a lot of money 

with him from back home but also his Dad had some connections in the 

banking industry and had hooked him up with an interview for next week. 

 

“Man the girls in the Marina are just fantastic,” I said. 

“You and girls again. Why do you go on about it so much?” 

“I don’t know. I just love women I guess. Don’t you?” 



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

127 | P a g e  

 

“Of course I do” he said, but he looked away nervously. There was that 

shyness again, masked by an almost aggressive assertiveness. 

 

Later on he tried to drag me down to the Irish pub on Haight Street. I 

gave in eventually. I wasn’t looking forward to going there. It was full of 

boozy emigrants just like Justin only he had been here two days. The 

place was packed, Cigarette smoke hit us in waves as we came in the 

front door. Two tiny fans suspended from the ceiling made little impact 

on fumes. The volume level of music and people talking made it almost 

impossible to have a conversation. 

 

Justin seemed oblivious to all this and we found a little corner to stand in 

near the bar. There was zero scope in the bar. It wasn’t any kind of a 

pickup joint and as a result my interest in being there dwindled to zero. I 

made small talk for a while but after a half hour or so I excused myself 

and Justin came with me back to the flat. 

 

I crawled into my sleeping bag in the little box room and I felt a peace 

and contentment at the way things were turning out. True there were 

issues to be addressed but everything was going smoothly so far and that 

was something to be thankful for.  

 

I hadn’t thought about Cora at all in the last few days. There had been so 

many preparations to make and so much travelling to organise there just 

hadn’t been time. I wondered what she was doing and did she ever think 

of me? She probably had someone else at this stage. She never struck me 

was the kind of girl who would wait around. I didn’t feel any jealously at 

the thought. If she was happy then that was okay.  

 

The world I knew with her seemed so distant now. Another time and 

another place, that it almost seemed unreal. I knew I would find another 

to love and that it was only a question of time. With my proactive 

approach and the proliferation of pretty girls it could not be long 

postponed. But Cora represented to me a soul mate, someone I felt I had 

bonded with on a deep level. I supposed that would be harder to find. But 

I was optimistic and keen to begin my search.  

 

And yet she had betrayed that soul mate bond, because whatever intimacy 

there was between us was not sufficient for her to keep her in the 

partnership. She had reneged on her part of the bargain and felt little 

compunction is so doing.  
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I wasn’t angry with her for the way things had turned out, more surprised 

that a deep bond like the one we shared did not call out to her in the same 

way as it had done for me. It didn’t seem like it should be a matter of 

indifference now, and that we should become strangers and yet that was 

what happened. 

 

I placed her in the pantheon of sundered relationships in my mind along 

with my brother and other lost loves. All that mattered was the present 

moment and I had learned the lessons of her book well. I could discreate 

the bad feelings, feelings of loss and sadness and put them behind me.  

 

The next day I woke early to the sound of a bus pulling up outside my 

window on the street below. It was eight am and I decided to get up to get 

a head start on job search. I had breakfast with Justin in a Cajun 

restaurant down the street. He had no particular plans for the day. The 

other lads were arriving tomorrow and he was trying to get some furniture 

for the flat. His aim was to walk around the neighbourhood and see what 

furniture was left out on the street. Then he would bring it back to the 

apartment. 

 

I caught the bus back to the Marina and continued my efforts of 

yesterday. I pounded the streets up Fillmore as far as Union and over to 

Van Ness. I was more determined than ever and I decided to include 

motels in my search. There was a large motel on Lombard and I went in 

to drop my CV off. The man behind the counter came out and called me 

into a back office.  

 

His name was Jeff and he was the manager of the motel. 

“So I see you have motel experience,” he said, looking at my CV. 

“That’s right. I worked in a motel in Los Angeles. I was the desk clerk for 

a summer.”  

“Where are you from?” he asked. 

“Ireland. Just arrived back really.” 

“My grandfather was Irish, from County Cork.” 

“Oh yeah. I know it.” 

“Look” he said. He opened a drawer on his desk and took out a sheaf of 

paper. “Resumes” he said. “There’s about a hundred there. They’re all 

looking for a job here. What do you think of that?” 

“I suppose that means that the chances of me getting the job are slim?” 

He got up. “Come on. Walk with me.” 

We left the office and walked out into the reception area.  
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“I have fifty two rooms here. I have six desk clerks and my wife and I 

manage the whole property. It’s a damn fine property. This is one of the 

best motels on Lombard or anywhere in San Francisco.” 

He took me on a tour of the rooms and then up onto the roof where a 

view of the city wreathed in fog spread out before us. 

“Well. If you want the job you’ve got it,” he said. 

“Excuse me.” 

“You got the job. What do you say?” 

“Oh that’s brilliant. Thank you so much.” 

 

 I didn’t know what else to say. He obviously had taken an instant liking 

to me. I don’t know what the hundred other people would say about that 

but it was his decision and I was ecstatic. Four days in the country and 

already I had found a job, and not a bad job at that, a lot better than 

flipping burgers or bussing tables. 

 

I shook his hand warmly and we closed the deal. We went back to his 

little office behind the reception desk and I filled out some paper work 

and showed him my green card and it was a done deal. I was to start in 

two days time and went over to a diner across the street and treated 

myself to a slap up meal.  

 

I was relieved because I knew the money I had wouldn’t last long and I 

didn’t want to be sending back home for more money. This way the 

thousand dollars would last me quite nicely until my first paycheck.  

 

I was in high spirits when I took the bus back to the Haight. I knew Justin 

had expressed some concerns about my ability to find a job as quickly as 

I needed to but now all worries were resolved and I could relax for the 

first time. The apartment was secured and so was the job. I was on easy 

street and that was a fact. 

 

The next day the lads arrived and suddenly our spacious apartment was 

full of suitcases and bags and bodies sprawled all over the place. Justin’s 

quest for furniture had yielded two earwig infested couches that had been 

out on the street too long. He managed to lug them up the narrow 

staircase leaving a deep scrape all the way up the wall.  

 

The new lads settled in quickly and now Justin had drinking buddies and 

every day they were down in the Irish pub partying up a storm. There 

were four of them and they were tight with each other and disinterested in 

strangers and people they didn’t know. They didn’t know quite what to 

make of me so I left it to them to figure out how best things should work. 
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Justin was the responsible one and they deferred to him on matters 

relating to rent and the apartment and any other organisational issues.  

 

There was one item of business that I had to attend to and that was 

contacting my ex-girlfriend, Kelly, whom I discovered had moved to the 

bay area. We had been in touch with letters and before I left Ireland she 

had written to me with her address and phone number. Now that I was all 

settled in it was a good time to call her and arrange to meet up. 

 

I was a little nervous about seeing her again. We had been very close and 

then it all went wrong so I thought there could be some awkwardness but 

I stood out on the corner of Masonic and used the call box to phone her. 

 

The phone rang for a few minutes and then a voice answered.  

“Hello.” 

“Is that Kelly? Kelly its Jack.” 

 

It was so weird to hear her voice and again and realise that she was no 

more than a train ride or bus ride away. 

“When did you arrive?” 

“Last week. How have you been? I had some letters but nothing much 

about yourself.” 

“Oh. I’ve been fine.” 

 

Was that reserve I detected? She was sounding a little cagey. I decided to 

plough on anyway. 

“Well look. Do you want to meet up sometime? I am living up in the 

Haight.” 

“Okay. I can come into the city and we could go for a drink or 

something.” 

“How about tomorrow week?” 

“Tomorrow week is good. I’ll pick you up on the corner of Haight Street 

and Masonic.” 

“Okay. I’ll be there.” 

 

I hung up the phone. She was sounding weird but it was two years since I 

had seen her. No wonder.  I decided to save all the news until I met her - 

meeting Kelly again after two years. I didn’t know how I felt about it. On 

the one hand she was a stranger now but on the other I had been closer 

with her than anyone except maybe Cora.  
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It was my fault we didn’t work out. I wasn’t ready and I was only in Los 

Angeles such a short time. When I thought about the practicalities of 

coming back just for her it didn’t seem very reasonable. I would have had 

to leave college and leave all my friends and family and move back to 

California. So I decided against it and I wrote her a letter telling her I 

wouldn’t be coming back.  

 

I knew that upset her a lot but it seemed like the right thing to do at the 

time. Now we were just friends and we had been in sporadic contact over 

the previous year and a half. She would send a letter and I would reply 

and then she would reply perhaps four or six weeks later and so it went 

on.  

 

I went back to the flat and the lads were tucking into another case of beer. 

I sat on the floor beside the window and joined in for a while. The 

conversation was raucous and rambunctious. 

 

“Ah Jack. You decided to join us after all. Here’s to Jack,” said Justin, 

raising his beer bottle in mock salute. 

“Good secure. This place. It’s plenty big,” said Hopper. He was a tall, 

balding, athletic individual whose entire wardrobe seemed to consist of a 

pair of shorts and a tee shirt, which he wore along with a pair of grubby 

white sneakers. He had a keen eye of the ladies and had already snogged 

one bird he met in the Irish pub on Haight. I was impressed with his 

skills. He was drinker without parallel and regularly imbibed the others 

under the table.   

“Well you know I try to get you guys a good place,” I said, on the wind. 

“I hope you appreciate my efforts.” 

“It’s not that hard to find an apartment,” said Conor. He was a short, 

grumpy and moody individual who rarely smiled and seemed to subject 

the other lads regularly to his caustic wit. He had so far stopped short of 

applying the same rigour to me but I was expecting it on a daily basis. 

“Still I have to admit Jack did a good job,” said Justin, ever 

magnanimous.  

“So whose on for Martin Macks?” said Hopper. 

“Me” said Conor. 

“Me too” said Justin.  “Jack?” 

“No I think I’m going to head over to the Marina. There’s a bar I want to 

check out.” 

“On your sweeney” said Hopper. 

”Yep.” 

“Wouldn’t fancy that” said Conor. “What do you think Peter?” He gave 

Peter a dig with his elbow just below the rib cage. Peter let out a shout. 
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“What the fuck did you do that for?” he said. 

“Keep your shirt on. I was only messing with you.” 

“What do you think of going off on your Sweeney to chase pussy?” 

“Fuck that. Give me another beer.” 

 

Peter was the tallest of the four. He was a generally polite, and respectful 

individual, except when he had a few drinks in him, and then he became 

obnoxious, racist and provocative. Cab drivers were subjected to a 

barrage of teasing and slagging. Passers-by in the street were fair game.  

 

“You’re a bit of a rare bird, Jack, if I may be so bold” said Peter, looking 

over at me with a smile on his face. 

“If you say so.” 

“He’s eccentric,” said Justin. 

“Yes. Eccentric.” 

“Who’s your favourite in the house?” said Peter. “Come on you can tell 

me.” 

“You know I don’t have any favourites,” I said, smiling.  

 

That night while the lads were boozing it up in Martin Macks. I caught 

the bus from the corner of the street for the Marina. I had done my 

research and everyone I talked to said that the best pick up joint in the 

Marina was on Scott Street. And that was where I was headed. 

 

The prospect of going out on my own did not faze me that much. 

Otherwise I wouldn’t have done it. I didn’t want to drag any of the lads 

over to the Marina, even if they could be persuaded. It was not their scene 

and anyway they would expect me to baby them for the whole night, 

when in reality what I wanted to do was chat to chicks.  

 

When I got to the Paragon already a line was forming down the street. I 

joined the queue. I knew I was on the right track. The chicks going into 

this place were top notch. Fortunately it was not too busy inside yet. Too 

busy was bad. That’s when things got really messy and guys piled in and 

the women bolted.  

 

A nice level of activity made room for conversation and conviviality. I 

knew I wasn’t a particularly good-looking guy. What I had going for me 

apart from confidence, was the ability to talk and converse. I could talk 

the hind leg off a donkey when that donkey was a cute girl.  

 

Eventually it came my turn to go in. The bouncer gave me a quick nod of 

recognition.  I found a spot by the bar. There wasn’t anywhere else to 
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stand and ordered a beer. There were groups of girls dotted up and down 

the bar in twos and threes - perfect scoring numbers. Two or three was 

doable. Anymore than that was unlikely to be successful particularly as I 

was on my own. 

 

I tried to position myself near a couple of women and when the right 

opportunity arose I would introduce myself. The right opportunity usually 

meant when there was a lull in their conversation or no other guys were in 

their vicinity. My chat up line went something like this - 

“Hi, My name is Jack. I’m from Ireland. Where are you from?” 

 

90% of the time this would result in a lacklustre response ranging from 

veiled hostility to indifference. Often when women went out with their 

friends they were engaged or even married. They didn’t want to spend 

their evening talking to a stranger. The remaining 10% would chat, some 

not for very long, others would chat all night but weren’t cute. 

 

It was a numbers game and that’s how I played it.  

 

I knew Justin and the rest wouldn’t be interested in this. Most of them 

had girlfriends anyhow. But additionally they were cliquey and 

xenophobic. They didn’t like Americans. Or so they kept saying. The 

prospect of talking to strange girls all night would leave them cold.  

 

I had a mission however and that was to find a girl as soon as possible. It 

was my overriding concern now that my job and accommodation issues 

had been settled. I was prepared and would spend all my evenings in the 

Paragon until my quest was settled.  

 

I moved methodically up the bar hitting off each group of females as I 

went. But I was drawing a blank. I noticed at the end of the bar there was 

a group of girls - approximately seven or eight. They had formed a circle 

and were dancing to the music. I normally avoided groups like this. It was 

almost impossible for one person to break in. 

 

I could see another guy on his own at the bar observing the situation and I 

went over to order another beer. On impulse I spoke to him. 

“What’s the story there?” I said, nodding at the hen party. 

“Oh, probably someone getting married” he said, “pretty damn cute 

though most of them.” 

“That’s for sure.” 

“You here alone?” 

“Yep.” 
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“Me too.” 

 

His name was Eric. He was from a place called Modesto and he was 

visiting San Francisco for the weekend. He reckoned this was the best 

pick up joint in the city. 

“Man, if you can’t score here. You can’t score anywhere.” 

“You had much luck here?” I asked. 

“You better believe it.” 

 

We decided to pool our resources and put out the story that we were 

friends to add to our legitimacy in the eyes of female targets. Two of the 

girls from the large group came over to the bar to order drinks and we got 

talking. My one was called Lynette and she was a fox. She had auburn 

hair. She was tanned. She was wearing a sleeveless black dress. 

 

I told her of my love affair with America and she wasn’t impressed.  

“But America has everything” I said. 

“No, it doesn’t. Europe has a lot more going for it.” 

“Culture and history you mean” I said. 

“Yes, well, that for one.” 

 

Now that I was prompting her I could see she wasn’t so keen on 

deconstructing America. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Eric 

observing. He was smiling. From what I could see, his situation was 

going well, also. 

 

Lynette’s friend was a petite redhead by the name of Sonia. She had a 

high-pitched laugh and she constantly touched Eric on his arm. To me it 

couldn’t be more obvious that she was interested him. He didn’t seem to 

see it that way. Lynette was by contrast subtler. 

 

More drinks kept appearing. Eric was ordering rounds and they started to 

build up on the counter. I couldn’t keep up. I decided to relax my rule of 

one beer in the bar since now things were clearly heating up. I put a 

tentative arm around Lynette and she didn’t baulk.  

 

I knew things were different in the states and people didn’t display 

affection in bars or public places but then I looked over at Eric and he 

was kissing away with Sonia. So I abandoned my restraint and moved in 

for the kill. Lynette didn’t resist.  

“You’re very confident,” she said, when we paused for a moment. 

“Well you got to be. What are we doing now?” I threw my remark out 

there as a tentative suggestion but then Lynette and Sonia got in a huddle 
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and next minute they were saying that they wanted to go and we were to 

come too. 

 

We piled into a cab and the next minute the cab with the four of us in it 

was chugging up one of the vertiginous hills that led to Pacific Heights. I 

held Lynette’s hand in mine and wondered where it would all lead. 

 

We got to Sonia’s apartment and we quickly split into two couples. Sonia 

brought Eric into her room and I was left with Lynette in the living room. 

She very quickly prepared the pull out couch for bed and I thought this 

could go be going in my favour. Next she stripped down to her underwear 

and a tee shirt and jumped into the bed. 

“Come on in” she said. 

I didn’t need to be asked twice. I climbed in beside her wearing only my 

boxers and we kissed and rolled around for a while. I hadn’t realised just 

exactly how drunk she was and within a few minutes she was getting very 

sleepy. I should have acted more quickly and made the big move sooner. 

Instead I left it too late and now she was practically crashed out. Still I 

reasoned as she started to snore I could see her again and there would be 

other opportunities. This was one for the lads definitely. She was very 

cute. 

 

From the bedroom I could hear Eric trying to coax Sonia into having sex. 

“Here chicky, chicky. Come to papa.” 

 

I didn’t get much sleep that night. I was never very good at sleeping in 

other people’s places and I knew that we would have to face each other 

sober on the morrow.  

 

In the morning I pretended to be asleep when she got up. She straight 

went into Sonia’s room, I think for moral support. I knew she was pretty 

drunk the night before but she held it so well that it was not easy to spot. I 

stayed in the bed for a while longer and got half dressed unless she came 

out again.  

 

Eventually I grew tired of waiting for her and I decided I would head and 

I knocked on the door of Sonia’s room now fully dressed. Lynette and 

Sonia were sitting on the bed and Eric was engaging both of them in very 

animated conversation.  

“How’s it going?” I said sticking my head in. 

“Hey Irish” said Eric. 

“What are you up to today?” I said, to Lynette.  

“Oh. Not much. Just hanging with Sonia.” 
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“Okay. Well I guess I will be going. I need to be getting back.” 

“Okay. I’ll see you out.” 

She got off the bed and walked me out to the front door. 

“Listen” I said, “if you ever want to meet up again. Let me know.” 

She nodded. She went back inside and came out with a pen and paper and 

wrote down her name and address with a phone number. 

“I live in Sacramento” she said. 

“Where’s that?”  

“Oh. It’s a drive. Not too far. I’ll see you okay.” 

She gave me a peck on the cheek and then I was gone walking down the 

steps.  
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Chapter 2 - Lynette and the Paragon SF 

 

Even though I exchanged numbers with Lynette it didn’t really develop 

any further. Despite my best efforts I could never seem to co-ordinate 

anything with her. She was out when I called. When she called me back I 

didn’t get the message. I concluded in the end that it just wasn’t meant to 

be. She kept insisting that Sacramento was close and she would be up in 

San Francisco all the time but it never really materialised. The truth I 

gathered was she just wasn’t that into me and even though I was into her I 

had to accept the way things were. 

 

I built up my exploits for the lads and told Justin and the boys the whole 

story leaving out few details.  

“You should have jumped her bones,” said Hopper over a beer the 

following day. “That’s what I would have done.” 

“Didn’t close Jackie boy” said Conor. “That was your fatal error.” 

“I wouldn’t go off with a strange woman like that,” said Justin. “You 

could be robbed or anything. How do you know she is not some kind of 

criminal?” 

 

I knew they were only winding me up. But it reminded me of my 

singledom and my thoughts for the first time since I arrived turned to the 

past and I wondered what Cora was doing and if she ever thought of me. I 

felt sure that she must but then I thought I was only projecting my 

feelings onto the unknown. She was probably in a relationship already. 

God knew for her it wouldn’t be hard.  

 

I redoubled my efforts at the Paragon spurred on by my initial success. 

Most weeknights I was down there sipping on my beer. I became a 

regular. All the staff and the doormen knew me by sight. It was a strategy 

that led to many dud nights where rejection was the main result but I was 

optimistic and positive and that kept me hanging on. 

 

I knew that sooner or later my luck had to change and some young female 

would take pity on me. I discussed my views with Justin and the boys. 

 

“We think you’re mad, Jackie” said Justin in response over a beer one 

evening. “How do you stand that kind of rejection all the time?” 

“Well I take it very well.” 

“I suppose you do but it can’t be healthy, can it?” 

 

I didn’t have an answer to that. But Justin was one of the most risk-averse 

people I knew. He would never take a chance and never go out of his 
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comfort zone for any reason. He was comfortable around the lads and 

there he remained secure in the company of people he had known all his 

life.  

 

I, by contrast, was out on a limb from the get go. I hardly knew the 

people who surrounded me and I sought to meet someone else I had never 

met before.  

 

The following week I left the flat at seven promptly. I stood on the corner 

of Masonic and Haight and waited for Kelly to come along. Now that I 

was actually going to meet her, the weirdness fell away. It was almost a 

routine as if we grew up in the same city in the same country and were 

just old friends.  

 

I knew there was goodwill there for my part and I felt sure for hers too. 

When she eventually did arrive in her car I had to do a double take to be 

sure it was her. She looked strangely different. Not what I expected. But 

then it had been two years. I was surprised but then I reasoned people 

dressed differently in San Francisco to LA. 

 

“Jump in” she said, opening the door from the inside. 

I climbed in the passenger seat. 

“Where to?” she said, and there was the same chime of her voice as I 

remembered. 

“The Marina?” 

“Cool.” 

“Where are you living these days?” 

“Oh out in the East Bay. You remember my sister had a place out there.” 

“Yes. Of course I remember.” 

“What about you? Are you here for long?” 

“Well here indefinitely. At least I don’t know when I might leave.” 

 

We plunged over the crest of a hill in Pacific Heights and down the other 

side. There was a strong smell of burnt rubber. 

“The brakes” she said, apologetically.  

 

Now that I was sitting here beside her a lot of the old feelings came back 

to me. I wondered if there was any chance or things starting up again but 

I felt sure she would have a strong opinion on that given that she was 

disappointed in such a severe manner before.  
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We sat in Dooley’s on Lombard and I had a beer. She had a mixed drink. 

It was a quiet night. There were a few lads at the back playing pool and 

the junk box was grinding out its familiar sounds. 

 

It wasn’t the time to tell her that I really did have feelings for her and that 

I had been as devastated as she at the way things turned out. She wouldn’t 

have believed me in any case. The timing was off in our first encounter 

and we were from two very different places separated by ten thousand 

miles or more. Who would make the big sacrifice? Who would make the 

big move? She had told me she could never live anywhere without her 

family and I kind of felt the same way.  

 

When it came down to a decision to give up my family and friends and 

move over to Los Angeles to an uncertain future I just didn’t and couldn’t 

make that step. There was too much distance involved and too many 

things that I would have to give up. I wasn’t ready when I met her and I 

really still wasn’t ready now.  

 

We talked about mutual friends and I brought her up to speed on how 

everyone was doing in Ireland and she told me about her roommates 

whom I had gotten to know over in LA. I told her about Cora and she 

could tell by the way I was telling the story that I was still holding a little 

candle. 

 

“But you should contact her if you still feel that way” she said. 

I thought before I answered that statement. 

“No. That’s the way she wanted it. Anyhow I am over here now I want to 

have a life for myself here.” 

“I was seeing a Spanish guy during the spring” she said, now that we 

were trading confidences. “It was no big thing really. He knew how to 

push all my buttons though.” 

“Did you love him?” I asked. 

“I wouldn’t say love. I liked him a lot. But love – well I wouldn’t go that 

far.” 

“And what happened to him?” 

“Oh. It just ran out of steam. Anyhow I have to get a job in the city. 

That’s my next project.” 

“You dumped him, didn’t you?” 

“Shut up, you nerd.” 

 

There was silence for a while. 

“Do you think it can ever really work out?” she said, looking into her 

glass. 
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“Between a guy and a girl. Sure it can.” But I said it with more conviction 

than I felt. 

 

She dropped me back to the apartment and we promised to meet again 

soon. I was glad to have her there as a friend. At least there was someone 

in this city that I knew well.  

 

There was no one around when I came up the stairs so I made ready for 

bed and crawled in beneath in the covers of my mattress in the box room.  

 

I didn’t know what the deal was with Kelly. She was clearly interested in 

keeping the connection alive but at the same time wary. She had been 

bitten once. She would not make that same mistake twice. I thought 

however I could discern in her line of question an interest in my plans.  

 

The next day I went to work in the motel as usual and when I went in Jeff 

called me into his little office at the back and he didn’t look happy. 

“What’s all this?” he said pointing at the phone records. “I got a call here 

for twenty minutes to Sacramento. I asked Charlie he said it wasn’t him. 

Do you mind telling me why you called Sacramento for that long?” 

There was no way out of it. I decided to be honest. 

“Look. Jeff, I’m sorry. I have a friend over there and I didn’t realise the 

time was passing. I’ll pay for the call if you want.” 

Jeff thought for a moment. His liking for me was battling with his desire 

to do his job as he saw it. 

“Just don’t do it again, all-right.” 

 

I went out front. Charlie was on the front desk. He was a tall, dark, black-

haired man who took the job about as seriously as I did. He was passing 

time and in the evenings after Jeff left we used to play cards in his office 

and drink bacardi breezers. 

 

He knew I had been making personal calls and warned me against it. 

“I’m telling you man Jeff checks everything. That anal butt nut.” 

 

When I came out front he looked up from the computer terminal. 

“What happened?” 

“Oh. I got a lecture and told not to do it again.” 

“I would take that seriously if I were you. He did fire someone for doing 

that once.” 

I sat down at the other terminal. 

“I know. I am taking it seriously.” 
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The shift seemed to drag seriously this evening and eventually Jeff left. 

We gave him a good margin, as he was known to come back if he forgot 

something, though we secretly suspected that he was hoping to catch one 

of us doing something forbidden. 

 

Charlie slipped out to the liquor store and I manned the desk. It was a 

quiet time of night. Lombard had little traffic and most of the guests had 

checked in at this stage. Eventually he came back and we set ourselves up 

in Jeff’s office. We played poker for quarters and I kept an eye out front. 

 

“Man I got to be careful with the booze. You know it can really get a hold 

of you” said Charlie.  

“I suppose so. I mean I don’t know anything about it. What happened 

anyhow?” 

“Oh nothing too complicated. I just kept drinking and drinking and then I 

got in a car accident and after that I tried to quit but I didn’t and I never 

had any money and my life went down the toilet.” 

“But you got back.” 

“Yeah. I got back in the end, but that’s why I have to be careful. You still 

going to the Paragon all the time?” 

“Sure am. Every night after work.” 

“Why don’t you save your money and buy some clothes? Man you wear 

the same shirt three days in a row. People notice that shit. I mean I don’t 

care but for yourself.” 

“Yeah. I suppose. I don’t really have any money.” 

“That’s because you drink it all.” 

“Well. We don’t get paid very much. At least I don’t.” 

“Hey. I don’t either. Do I look like I get paid a lot? Come on let’s play 

cards.” 

 

We played another few hands and after that it was nearly the end of the 

shift. We cleared away the evidence since we didn’t want Joyce to notice. 

She did the night shift and was a serious brown noser where Jeff was 

concerned. Anything she saw would be reported straight back to him.  

 

She arrived on time and came in the back door.  

“Evening Joyce, how are you?” I said, friendly as ever.  

“I’m fine.” 

 

I could never really warm to her. She made comments about me to 

Charlie, which he repeated and it was clear that she didn’t think much of 

my appearance or my work ethic. I didn’t really mind her point of view so 

much as her underhand way she had of expressing it. 
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It was quitting time and I left the motel and decided to pass on the 

Paragon for one night. There was a long queue forming down the street 

outside it as I passed by. No doubt inside it would be hopping. I waited 

for the bus on the corner of Lombard and when it came I got on and sat at 

the front. Sitting near the back could invite unfavourable conversations as 

I discovered in my first few days in the city. The front was the best place 

to be. It wasn’t likely to be picked on anyhow. I was a big guy but I was 

very conservatively dressed in chinos and one of my two shirts.  

 

It was time I took stock of my situation and now when I considered it I 

was alone in a foreign city far from home with few friends and fewer 

supports. Of course it was very free and I could do whatever I wanted but 

in practice that consisted of familiarising my environment. And apart 

from that I was thrust very much on my own resources. 

 

As the bus wended its way through the Presidio I thought of Cora and 

what could have happened and what did actually happened and for the 

umpteenth time I questioned if I did the right thing. Maybe I should have 

gone over there. That was what was called for – definitive action and I 

hesitated. I knew I was an indecisive person and prone to revisit the past 

often.  

 

But there was no decisiveness anymore. Just a myriad of options all 

leading nowhere in particular. If there was one person in my life the 

choice would have been clear-cut instead there were many. Should it be 

Cora or Kelly or even Lynette if that could have worked out? 

 

I just didn’t know what the hell I wanted to do with my life. What was the 

point of all this? I didn’t understand and no one it seemed had the answer. 

Life was routine, banal and dull and those who could accept that seemed 

to have an easier time. I was too uncompromising, too attached to my 

version of the truth and so I ricocheted through life from one situation to 

the next.  

 

When would it make sense? When would it have meaning to be on this 

earth? I felt a youthful enthusiasm surging through me but that may be 

because I was young in years. What about God? Surely he could bring 

some relevance to it all. But just sometimes God didn’t speak or maybe 

he felt it was a time I needed to work it out for myself without 

intervention.  
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I didn’t want to face anyone when I got back to the flat. I quickly 

bypassed the drinking session that was ongoing in the living room and lay 

down on my bed without undressing. 

 

I had reached the limit of my tolerance with this life that I had so recently 

created around myself and I wanted to run but there was nowhere to run 

too. I tried to console myself with the aphorisms I had learned along the 

way but none seemed appropriate. Yes this was my reality and all reality 

was subjective but it seemed as though the four walls were closing in on 

me and there was no escape.  

 

The next day I felt better and began to see the positives of my situation. I 

knew the motel job would not hold me for long and that with my 

educational background I could get a better job in the financial district 

just as soon as I got my act together.  

 

I needed to score I felt as my top priority. All these thoughts about Cora 

and the past had no place in this new present I was enjoying. I should 

redouble my efforts and I was back at the Paragon that night and I even 

spread the net wider. Some nights I roamed up and down Lombard and 

onto Union Street and the Fillmore Bars as well. I was focused and 

relentless and I had no doubt that soon my strategy would bear fruit.  

 

It was one night a few weeks later that I was sitting in the Paragon 

nursing my beer and I saw her come in with her friend. She was tall and a 

natural blonde which I liked. They stood near the bar with their mixed 

drinks as if unsure where to position themselves. It was clear they were 

on the pull. Then I saw two very tall black guys coming into the bar and 

they made straight for the two girls and together they walked through the 

bar to a seating area at the back.  

 

It looked like some kind of date but it was hard to tell. I wanted to speak 

to the blonde girl but it didn’t look like I would get an opportunity. I kept 

them in view however just to make sure. After a while she got up to head 

to the bathroom and I decided to intercept her on her way back. When she 

came out I was standing there, waiting. 

“Hi” I said. 

She smiled.  

“You know I couldn’t help noticing you when I was standing at the bar. I 

thought I would come over and say hello. I hope you don’t mind me 

introducing myself.” 

“No. I don’t mind.” 

“What’s your name?” 
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“Megan. Megan Jones.” 

“Jack O’Brien.” 

“You’re Irish, aren’t you?” 

 

I smiled. Up close she was kind of cute. At a distance her hair was her 

striking feature. I couldn’t say she was stunning or anything but there was 

something about her I liked. 

“Would you like to join us?” she asked. 

“Sure.” 

 

I came and sat down with the group. Megan’s friend was quite friendly 

but the black guys didn’t look happy. They were members of a basketball 

team and I was a spanner in the works – a third guy when there was only 

supposed to be two.  

 

I chatted away to Megan and she was really easy to talk to.  She had lived 

in France and knew more about Europe than anyone else I had met. She 

seemed to be really independent and self-led which I liked. The evening 

was winding on and there was no sense in letting this opportunity pass me 

by. 

“Do you mind if I kiss you?” I asked. 

She nodded her assent and I leaned over and that was that. I could see out 

of the corner of my eye the other guys smiling away. I suppose I was a 

smooth operator.  

 

I walked her back to her apartment, which she shared with her friend 

Sarah on Chestnut. It was getting late and I was torn between spending 

more time with her and catching the last bus to the Haight. She invited 

me up so I wasn’t going to say no. We went inside the building, which 

had a musty but not unpleasant smell. I sat down on the couch in her 

living room and she went into her bedroom and returned with a piece of 

paper on which she wrote  

“Megan Jones 821-7296” 

“Call me,” she said. “We can go out.” 

“I will,” I said.  

 

I felt she wanted me to leave and was too polite to say it directly. Tonight 

was not the night in any event. We had only just met and I had a feeling I 

would be seeing her again. I said goodbye and she saw me to her door. I 

ran down the street to the bus stop and was just in time to catch it. I 

reviewed my situation whilst on the way home.  
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This is what I needed – a girl friend. It would put an end to the endless 

loitering around bars, the thousand and one circular and pointless 

conversations. I could have a friend and a companion, someone to spend 

time with and to enjoy this beautiful place with. 

 

The next day I woke early and I decided to leave it for a few days before 

calling Megan. For one thing any sooner would seem kind of needy and I 

wanted to avoid that. She didn’t wow me in the same way that Cora had.  

 

I had breakfast with Justin and the lads on Haight. I was on a day off 

from work so I was under no time pressure. I decided not to go into 

details about the night before. Somehow it seemed premature and I didn’t 

want to leave myself open to the usual slagging in any case. 

 

After I left them I walked down the street in the direction of the park and 

stopped to use a call box. I was calling home and it was late at night in 

Dublin. The phone rang for a few moments and then my mother 

answered. 

“Hello.” 

“Mum. It’s me Jack.” 

“Jack how are you?” she sounded excited to hear from me. 

“I’m fine. Everything is going well over here. Are there any letters for 

me?” 

“Let me check.” There was silence as she put down the phone. She was 

back in a few minutes. “There is some here from abroad. I think one of 

them is from Holland. Do you want me to open them?” 

“No. That’s okay. Just send them on like the others.” 

Holland. That could only mean one of two people. Could it be Cora? I 

would find out in due course. Of course it was more likely to be Lucy 

who had developed a talent as a letter writer.  

“How’s your new job? Do you like it?” she asked. 

“It’s okay. I don’t think I would like to do it for the rest of my life but it’s 

paying the bills for now.” 

“Well we all miss you back home. The place hasn’t been the same since 

you left.” 

I felt a pang when she said that.  

”Will you be back for Christmas?” she asked. 

“I don’t know. It’s so expensive and I don’t have a lot of money. I’ll have 

to see what happens. Can you tell everyone I am thinking of them and 

don’t forget to forward on those letters?” 

 

I hung up the phone. She was very needy now on the phone since I was 

far away. As if I had some solution for her or some way of making her 
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feel better. I felt she invested too much in me and looked to me in way 

that I couldn’t respond.  

 

I walked further on and crossed the road and entered the park. I had no 

particular place to go so I just followed the pathway that led through an 

underpass and further into green meadows, which spread out in all 

directions around me. I was weary of my mother’s neediness and I was 

glad that I had put ten thousand miles between her and me. What she 

wanted from me I didn’t know but I knew I couldn’t deliver on it in any 

case. 

 

I was now feted as some kind of hero having left the nest. But it seemed 

unrealistic and improbable that she would feel this way. I had put my 

parents where they belonged in the past tense of my relationships. Of 

course I kept in touch but I wouldn’t be able to be here if I let this get to 

me.  

 

Later on that day I walked back through the park. I decided that I would 

call Megan anyhow even though it was soon and it might seem eager. My 

impression of her was she wouldn’t mind and I wasn’t doing anything. I 

picked a call box in a bar to get away from the noise of traffic and after a 

few rings it was answered. 

“Hello?” 

“Hello is that Megan. No this is Susan. Hang on, I’ll get her.” 

There was a delay on the other end of the line.  

“Hello.” 

“Megan. It’s Jack.” 

“Oh Jack how are you? Did you catch your bus safely last night?” 

“Yep. I just made it. Listen are you free this evening. I know it’s short 

notice and everything.” 

“No. This evening is fine. What did you have in mind?” 

“Well how about something to eat and then a few drinks?” 

“That sounds like a plan. Are you coming over my way?” 

“I can. That works pretty well I think.” 

“Meet you in the Chestnut Street Grill at 8pm. How’s that?” 

“That’s good. I’ll see you there.” 

 

I hung up the phone. Yes. She was on for it. I could tell by the tone of her 

voice and her attitude. She was keen. Fantastic.  

 

The rest of the day I spent in preparation of my big date. I told Justin and 

the boys I had met someone and I was going on a date with them. 



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

147 | P a g e  

 

“I have to say,” said Hopper, “you are some operator. Can’t be any doubt 

you will secure sooner or later.” 

“That’s what I am hoping,” I said. 

“We’re living vicariously through you, Jackie” said Justin.  

 

I had a few beers with the lads but not too many. I wanted to be in tip-top 

shape for Megan and rolling in half-pissed would not be good.  

 

I left the lads at seven thirty and caught the bus almost immediately to the 

Marina. I wanted to be on time. I suspected she would be fashionably late 

but I could hold the table while she arrived. When I got there the place 

was busy and I sat at the bar and ordered a beer. About ten minutes past 

the hour she arrived and we were directed to our table. 

 

Now that I could see her again I could see she was quite chunky in places 

but I figured that was not a bad thing.  

“So how are you Jack?” she said, whilst perusing her menu. 

“Not bad. Is this a regular hang out?” 

“Once in a while, I come here. The buffalo wings are amazing. I 

sometimes come with Susan or it depends.” 

 

We talked about Ireland for a while and I told her about growing up there 

and my parents and brothers and sisters and all the things I had left 

behind. 

”That must be very hard,” she said. 

 

She told me about herself too and how her Dad and Mum split and her 

Mum moved out west and remarried and lived with her husband in the 

East Bay. 

“Is it hard when your parents split up?” I asked. 

“I suppose it is. I still keep in touch with my Dad. He comes out to visit 

or I go to visit him once a year.” 

 

She was so easy to get on with and within the space of minutes we were 

chatting like old friends. There was no formality or pretence with her. 

“Do you go out much in the Paragon?” I asked. 

“Oh, you know. So so.” 

“I bet you there all the time.” 

“Maybe.” 

 

We decided to go for coffee afterwards in a coffee shop across the street. 

We ordered and sat in the window seat.  

“So you have been living in San Francisco for long?” I asked. 
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“About a year and a half. Since I left college.” 

“What’s it like living here?” 

“Oh. Well. It has its moments.” 

 

She matched my every question with a question of her own and she was 

clearly not giving anything away. Later I walked her back to her 

apartment door again. And before I took my leave I kissed her in the 

porch.  

 

I caught the bus from outside her door and could sense even though 

nothing had been said that this was the start of something. In the coming 

weeks my relationship with Megan escalated and I was not inclined to put 

the brakes on.  

 

We went everywhere and we did everything together. From tentative 

beginnings she gradually became a big part of my life. On Friday we 

would drink and she liked to drink as much as I did. I found to my 

surprise that I was drinking more and more. From an initial position of 

being abstemious when I first arrived I found that I was looking forward 

to drinking sessions and would spend most of the weekend hung over or 

drunk.  

 

With Megan it didn’t seem to matter and she drank just as much as I did. 

We started out in Dooley’s and then the lads would come down and join 

us. Afterwards we would do some shots and drink more pitchers. Justin 

and the boys could put away a good few also.  

 

Despite being with Megan and spending a lot of time with her I was still 

restless to meet someone else and unbeknownst to her I would spend my 

off evenings in the Paragon or up on Union Street. However the pizzazz 

seemed to have gone out of it and it didn’t inspire the same excitement in 

me as it had done when I first arrived. 

 

The explanation was simple. I was established. I had a job and a circle of 

friends and even a girl-friend although I rigorously refused to regard 

Megan as that.  

 

I saw Kelly infrequently during that time and as a friend. She would come 

up to the city in her little car with the smelly brakes and we would go 

somewhere quiet for a drink.  

 

I don’t know how she regarded this kind of contact and whether we were 

friends or had the potential to be something more. She never said and I 
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never asked. Our conversations would just about common or ordinary 

things. She knew about Megan and referred to her as the “other girl.” I 

wondered to myself who the first girl was but never got an answer to that 

question. 

 

I did know one thing and that was that Megan was exceptionally jealous 

and she would react very angrily to the thought of and old flame being a 

friend. So I never mentioned it.  

 

Things continued in a similar vein for some months. Summer gave way to 

fall and fall let in winter and now the days were colder and we moved 

from Haight and Masonic and split into two groups. I went my separate 

way and the lads and Hopper and Justin found a place down on Divis. 

 

I was glad to branch out on my own. It was time and I moved into another 

flat with two other Irish guys from back home down in the Tenderloin 

near Van Ness.  

 

We were friends from home and we got on well together. There was no 

sense of exclusion as I felt with the other lads. We were all in the same 

boat and we socialised together, ate together. We even shopped together.  

 

My relationship with Megan went through some ups and downs and I was 

always running away whereas she was always promoting us and 

highlighting what we had.  

 

It was my birthday in fall and I was at home in the apartment with little to 

do and on impulse I dialled Cora’s number from the phone and put the 

phone to my ear. The phone rang and rang with the unfamiliar ringing 

tone and finally a voice answered. It was a man’s voice.  

 

I explained I was trying to reach her and he told me she was out but 

promised to give her the message that I had called. I hung up the phone 

and felt as if I was struck by lightning. I was this close to talking to her.  

 

I didn’t understand the significance of trying to reach her and why I had 

chosen my birthday. It was though all the old feelings had come back and 

the thought of being with her and living a life with her when compared 

with the reality of my situation in San Francisco where I was involved but 

not committed to anything or anyone around me seemed to pale by 

comparison. 
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She had struck a chord in me, which had not been undone despite all the 

time that had passed and all the changes that had occurred in my life.  

 

I was angry with myself; angry for still caring when I knew she didn’t. I 

shouldn’t be feeling this way. Not so long after the event and nothing was 

more galling or annoying then the thought that I would be met by the 

same indifference that I had already experienced. Was it a case that I just 

wasn’t getting the message? And if not, why not? 

 

I thought of Megan and how real and loving she was and how getting on 

with her was simplicity itself. There were never any complications unless 

I introduced them. Surely she was a better person for me than Cora ever 

was. And yet Cora had gotten a little spike into me, a hook into my heart 

and even at this distance it still bothered me and I still felt the pull.  

 

It must have been a day or two later that Peter gave me a call and told me 

there was someone on the phone for me. I went into the hallway and 

picked up the phone. 

“Hello.” 

“Jack. It’s me. Cora.” 

“Cora.” 

There was the sound of her voice and her horsy laugh. 

“How are you?” I asked. 

“I’m fine. You called me on your birthday. Why did you do that?” 

“I don’t know. It just seemed like a good time. Did you get my last 

letter?” 

“When did you send it?” 

“I don’t know. I sent it in May I think.” 

“No. I never got it.” 

“How could you not get it? I sent it to your house.” 

“I didn’t.” 

“Cora. What went wrong with us?” 

“I don’t know Jack. You were the one who left.” 

“Now wait just one second. I left because of your indifference. That’s 

how I see it.” 

“Well I don’t see it that way. You could have come here.” 

”You wouldn’t return my messages or answer my letters. What was I 

supposed to do?” 

There was silence. Then she said. “I will write to you if you like.” 

“Yes. I would like that” I said. 

“Well look. I better go. This call is bound to be very expensive.” 

“Okay. I will call you next time.” 

I hung up the phone.  
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I went into the bedroom and lay down on the bed for a while. I was 

struggling to digest what she had said and how it made me feel. So she 

thought it was my fault that we split up when I was fully convinced that 

this was what she wanted and had engineered through her own 

indifference. This could not be right. Someone had to be lying or 

distorting the truth. There couldn’t be two rival versions of the same 

events, could there? 

 

And then there was the whole spiel about me not coming to her. She 

didn’t even answer my phone calls and letters. How could I be expected 

to go to visit her without that courtesy? 

 

There was a lot to think about and a lot to digest. But one thing I was 

growing in conviction about was that there needed to be another read. I 

needed to see her again to be sure because there was just too much doubt 

and too much uncertainty and it was too important to me to let it pass 

without seeing one more time if there was something there.  

 

I told Megan about her one evening when I was staying over at her place. 

“I can’t believe you got so pussy whipped,” she said.  

“It’s not what you think,” I said. “It just doesn’t make sense. That’s all. 

It’s like this open chapter in my life that I can’t seem to close. Did you 

know that she was trying to ring me?” 

I let her think it was on Cora’s initiative and not my own. 

“Why don’t you go and meet her somewhere and discuss it?” 

“Oh, I don’t know. I have a life here now. I don’t want to go back into the 

past.” 

 

I left it there in the hope it would resolve itself but not a week later a 

letter arrived from Holland and it had her scrawly handwriting all over it. 

I went down to the coffee shop on Van Ness and bought a coffee and 

found table before opening it.  

 

“Dear Jack, 

 

I didn’t know what to say when I heard you were trying to contact me. I 

didn’t think I would see you again except for a very long time. I have 

missed you a lot since you went away and even though I respected your 

decision to go to America I was sad that you choose that over me. 
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To hear your voice and hear of you again is like a dream come true. I 

walk past the café where we first met every day and I think of you. Please 

write to me and keep in touch at least. 

 

Cora 

 

PS Once again I love you!” 

 

I put down the letter and my head was spinning. My God she actually did 

love me after all that. I couldn’t understand how she could feel that way 

and not feel the need to communicate it. Was she just responding to my 

stimulus? Would she have not felt that if I never contacted her? More 

than ever I felt that I needed to see her again.  

 

I knew I was involved with Megan and that should precedence but it 

didn’t and now all I could think about was Cora again. Maybe I had been 

too hasty in drawing the wrong conclusions. Maybe I should have gone 

over there after all.  

 

I tried to formulate a plan. What was I going to do? I knew I wanted to 

see her again and it seemed that at least at this moment she wanted to see 

me. The best thing was to arrange to meet up for a few days. I would be 

back in Dublin for Christmas and I could slip off for a few days. Maybe 

we could meet in London. That would be the ticket. It would not be too 

expensive to arrange and not too far to travel. It would also be a neutral 

venue and she would have to make the effort to could part way also. So it 

would prove she was serious too.  

 

I was on one of my periodic break ups with Megan and I was in theory 

single. Of course I couldn’t score anymore. I had lost the killer instinct 

and would meet Megan in a platonic capacity for drinks on a Friday 

night. She asked me how things were going and I told her about Cora. 

“I think it’s good that you are going,” she said. 

“Well it hasn’t been decided yet.” 

“But you will. I know you want too.” 

 

She never recriminated with me over our break ups, which were largely 

initiated by me. She seemed to accept that and opted for a deeper 

understanding of me in consequence. She told me once that she loved me 

and I just felt awkward and uncomfortable. Not because I didn’t believe 

her but more because I couldn’t reciprocate. There was only one love for 

me it appeared. And she was now very far away indeed. 
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The following week I wrote Cora a letter and set out all my thoughts on 

the need for a rendezvous and suggesting London at Christmas as a 

suitable time and place. A week later the reply came and she agreed. She 

would present herself in London if I was to make the arrangements for 

accommodation and so on she would be there.  

 

She did mention during the course of all this correspondence that she was 

seeing someone. I had mentioned Megan but Cora told me she had a 

boyfriend and he had agreed just like Megan had that the best thing for 

Cora was too come over and put matters to rest as best they could. 

 

Could I be in love? Was that what was happening to me? But so much 

time had passed and now it was nearly nine months since I had laid eyes 

on Cora. What did she look like? Maybe she was three hundred pounds.  

 

I decided the right thing to do was to end it for good with Megan. I was 

being dishonest to her and to me. We had a tearful break up and I left her 

and ran out of her apartment. I could see how much I was hurting her and 

it made me feel awful but here I was with this bloody authenticity being 

my justification as if everything was all-right just because it felt right – 

Cora’s mantra.  

 

I was just as whimsical and idiotic and changeable as Cora was. In fact 

we suited perfectly.  

 

Megan and I were reduced to cups of coffee once a week and the 

occasional meal out or breakfast. I envied her the simplicity of her 

feelings. She loved me and that was it. I was in a hundred contorted 

places and stretched out of shape in so many directions that I hardly knew 

if I was coming or going.  

 

It had to work with Cora. This time surely we could make something of it 

this time. I was weary of all the other relationships that didn’t quite add 

up. With her I felt love and I knew how I felt.  

 

What was this higher love I was spouting? And how hurtful and mean did 

that allow me to be. I could break every other heart just because my own 

had been broken in so many pieces? Was that the rationale? I thought of 

my dead brother and I thought of how Cora had seen that in me, how the 

capacity to feel was so muted and distorted.  

 

Was I the bad person? Was I the heartbreaker? It seemed like the only 

plausible explanation. And yet it was the one I refused to accept. I was 
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following my heart. And my heart had led me to Holland at one point and 

now it had led me to San Francisco. There was no greater depth to my 

movements than this.  

 

I booked the hotel in London through a travel agent on Union Square and 

I arranged it for four nights, which would give us five days. That should 

be enough, enough to tell if there was a future in all these feelings. I 

sometimes wondered if I didn’t imagine the whole thing and then I 

thought of her letter and the other pieces of evidence, which I constantly 

reviewed and re-evaluated.  

 

I don’t know what my expectations of our rendezvous were and why I 

thought things should be any different now then they were in Dublin 

nearly a year previously. She missed me and I missed her. That was clear 

but did that constitute a better potential for getting on? I overlooked any 

reservation carried along on a wave of enthusiasm. This had to be right. It 

felt right and it must be.  

 

There were so many things I wanted to say to her and so many things I 

felt sure she would understand and I wanted to tell her about all the other 

pointless amours which really didn’t matter a damn compared to what we 

once had and I felt sure she would agree.  

 

Once the flight was booked the days and weeks to Christmas seemed to 

fly past. I bought my Christmas presents one rainy Sunday on Van Ness. 

For my mother I bought a book and for my father a CD. My sisters I got 

various novelty items – a toy that spoke when pressed  

“Stop it. You’re going to put someone’s eye out with that thing.” 

 

I wrapped all the presents individually and put them in a bag and then in a 

larger bag so that when the shuttle bus came to pick me up they would be 

safe and secure and protected from damage. 

 

I checked in early for the flight and put the bags in also. I didn’t fully 

relax until I had boarded the plane and it was taxiing down the runway. 

This was the longest period of time I had been away from home and now 

I was going back.  
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Chapter 3 – Back in Dublin with the parents 

 

When I arrived in Dublin my parents were there to greet me as I came out 

into the arrival’s hall. They looked older and frailer though not by much. 

It had only been eight months.  

“How was your trip?” said my father. 

“Not bad. How are you?” 

“Oh. We’re fine.” 

 

My mother gave me a hug to welcome me back. My father took one of 

my bags and we walked out to the car. 

“Everyone is expecting you,” said my mother. “Elma and Niamh are at 

home. They decided not to come to the airport.” 

 

We put the bags into the boot of the car and set off on our way back into 

town.  

 

I didn’t bring up the subject of Cora though of course I would have to tell 

them I was going over to London to meet her. So they would find out 

anyhow. There was no issue. I didn’t expect they would comment in any 

event.  

 

I was happy to see them of course but they were not foremost in my 

thoughts. What was Cora doing right now? And what would it be like to 

meet her after all this time? Was she as excited as I was at this chance for 

a new encounter? I got the impression in her letters that our separation 

left her with unanswered questions also.  

 

Was it at all possible that our feelings actually matched? There had been a 

time when that was true and then it had changed and we never seemed to 

get back to that point. 

 

With her I was always considering the possibilities and computing the 

chances and trying to assess where her mood was. But that was because I 

cared – not for any other reason.  

 

I had wondered long and hard about that and as the car bumped through 

the bustling streets of Dublin I asked myself the question for the millionth 

time - why was she so important to me? She wasn’t that cute. She was a 

bundle of trouble and now I was going out of my way and giving up five 

days from my hard-earned Christmas vacation to see her on the off 

chance that there might be something there.  
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What was it about girls who had been abused that made them so 

irresistible and so desirable? Where had I inherited that propensity? Did it 

come from my parents? I was pretty sure at that point that neither of my 

parents had that experience. At least they never mentioned it if they did.  

 

“Is everything okay?” asked my mother. “You’re very quiet.” 

“Oh. I am just tired after the flight, that’s all.” 

 

When we arrived at the house Elma and Niamh came out to greet us and 

we all went in for a light meal and to sit around and talk. I told them 

stories from San Francisco and distributed some of the gifts I had bought 

in the duty free.  

 

After the dinner when my parents had gone upstairs I chatted to Elma and 

Niamh. Niamh was very curious about California and asked a lot of 

questions. It seemed she was interested in moving out there herself. I 

thought it would be good for her to get out of Dublin for a while and 

broaden her horizons. I didn’t tell her I was already thinking of leaving 

and my restless spirit was gradually directing me on a homeward path.  

 

“When are you leaving to go back?” asked Elma. 

“Well I am going to London to see Cora. You remember her don’t you?” 

“Yes. I do.” 

“And then I will go straight back from over there.” 

 

I decided to lie down for a while though not to bed down for the night. I 

reasoned it might help with my jet lag. My brain was a long way from 

sleep however and it was churning away despite my best efforts to find 

rest.  

 

I began to see that a large part of my excitement in recent months started 

with the first moment I was in touch with Cora. Something was 

happening to me and I was almost too seduced by the feeling to notice. 

The buoyancy of spirit I experienced when I first met her was returning. 

Everything seemed tinged with an air of relevance. 

 

There was a popular song on the radio when we were dating. Now I 

seemed to hear that song wherever I went. Playing out of a passing car, in 

the shop were I bought groceries. Maybe I hadn’t been wrong. Maybe we 

were supposed to be together as she had written in one of her letters.  

 

The next day I got up late and had breakfast with my parents. Being at 

home now was a life of leisure and being feted as the returned emigrant. I 
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had one task on my plate that day and that was to call Cora just to 

confirm details and where we would meet in the airport.  

 

After breakfast I called her number and the phone rang a few times and 

eventually she answered. 

“Oh. It’s you,” she said. 

“Yes. It’s me. You do remember you are supposed to meet me in London 

in a few days.” 

“I remember. But why are you calling. It’s expensive for one thing.” 

“I just wanted to confirm details.” 

“But everything is confirmed. This is a waste of time and money.” 

“Well how are you anyhow now that I have you here?” 

”Look.” She was angry now. “This is a waste of time. I am playing a 

game with Mama and Regina. I have to go.” 

“But wait.” 

“No. You wait. I will talk to you in London.” She hung up the phone. I 

sat there stunned for a few moments before putting down the receiver.  

 

I couldn’t believe the bitch practically hung up on me. And I was calling 

her too. She never had any manners at the best of times but this was just 

unbelievable.   

 

My time in California had changed me slightly and I was beginning to see 

that there were all types of women, not just the variety with Cora’s 

temperament. And the fact was that most women I had met over there had 

a sweeter disposition than she did. I was in no mood to back down this 

time as I had been before. She was out of order and it did not bode well 

for our little rendezvous that she was already kicking up. 

 

She didn’t understand about me that I needed her to be sweet. And the 

part of her I was interested in was the loving and kind part not the critical 

wench, which I now remembered all too well. Fact was however that I 

couldn’t cherry pick. I was getting the whole package and I wasn’t sure 

how I would like it.  

 

Christmas Day came and went and my older brothers were present and 

we were a complete family for the day. I told them about Cora and the 

fact that I was going to see her. My brother David did not pass any 

comment but I could see he was listening intently.  

“What makes you think it will work this time?” he asked, after a while. 

“Nothing,” I said. “I mean I have no reason to think that. I am just going 

with my gut on this. It tells me to make the effort. So I do.” 

 



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

158 | P a g e  

 

The next day I left the house and my mother gave me a lift to the airport. 

She cried as she said good-bye and I was a bit upset inside too though I 

didn’t show it. I was going back to America after I left London and that 

could be for a long time, probably at least a year. Still I was in good 

cheer. I was going to meet my future with an open heart and I knew we 

would meet again soon. 

 

I planned to meet Cora in Heathrow at the Aer Lingus desk and when I 

arrived I did a quick scan of the area and I knew I was early. I didn’t 

bother to see if her flight had touched down I just found a comfortable 

seat and waited. I wasn’t waiting long. She arrived more or less on time 

and she looked fantastic - not exactly as I remembered her but still very 

cute nevertheless. 

 

I stood up to greet her and I could see she recognised me but there was a 

look that bothered me. She was evaluating my looks and deciding I 

wasn’t as cute as I thought she was. I could accept that. I knew I wasn’t 

as good-looking as she was.  

 

“Hello” I said. 

“Hi. How are you?” She didn’t hug me or show any sign of affection.  

“I’m all-right. Do you want to sit down somewhere for a moment and 

maybe grab a coffee.” 

“You’ve got an American accent.” 

“No I don’t.” 

 

We sat at a table in cafeteria near the check in desks. I felt I had a 

hundred and one questions but I wanted to wait for the right moment to 

ask them and I didn’t just want to interrogate her on the spot. We had five 

days. That should be enough to cover most topics. She seemed her 

relaxed chatty self and we talked away as though we hadn’t been apart for 

more than a few days. 

 

“So you have a girl-friend over there in America?” 

“Had a girlfriend. We are no more.” 

“Oh. I am sorry.” 

“No. It’s okay. Our feelings for each other were different. It was not 

impossible to reconcile the two.” 

“So now you are alone again.” 

“For now. We’ll see how things go.” 

 

We took the tube to Central London and we found our hotel and checked 

in. It was a student hotel and was cheap and cramped. She didn’t utter a 
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word of complaint about it. There were two bunk beds in the room – a 

fact I wasn’t happy about. My plan was of course to facilitate any 

possibility of us being closer. A double bed would have been better but 

then she might feel under pressure.  

 

She gave me all the money she had in the airport, which didn’t amount to 

more than £30. I was the moneybags on this trip. I had set aside a 

reasonable sum for expenses. 

 

And then the whole debate about what to do arose again. I had lived in 

London briefly before so I knew where some of the major landmarks 

where like the Tate and the V&A and other public buildings. She was 

relying on me to squire her around the place. And she was impatient too 

if we didn’t seem to be using our time productively. Finally I got her into 

a coffee shop where I thought we could talk and at least take a rest from 

this constant need to see things. 

 

“You haven’t changed a bit,” she said as we sat there drinking coffee. 

“What do you mean? Of course I have. I am more grown up.” 

“No you are not. To me your just a boy like any other.” 

“I’m not a boy. I am a man. Please don’t call me a boy.” 

“Okay. You are a man I see. And what did you expect from this 

encounter anyhow. I told you I have a boyfriend now. I am not some kind 

of robot that can turn it on and off.” 

“I thought about you a lot since we last parted. I think you know. Did you 

get all my letters?” 

“Yes I got them. I wanted to know if this was all in my head or 

something. Did I imagine it or were we really close and in love once?” 

I took her hand and she didn’t pull away. “You didn’t imagine it. It was 

true. I felt it too and when two people feel it then it must be true.” 

“Oh but things are so different now. You are in America and I am seeing 

someone and when would we ever meet anyhow.” 

“It could be arranged if you wanted it to be.” 

“I don’t know. I just don’t know. How can you be so sure all the time?” 

 

We left the coffee shop and went to the Tate. We put our coats in the 

cloakroom and she was wearing a blue pinafore, which hugged her in all 

the right places. She looked fantastic. We walked around the gallery 

looking at the paintings.  

 

I felt dissatisfied with her evasion and to be still unsure was not 

acceptable given we had so little time and I had made such an effort for 

us to be together again. I had to be sure before I went back to America 
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and got on with my life. But I could clearly see there was no certainty 

from her. Even if she just said we are finished and I never want to see you 

again that would have been all I needed but of course she never said that.  

 

It was on the steps outside the gallery that I lost my temper with her for 

the first time ever in our brief association. 

“Look I just don’t understand you” I said, cornering her on the steps. 

“What do you want from me? You say you don’t know and yet you are 

here. What is your agenda? I need to know. I can’t go on hoping like this. 

It has to end somewhere.” 

And then she put her arms around me and kissed me on the mouth. 

“I am not going to sleep with you,” she said. 

 

Bloody hell! Now what was going on? 

“I took precautions you know,” she said. “I am not going to let you feel 

sorry for me, like you did before.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“You know what I mean. When I cried for your brother and you made me 

feel sorry for you.”  

 

That night we went out for dinner in Covent Garden. It was a small 

Italian restaurant near the square. We had the place practically to 

ourselves. In the candlelight she looked more beautiful than ever. 

“Come with me to America?” I said. “You can live with me over there.” 

“Don’t be stupid. I have a life in Holland.” 

“So. Put it on hold. This is more important. It’s more important to know 

how you feel.” 

“I know how I feel already.” 

“Do you really?” 

“Yes really. You are the one with the problem about feelings. You are the 

one who needs to go to America to know how he feels. Now you come 

back a year later with the same story. Nothing has changed. You are still 

as confused as ever. You need to figure out what you want.” 

“I want you. That’s what I want. That’s whom I need in my life. Do you 

think I would have gone to all this trouble if I didn’t think this was worth 

it? You are one who won’t offer any commitment. You won’t commit to 

us.” 

“They’re playing our song,” she pointed to the speaker over head. 

 

Later we walked back through cobbled streets slick with a recent 

rainstorm. In Convent Garden we went on the Ferris wheel and I could 

tell she was enjoying herself. 
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“It was always fairytale time with you” she said, “we never worked and it 

was always a holiday. Well life isn’t like that, you know.” 

“I know that. Don’t you think I have to work too?” 

 

I was dreading going back to the hotel because then it would be separate 

beds and no possibility of anything happening. I felt sure that her feelings 

would not carry her into anything intimate and she had already told me 

that she would not be lured into feeling sorry for me again. My options it 

seemed were extremely limited.  

 

I lay on the top bunk and she had the lower one. It was too early for bed 

so we just lay there, I looking at the ceiling, and she reading her 

magazine. 

“I never meet anyone since you that I felt so strongly about” I said. 

“Why is that?” 

“Well. I met girls but it wasn’t love. Not as it was with us.” 

“You’re just trying to be cool. I don’t know what you are talking about. I 

am perfectly able to fall in love again.” 

“So why are you here then? Since you have a boyfriend in Tilburg.” 

“I wanted to be sure. That is all. What’s wrong with that?” 

“And are you sure yet?” 

“Maybe.” 

 

God. I wanted to strangle her. She was as confused as I was and two 

confused people did not make a couple. I tried another tack. 

“I missed you a lot in America.” 

“Well why did you go then? Why didn’t you come over when you were 

supposed too?” 

“Why didn’t you respond to my letters?” 

“I didn’t feel like it.” 

 

Eventually it was time for bedtime and I changed, as did she.  

“Come on up to my bunk for a while” I said.  

“Why?” 

“Just because.” 

“I don’t want too.” 

“I promise not to touch you.” 

“Okay. I will come up for a little while but don’t try anything.” 

 

She came up and we both lay side by side. I had one hand free and I 

stroked her long, blonde hair as she watched the TV. 

“What are we going to do tomorrow?” 

“I don’t know. What do you want to do?” 
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“Let’s go to the theatre.” 

“Good plan.” 

“I am going to bed now.” 

“Ah. Don’t you want to stay longer?” 

“No. I am tired.” 

“Okay.” 

 

I lay back in the bunk bed as the girl that I had dreamed about was a scant 

two feet away. She might as well have been in Holland and me in 

America for the all the good it did. I could see and sense that she was 

warming to me but what was that in a five-day visit. To plan I had to be 

sure. To make the changes in my life that could make this possible 

required conviction and neither of us knew.  

 

We met in a whirlwind of passion and romance and when that dissipated 

there confusion and doubt remained. Would not the new guy win her over 

just as easily as I could? And if she went back to him and I gave up my 

life in America for that I could be just as short changed as I feared I 

would be eight months previously.  

 

I felt irritation rising in me at this uncertainty. I came for closure and all I 

had was questions. Was this the love of my life or just some stupid, spoilt 

girl from Holland who was over-indulged and whimsical? 

 

I couldn’t sleep so I put my clothes on. There was no fear of disturbing 

her as she was snoring quite loudly. I put on my jacket and headed out 

into the night. I walked along Waterloo Bridge towards the parliament 

building. It was 1:30am and I had no answers only questions.  

 

Why was this so complicated for me? Why couldn’t I make up my mind? 

What was the big deal? She was just another chick and women were easy 

to get. And yet I felt as though I was walking through quicksand that 

clung cloyingly to my shoes and legs. I couldn’t make up my mind. I 

could not reach a decision. The only option was to precipitate the 

situation – force her to make a decision and then I would have my 

answer. 

 

It must have been two hours at least before I made my way back to the 

hotel. When I opened the door of the hotel room I must have startled her 

because I heard a sharp intake of breath and then she went back to sleep 

again. I got undressed and climbed into my bunk bed. Eventually I fell 

asleep. 
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The next day we roamed around Piccadilly Circus and the shopping 

streets. We weren’t looking for anything in particular more browsing. I 

felt my irritation rising with her on a number of occasions. I was tired of 

her standoffishness and unlike the past I was prepared to confront her 

now. We had a mini row about theatre tickets and what play to go and 

see. She wanted to see Shakespeare and I something more contemporary.  

 

I could see she was not accustomed nor did she expect that I would clash 

with her and she didn’t like it.  

“I can see we are not getting on that well together” was all she said by 

way of comment. 

 

Later we went back to the hotel before dinner and we had a huge row. It 

started innocently enough. I was in a bad, bad mood and I started it. She 

was sitting on the one chair in the room watching the TV which she did I 

think partly to avoid having to engage me directly in conversation.  

“Look. I want to talk to you,” I said, turning off the TV. 

“Hey. I was watching that. I don’t want to talk to you right now. Can’t 

you go for a walk or something?” 

“Don’t tell me what to do. Look I want to talk to you.” 

“What do you want to talk about?” 

“Us.” 

“What is us? What are you talking about?” 

“I mean you and me and what’s going to happen.” 

“Nothing is going to happen. You are going back to America and I am 

going back to Holland.” 

“Is that your final answer?” 

There was silence. 

“Answer me God dammit.” I was shouting now. 

She got up and ran out of the room. I could guess where she had gone. 

Whenever there was a doubt in her mind she would run to call her 

mother. I had seen her do it before and she had already called her once 

since we had been here.  

 

She came back about an hour later and she looked sullen but composed. 

“I am going to leave,” she announced. “London is very beautiful but you 

are ruining it completely. I am going back to Holland and I have changed 

my flight for this evening.” 

“But don’t go” I said, full of remorse. “We can work something out.” 

“There will be no working out. You have changed and changed for the 

worse. You used to be a nice sweet boy but I don’t know what happened 

to you in America. Anyway I must go.” 
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I walked her down to the tube station and kissed her frigidly on the cheek 

good by and that is the last time I ever set eyes on her again.  

 

I went back to the hotel and my mind was a jumble. She was gone and 

she wasn’t coming back. My long hoped for rendezvous had ended in 

disaster and I was confused and unsure what to do. I sat on the bed she 

had so lately inhabited and decided that it was probably for the best. It 

was meant to happen and it couldn’t drag on any longer. But the question 

kept coming back all the time – why? Why? Why couldn’t it work when 

two people wanted it to and the when all the resources were there to make 

it happen. It just seemed like something very wrong had happened.  

 

I walked to the church in Covent Garden and went in. There was nobody 

there. I prayed to God and I asked him why this had happened and why 

did he let the love die and why he had let me get my hopes up so only to 

have them crashing down? What was wrong with this crazy, fucked up 

world that everything had to turn to shit and nothing could be relied 

upon? 

 

I loved her and I loved her more than I had loved anyone and that ought 

to be enough, enough to carry it through the bad times but obviously not.  

She was gone and she was not coming back.  

 

I felt on the verge of a deep depression. I was torn in my mind between 

hanging on in London the remaining three days or going back to Dublin. 

What point was there in staying in that horrible little hotel room that only 

reminded me of her in any case? She came to see what chance there was 

with me and now she had made up her mind and she was gone.  

 

I knew there was no chance of getting a flight back to Dublin tonight and 

I would have to spend a night alone in London. I did not relish the 

thought.  

 

That night was a miserable night and I didn’t get much sleep. I was glad 

to see the sun rising and I lay on late into the morning. At lunchtime I 

rang my father and told him what happened. 

“Oh come home and spend the last few days with us.” 

 

This seemed like the greatest good sense so I got my bags together and 

checked out of the hotel, even managing to get a small refund and took 

the tube out to the airport.  

 

My father met me at the airport and drove me back to the house.  
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“Is everything okay?” he asked. 

“Yeah. I’m okay. It just didn’t work out the way I hoped. I suppose I am 

disappointed but I will survive. At least now I know where things stand.” 

He nodded. 

 

My mother greeted me when I arrived at the house and we had a mini-

homecoming all over again. It had been some expense to buy two extra 

plane tickets but it was definitely the right thing to do.  

 

“What happened over there?” asked Niamh, as we were seated for a meal 

in the kitchen. 

“Oh. It just didn’t work out I suppose.” 

“Good.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“I don’t mean good in the sense that I know you are disappointed but 

good inasmuch as I never liked her and I didn’t think she had a good 

effect on you.” 

“Maybe not. But a greater effect than anyone else I have met.” 

 

We celebrated in some style that evening and my father produced a bottle 

of wine and we even had a few glasses from that. When I thought about 

her though I felt a dull ache. I had to adjust now to the fact that I would 

never see her again and there would be no repeat of another rendezvous.  

 

She was gone for good out of my life and I had to accept that. I was such 

a dreamer and a hoper. All sorts of improbable scenarios ran through my 

mind. But set against it was the cold reality that she had someone to go 

back too. I didn’t. I didn’t know what the story was with Megan and if 

she would even want me back or would I want to go there?  

 

Why was love so impossible in this time of instant communication and 

instant gratification? It would seem to be easier to stay in touch with 

people and to contact them. But it still did nothing for human nature, 

which remained the same. 

 

I was tired after my poor sleep the night previously and I went up to bed 

in my old bedroom to get some rest.  
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Chapter 4 – Back to America Missing everyone in Dublin 

 

I flew back to America a few days later and I realised on the plane on the 

way over just how much I missed all the people I knew in Dublin and all 

the friends I had there. It was a lonely station in San Francisco and 

particularly no fun now that I would be single.  

 

I underestimated in my mind just how important the whole notion of Cora 

was to me. It was as though she or the prospect of her contributed to my 

joie de vivre and without that to look forward to I was more introverted 

and anxious than I would otherwise be. 

 

My restless spirit started to assert itself and I had some friends in Chicago 

and I thought I could pay them a visit and in any event I had almost 

decided that I was going back to Europe at any rate, maybe not to Dublin 

but possibly the continent. 

 

San Francisco was a known commodity to me now. I knew its streets and 

nightspots and even some of its people through work and Megan. The 

Paragon no longer held the allure of the unknown as it had once done. 

Now when I went there I just drank and sat in a corner not interacting or 

talking to anyone. 

 

In short my attitude had changed and it had become familiar. But what 

about another city – a city filled with women and prospects and new 

places to go and be, wouldn’t that be something and I thought that it 

would.  

 

I made my arrangements and gave notice in my job and explained to my 

roommates that I was going on an adventure and on the appointed and 

approximately some months later I flew to Chicago from San Francisco 

and was met at the airport by Josh – an old college friend who had settled 

in Chicago some years now.  

 

He watched me struggling with four large suitcases and didn’t offer to 

help. His expression was one of disbelief at the chaos he observed in my 

own life. Here I was with all my worldly goods dependent on his good 

graces for accommodation and company. Not a situation he would put 

himself in.  

 

I found a luggage cart in the end and we made our way out to his car in 

the parking lot. 

“So why did you leave anyway?” he asked. 
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“It just wasn’t doing it for me anymore.” I said. “I suppose I lost 

interest.” 

“Hmm” He didn’t say anything. 

“Well. I can’t imagine Chicago is that different to San Francisco, he said, 

as we merged onto a freeway. He opted immediately for the fast lane. 

“Well. I am not really sure what my plans are. I plan to stay here for a 

holiday with you guys and then to move back to Europe some time after 

that.” 

“Okay. So we want to get a job in Dublin?” 

“No. Maybe the continent, somewhere like the EU or Brussels. Nothing is 

arranged yet.” 

“Sounds kind of bohemian if I may say so.” 

“It is.” 

 

Josh brought me to his apartment, which overlooked Lakeshore Drive. 

There were two of them living there. Tim who was at work and Josh who 

worked from home. Josh was a salesman and he made sales calls to 

companies in the Chicago area.  

 

I plonked my bags down in the living room and already I had taken up 

half the floor space. It was a small one-bedroom and I could see Josh was 

trying to figure out how this would work out in practice. Both of them 

had girlfriends he had informed me in the car and they were prone to 

visit. There were in essence two rooms in the apartment. The bedroom 

which had it’s own door and Tim slept in there and the living room with a 

galley kitchen where Josh slept.  

 

I had parachuted out of one comfortable situation into another where 

there really wasn’t any room for me to sleep.  

 

Tim came home an hour or two later and we all sat around and had a beer. 

“I tell you there are some honeys in this town” said Tim. “I was just an 

the L and there was a gorgeous Hispanic chick.” 

“They’re ugly man” said Josh. 

“No. I am telling you. What do you think Jack?” 

“Not really my cup of tea. I prefer blondes.” 

“Yes I know. We know that. Do you still keep in touch with that one 

from Holland? The one you introduced us too.” 

“Cora.” 

“Yes. Cora.” 

“No. We don’t really keep in touch. We had a bit of a bust up in London.” 

I filled them in on the details. 

“Well” said Josh. “You tried. That’s the main thing.” 
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“I know.” 

 

The next two weeks were a blur of drinking and socialising. We headed 

out to the bars of Chicago and our agenda was simple – honeys. We 

talked to everyone and anyone who would talk to us. We egged each 

other on and drank and danced and talked the nights away. 

 

Our desire was not proportionate to our results and we frequently came 

home empty handed or without results.  

 

At the end of it all I had a dent in savings and we teetering on the verge of 

a new decision. 

“Maybe I could stay. I mean stay on and look for a job.” 

“Well you could and you would be welcome,” said Josh. 

“I just think it’s a lot of fun living here.” 

“Well it’s not all going to be fun,” said Tim. “I mean the last two weeks 

have been unusual.” 

 

It was settled and I stayed. I phoned my parents in Dublin and told them 

of my decision. They were surprised but didn’t stay much. 

“You’re doing a lot of moving around,” said my mother. 

“Well. I have friends here. It will be fun.” 

 

So I was assigned a space on the floor of the living room. Josh kept the 

futon which doubled as a couch during the day and dependent on which 

girlfriend was over I slept in the alternate room.  

 

I was conscious of the discomfort and I could see some times that I 

irritated Josh. After all it was his apartment and he was allowing Tim and 

I to stay. We no doubt did cramp his style some times. But he rarely made 

a fuss.  

 

During the day I went around Chicago looking for a job and finally found 

a position in a small company in the downtown area. My job was simple 

and kept me amply supplied with beer money and by night we trawled the 

bars and clubs of Chicago ranging from downtown over to the north side 

and beyond.  

 

Unlike the other guys the girlfriend experience did not present itself and I 

became a master of the one nightstand which was uncomplicated by the 

fact that in the fall we moved into a spacious three bedroom apartment.  
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I got the small room but it was ample to my purposes and I also embarked 

on a new project, which was to take on a life of its own in due course. I 

decided I was going to write a book and that my goal was to become a 

published writer.  

 

I set about the task initially with a lot of energy and enthusiasm. My lead 

character was an Irish emigrant to Chicago who wanted more from life 

than his present circumstances permitted. He was dissatisfied and even 

though he had everything he could possibly want, it wasn’t enough, and 

he wanted more. The analogy to myself struck me as apt and I felt a 

tremendous sense of personal discovery as I proceeded with the project.  

 

Fall gave way to winter and it was my first experience of a Chicago 

winter. Snow covered the cars and the sidewalks and the houses and 

getting to work was an exercise in wading through frozen snow and slush. 

The journey to the L station became an obstacle course. And just as soon 

as it was there the first bloom of spring arrived and I had written 60,000 

words on my computer.  

 

Josh was concerned and he commented on how much time I spent in front 

of my computer. 

“You need to take a break, Jack. It’s not healthy that level of focus.” 

 

But he didn’t understand how writing was going to change everything for 

me. I was going to understand myself for the first time ever. The 

thousand and one inconsistencies and idiocies that I could never figure 

out or understand. All the feelings I had buried so deep - my feelings for 

Cora, which I had parked in my mind. Because I just couldn’t process it 

all or how I felt about her.  

 

The more and more I worked on my book and more I realise that the lead 

female was none other than Cora herself, reappearing in a fictive guise. 

This was the love of my lead’s life and it would appear my life also. And 

now for the first time here was proof of how I felt and I felt a certainty I 

had never known about her and an urgency to contact her and persuade 

her. 

 

All the reservations of the past were swept aside now and I looked in my 

address book and found a number for her father and I rang his number. 

He was friendly and helpful. He remembered me and told me that Cora 

still lived in Tilburg and gave me her number.  
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I had reached a place were I was utterly convinced of my reasoning. I 

wrote a book to understand myself and now I felt that it had achieved its 

purpose. I was in love with her and I always had been since my first visit 

to her. 

 

Josh noticed a change in me and we fell out over a triviality. Tim too was 

scratching his head. I was acting and behaving like a different person. 

There was reckless enthusiasm and unbridled expectations. I felt sure I 

would be published and celebrated for my writing abilities. 

 

I felt sure also that Cora would now love me and see the reasonableness 

of my arguments and be swept off her feet on a wave of my relentless 

logic. 

 

One fine spring morning I took the phone into my room and rang the 

number her father had given me. After a while a girl’s voice answered 

and I asked to speak to Cora. 

 

“Hold on. I will see if she is in” she said. 

She put down the phone. After a while someone came to the phone. 

“Cora. Is that you?” 

“Who is this? Is that Jack?” 

“Yes. It is Jack. How are you?” 

“How did you get this number?” 

“Your father gave it to me” I said. 

“Oh. Well it is good to hear from you.” 

“You too. It is good to hear your voice. Look Cora. I need to tell you 

something.” I paused for a second. “Cora I love you. I have always loved 

from early on in knowing you.” 

“What do you mean you love me?” 

“I do. I love you.” 

“You would come here and live with me?” 

“Yes I would. Gladly. Look before I was in doubt but now I am not. Will 

you at least let me call you and stay in touch with you?” 

 

We agreed that we stay in touch via phone and email. I could tell by the 

tone of her voice that she was excited maybe even stunned by what I was 

saying. I was on top of the world and I couldn’t believe my good fortune. 

There was a chance that she might love me and I was willing to take that 

chance and go for it.  

 

The doubts and misgivings of the past seemed to be trivial and almost 

comical. I dismissed them with a thought. I was omnipotent and all-
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powerful. I dropped the writing and spent a lot of time drinking and being 

alone. I was caught up in my head in a big way. I became excessively 

paranoid and found it difficult to sleep at night. 

 

There was a tremendous sense of threat hanging over me. I started writing 

letters to Cora and emailing them to her account in the university. The 

first few were innocent enough but soon they started to escalate in their 

demanding tones and insistence.  I knew what was best for her and she 

needed to follow me and obey me if she was to be okay. 

 

Now it all came crashing in the clarity of thought and flawless reasoning. 

Cora was sexually abused I was convinced. Therefore the failure of our 

love was her fault and I was heroically trying to put the pieces back 

together. I rang her on the phone and confronted her with this knowledge.  

 

But it didn’t stop there. The whole world was sexually abused - my 

father, my friends. I was at the centre, the lone voice of reason in a 

wilderness of corruption and vice. This was the secret of the ages. It was 

the invisible trauma that left no traces. I penned a new document, which I 

wrote in the space of days. 

 

It was a theory on emotional harmony. Half the world was abused and the 

other half was struggling to relate to those who were victimised.  

 

My friends withdrew in the face of this inexplicable behaviour. I spent a 

lot of time in my room delighting in my new omnipotence. I needed no 

company and I hardly ate or slept for the most part. I checked my email 

one day and there was letter from Cora. 

 

“Dear Jack, 

 

I have read your letters with dismay because I see now that you do not 

want to be my friend but rather have an expectation of me that I cannot 

deliver on. 

 

You should know that I am in relationship and have been for years and 

we will probably get married some time. I thought when I first heard from 

you that you wanted to be friends and you would visit me in that capacity 

but now I learn from your letters that you expect all sorts of things from 

me. 

 

There is no more you and me anymore - sounds like a song. I cannot offer 

anything except friendship. I hope you understand. 
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Cora.” 

  

I read her letter and I felt a dull pain in my side. This was not what I 

expected. She didn’t understand that her trauma had made her treat the 

man she secretly loved in this way. She needed to be educated. This was a 

minor hitch and nothing more.  

 

I set about changing her point of view. I knew she read her emails so I 

spent half the night concocting a reply to this letter. It was full of 

rambling counter allegations. Loving her was like loving a beast with 

claws that tore and rent. I was not to blame for her sexual victimisation.  

 

The tone of what I wrote was increasingly unkind and aggressive. I didn’t 

occur to me that whether what I said was true or not she was entitled to 

cope with her problems in the way she saw best. 

 

I was increasingly losing the run of myself and I quit my job suddenly 

and unexpectedly. Tim came and talked to me since Josh no longer was 

comfortable in my company. 

“Man. I think you are losing the plot completely,” he said. 

“What do you mean?” 

”Well can you hear yourself? Do you even know what you have become? 

You’ve quit your job. You are obsessed with this ex girlfriend who 

doesn’t sound very interested on the face of it.” 

“She was abused all-right. It makes her difficult.” 

“Yeah. Well whatever. I am just telling you, you are going down a cul-

de-sac here, with no way out.” 

“I’m fine. I’ve never felt better.” 

“You don’t sound very fine. And you are not acting very fine either. Look 

I was on to your parents and they have arranged a flight for you back to 

Dublin. So I can run you out to the airport tomorrow. You need some rest 

if nothing else. Surely you must agree?” 

 

I didn’t think there was anything wrong with me. But a period of rest 

seemed fine. I didn’t mind going back to Dublin for a spell.  

 

The next day Tim gave a lift out to the airport and I boarded a flight for 

Dublin. I couldn’t sleep on the flight and I was haunted by the notion that 

I would be killed for my discoveries and knowing too much. What if this 

theory I had discovered changed the world and the authorities wanted to 

stop me from making these connections. Perhaps they were in cahoots 

with my parents and Tim and Josh and even Cora. Suddenly it appeared 
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there was a centrality and connectivity that I had never experienced 

before. 

 

Of course – I was a genius and I could answer all the questions that had 

flummoxed mankind down through the ages. As I sat on my seat on the 

plane I realised that all the answers to all the questions was stored 

genetically in each individual’s brain. I had accessed this knowledge. 

Now I was a genius and could solve any problem.  

 

There was no question now that I was being watched. I was probably 

secretly being recorded and videotaped by the crew and the other 

passengers. In fact the whole flight was a front – an elaborate game to get 

close to the smartest man alive. With another stunning connection I 

realised that I was the messiah. I was the second coming and these people 

around me were pilgrims.  

 

The world must feel very threatened by me. Cora was my bride and the 

authorities influenced her. In fact she was in the employ of the British 

secret service and I was an Irish messiah.  I sat in my seat shaking 

wondering what would happen next. They were sending me to Ireland as 

being the safest place to be, where I could be monitored in a safe 

environment – my parents house. It all made sense. 

 

With these and other thoughts I found I couldn’t get any sleep on the 

flight over. It had now been three days since I had slept properly. And the 

lack of sleep combined with the racing thoughts pushed me to even 

greater heights of irrationality. 

 

Outwardly at least I acted normally. I didn’t talk to anyone or act on my 

fanciful ideas. I realised that whatever was going to happen it was now 

out of my hands and I would just have to wait and see. 

 

The plane touched down in Dublin and my mother met me off the flight. 

She was nervous and she looked concerned. 

“How are you feeling?” she asked.  

“Never felt better.” 

There was a listening device of some kind in her car attached to the 

windscreen – some kind of miniature microphone. I didn’t pass any 

comment. 

”Tim rang us. He said you quit your job.” 

“Oh. The time was right. There was no point in going on any further.” 

There was silence for a while. 

“I’m getting married. Did you know?” 
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“Who are getting married too?” 

“Cora of course. You remember her don’t you?” 

“Oh yes. But are you sure you are getting married. Does she know about 

this?” 

“Of course she does.” 

 

I was speaking in riddles now or parables. Because I knew I was being 

listened too and my every utterance monitored and recorded. My mother 

was a British agent too and had lived all her life in anticipation of her son 

making these connections and realising that he was the Messiah. The 

knowledge was latent in all of us but only I had dared to go the extra step. 

Secretly they were all very proud and when the dust settled there would 

be a celebration of some kind. 

 

For now I had to play along and see what happened.  

 

We got back to the house and Niamh and Elma were there and soon my 

father joined us. I decided that the time of hiding my secrets was over and 

I expounded on my situation to all of them. I could see my parents were 

shocked and surprised but I imagined that was only natural under the 

circumstances. 

“But what makes you think you are the messiah” Niamh asked.  

“Logic. Emotional logic. I told you about my theory already.” 

“Yes I know you did. But I don’t understand it.” 

 

In the end it was agreed that we would all go to see a therapist and 

discuss it all with a professional present. The five of us went in my 

mother’s car and when we got there we were ushered into a small room 

where there was a couch and some chairs and a small fire burning in the 

hearth.  

 

It was clearly another attempt to publicise the messiah and doubtless the 

whole place was wired for sound and video. Again I was addressing what 

I imagined to be a global audience and there was no compare to the 

centrality of this moment or feeling. 

 

After a while a smiley, ruddish-faced woman in her late forties came into 

the room and sat down. 

“So how are you all tonight?” 

There was silence. Finally my mother spoke. 

“We’re here because Jack has some issues and since it affected everyone 

we came as a family.” 

“And what are those issues Jack” said the woman. 
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“I am the messiah.” I said, quietly but confidently. “And I am sent to save 

the world from sin and damnation.” 

There was more silence. Finally Niamh spoke. 

“He’s been going on like that since he came back from Chicago and none 

of us know what to do about it. Is there any help or advice you can give 

us?” 

“I mean he’s clearly going through something. And we just want to help 

him in anyway we can” said my mother. 

“Have you thought that he might be having some kind of a breakdown?” 

said the therapist. 

 

I was tired of this conversation. It was clear to me now that the authorities 

were going to bury the whole thing. They didn’t want a messiah roaming 

around embarrassing them. They were going to send me into the nuthouse 

as a dissident and a free thinker.  

“You can say what you like, all of you” I said in a loud voice. “No one is 

going to put me away.” 

I got up and walked out of the room. A while later Niamh came out and 

tried to reason with me. 

“Look Jack, I am your sister. You must trust me.” 

But I could see by the sparkle in her eye that she was not to be trusted. 

There was some kind of mind control at work here. And clearly the secret 

service had recruited the entire family to keep an eye on me and if I got 

too out of control then I would be shot. I felt sure it.  

 

I didn’t want to die. I just wanted everything to be normal again and for 

everyone to stop focusing on me. I would give it all up if I wasn’t so 

scared. I would even give Cora up but somewhere in the delusion I kept 

sight of the fact that she still loved me and that she was being prevented 

from coming to me. That was her ardent wish I felt sure.  

 

Eventually the others came out and we all left and went back to the house. 

I could see that everyone was very worried and no doubt the lady with the 

reddish face had filled them full of some kind of crap about me.  

 

We sat in the living room and outside a gale was blowing and the 

windows rattled in their frames and I felt that an elemental energy had 

surrounded the house. It was a force of evil and I had challenged that evil 

and now it was coming for me. I couldn’t explain any of this to my family 

and I sat there smoking a storm and hoping that I would see the morning 

though I felt for sure now that I would be a goner. 
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I decided to bluster it out and not to act upon how I felt and I talked away 

as normally as I could muster to my sisters and my parents. Occasionally 

Cora would come to me in my mind of course and say certain things to 

me. She was struggling too under a great burden and even though she was 

young and strong she too was threatened just as I was. I extended what 

power I had over her and hoped she would be all right. 

 

“You seem to be doing a lot of thinking” my mother said, as we sat in the 

room. 

“I have a lot on my mind” I said. 

“Why don’t you tell us what you are thinking? Maybe we can help,” said 

Niamh. 

 

But my mind was elsewhere and I didn’t bother to answer. It occurred to 

me now that the authorities whoever they were would like to keep Cora 

safe as a bargaining chip so to speak in case I was to prove difficulty. 

This meant she was probably nearby in a safe house of some description.  

 

“Where are you going?” said my mother as I got up to leave. 

“I am going to get some cigarettes. I’ve run out.” I lied of course. I was 

going to find Cora and she was guiding me too her and soon we would be 

reunited. 

 

I left the house and walked down the street and took a right turn. I was in 

a laneway that linked the road with another parallel too it. I took another 

right turn and now I was in a laneway directly behind my parents house. I 

was looking for a number and it was the number she had told me she was 

staying at.  

 

I felt it was all a bit of a game now and that I was being watched live on 

TV. Even my parents were watching and everyone was in on the joke 

except me and it was really a good-natured prank and I was not co-

operating by pushing the envelope of this fictive world I had been 

surrounded in.  

 

I felt that everyone had my best interest at heart and that they all wanted 

me to find my way to Cora. I push the doorbell on one of the houses and 

after a while a woman came out with four of five dogs milling around her. 

“Yes can I help you?” 

“I’m looking for Cora,” I said. 

“Well there’s no Cora here. You might try down the street. I think there is 

someone by that name living down there.” 
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I thanked her and moved on. In the end I decided to go back to the house. 

They were just playing me for a fool and I wasn’t taking the bait.  

 

“You were gone an awfully long time” said Niamh when she answered 

the door.  

“I got delayed.” 

“Come into the room.” 

I followed her into the room.  

“Look Jack” said my mother. “I have some sleeping pills and I want you 

to take one. They will help you sleep and you might even feel better 

tomorrow if you take them.” 

“I’m not taking them,” I said. 

I was sure they were tampered with. This was the final act in the drama 

and now they were going to kill me off. They had enough of my antics 

and they had been instructed to kill their own soon and what’s more they 

were going to do it too.  

“Well look. I’ll leave them by your bed and you can decide what you 

want to do with them.” 

 

In the end the whole family went to bed and I did too. I was exhausted 

and yet still I couldn’t sleep. My mind was a racing wheel of lunatic ideas 

and creative connections that leaped from one idea to the next, forming 

connections and cascades of consciousness.  

 

God has intervened in the debate and he was protecting me – his son from 

harm. He offered me the opportunity to go to heaven if I would take it but 

opted to remain. Then he threatened the world leaders that they would 

suffer his wrath if any harm came to me and they turned their ire on me 

for bringing such trouble to their door. 

 

I stayed awake to see the sun rise but I just couldn’t take it anymore and 

if there was anyway to get off this merry go-round I would have taken it 

gladly.  

 

In the morning I went down to breakfast and everyone looked quite 

subdued and it was clear they did not get much sleep either. My mother 

spoke to me. 

“Jack. I think it would be best if you went to see someone about the way 

you are feeling. We can’t help you here. You are beyond our help and 

you need to calm down and sleep. When is the last time you slept 

properly?” 

”Days.” 
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“You can’t go on like this. Let me take you to Vincent’s and you can see 

someone there.” 

 

I was beaten. I didn’t care anymore. It would likely be the end of me to 

go to a hospital but what else could I do.  

 

After breakfast we all piled into the car and set off for Vincent’s. Niamh 

linked her arm in mine and we sat in a waiting room that reeked of 

antiseptic for what seemed like an age and then a nurse came out and 

brought me into see the doctor. 

 

He was a tall man with glasses that looked too narrow on the bridge of his 

nose and he looked down at me through these glasses. 

“So what appears to be the problem?” he asked after looking up from his 

papers. 

“There is an alien conspiracy to take over the planet. And your mind is 

being controlled by a super computer.” 

There was silence for a moment. 

“Where is this supercomputer?” he looked at me very strangely. Now we 

were getting somewhere.  

“It’s housed in Pasadena, California and it is run by a secret branch of 

NASA reporting directly to the president.” 

He nodded. “Have you been to see this computer?” 

“Not personally. But I deduced its existence by logic.” 

I yawned. 

“When is the last time you slept properly?” 

“Four days ago.” 

 

The nurse came and escorted me away and I was taken by ambulance to 

another hospital. I didn’t care anymore what happened to me. I just 

wanted to sleep and when I was checked in the nurse gave me a sleeping 

draught and I fell asleep almost immediately. 
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Chapter 5 – Bipolar back in Dublin 

 

I didn’t wake the next day or even the day after that but on the third day I 

opened my eyes groggily and wondered what had happened. I was in a 

hospital bed in a ward and the curtains were drawn all around me. 

 

I realised instantly that this ruse was to protect me and that I was here for 

my own protection. I got up and stood unsteadily on my feet. 

 

A nurse noticed I was awake and came in to check on me. 

“How are you feeling Jack?” 

“Just like a train has run over my head,” I said. 

“Well you haven’t been very well. Your family was very worried about 

you.” 

“When do I get out and go home.  I don’t want to be here.” 

“You’ll get out when you are better” she said. “Now get dressed and you 

can watch TV with the other guys. Your Mum left you in some cigarettes 

also.” 

 

I sat on the bed and absentmindedly pulled on some clothes. Was this the 

end then of my efforts. What about my book and Cora? Were they going 

to tell me that those who figments of my imagination too. I was being 

victimised. I knew too much and all my discoveries were being 

suppressed. This of course included my theory – most controversial of all.  

 

I went to the back to the ward and sat with the other guys. Of course they 

were there as a sham. This was all been watched on TV and it was the 

greatest show in human history – the messiah on cable. I should wave at 

my audience. And I did wave and wink and take bows periodically, much 

to the amusement and bewilderment of the staff who were keeping an eye 

on all of us. 

 

I smoked and smoked. I would light one up as soon as I had put out the 

last one. I didn’t care and smoking seemed to be the only thing that gave 

me temporary respite from the voices in my head.  

 

What was I going to do? Well the first thing I wanted was to be taken out 

of this hellhole. I ranted and raved at my parents when they came to visit 

me. They had committed me. They were responsible and there was 

nothing wrong with me. I wanted to see Cora this instant and I would not 

accept no for an answer.  
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But getting in was the easy part. Getting out was a whole different 

problem.  

 

The next day I met with my doctor. He called me into a little room 

outside the ward. There were two chairs and a desk and volumes of 

psychiatry journals in the presses behind my head. 

“I want to go home” I said. 

“You’re not well enough to go home yet.” 

“Well what do you think is wrong with me.” 

“It’s too early to tell yet. I can’t make a diagnosis until we observe you 

for a longer time. Look you’re not going anywhere for the time being. I 

suggest you make the best of it. You need a lot of rest and relaxation.” 

 

I left his office but I wasn’t satisfied. This was all part of the same 

conspiracy. They just wanted to keep me here, and keep me locked down, 

and quiet. That was their plan.  

 

I couldn’t read because I was too addled mentality so I used to pace the 

ward. At first they wouldn’t let me off the ward but after a while this 

restriction was relaxed and I would go outside into the grounds and pace 

around an old willow tree in the centre of a grassy space. 

 

I really had no clue what had happened to me and why I was feeling this 

way but eventually my doctor had reached a conclusion and he called me 

in one day to tell me all about it. 

“You’re a manic depressive,” he said.  

“What does that mean?” I asked. 

“It means you’ve had a manic episode and you are only now starting to 

come out of it.” 

 

And it was true that the racing ideas and the connectivity I had been 

feeling were starting to diminish in intensity. Of course they were giving 

me a lot of pills. Some of which made me stiff and made my hands shake 

when I was drinking a cup of tea. I was coming around in his opinion but 

I still didn’t feel any better. My most ardent feelings had turned to 

madness and I had lost everything I was hoping for. But worst of all there 

was no secret conspiracy of love between Cora and I. She probably 

couldn’t stand the sight of me now after all this. 

 

“Look. It’s a response to stress,” said the doctor. “Some people get 

hernias. Some people have manic episodes. It’s not your fault. You are 

not to blame.” 
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And yet it was my fault. And I did blame myself. People were relying on 

me. My family needed me to be well and I knew by their reactions when 

they came to visit how hard this all was for them particularly my mother.  

 

I was the cherished son living in America full of can do and promise now 

reduced to rubble by this inherited dysfunction that left me a shy, self-

conscious and tentative individual – a very different person from the one 

who came in. 

 

I asked him about this. 

“Well you may well have been elated for years and not realised it. It has 

happened before.” 

“How can I have been elated for years? Anyway I liked the person I was. 

I was confident and full of can do. I want to go back to that person.” 

“I am afraid that may not be possible.” 

 

And it wasn’t possible. I had to accept that the whole manic experience 

had changed me and I reverted to a self-consciousness and shyness 

inappropriate to my years.  

 

I passed the days as best I could on the ward. I had plenty of visits from 

my parents and they often brought sweets and cigarettes. I got to know 

the other inmates in this refuge from Western society as I liked to think of 

it. And I got to know some of their stories.  

 

There was Pat who had tried to kill himself numerous times. So often in 

fact that he had to be supervised while shaving lest he make another 

attempt. He had a bandage around his neck where he had tried to cut 

himself. Eventually he took the bandage off to reveal a bright red scar all 

the way around your neck. 

 

“You’re a Mummies boy,” he said to me one evening after my mother 

had left. “You’re mother is in every day to visit you.” 

 

And it was true he didn’t get many visitors and he seemed to like 

conversations with me and the other inmates. 

 

I had no expectation now of what the future would hold and even though 

it had been suggested to me that I could go back to America after the 

issue of my health was resolved I didn’t see the point and it seemed futile 

to take up the threads of a life that no longer made any sense. Whatever 
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impetus had brought me to America in the first place seemed completely 

to have evaporated.  

 

There was never any word from Cora and I gave up hoping that there 

would be. She was probably pretty freaked out by the whole experience 

and I thought of all the letters I sent her and I felt dejected and ashamed.  

 

There was no one that could dispel the cloud of gloom I now felt hanging 

over me and I was pointless and rudderless. 

 

After about a month it was deemed that I was well enough to be 

discharged out of the hospital. And one day that I had greatly looked 

forward too my parents came up to pick me up and take me back home. It 

was arranged that I would live with them for the time being until I got 

myself back on my feet.  

 

I told myself I didn’t mind but in reality it was a setback to be living at 

home in my late twenties and I was anxious to assert my independence as 

soon as possible.  

 

My conspiratorial thinking had led me to reject fundamentally the 

diagnosis and I felt there was another agenda at work here other than the 

obvious one – that the doctor was right and I had manic depression. I 

didn’t believe or trust that this was the case and I felt that in due course I 

would discover what really happened and be the architect of my own 

cure.  

 

I felt as though I had been carried on the crest of a wave, which had 

crashed ashore and deposited me, bereft and helpless on the beach. I was 

embarrassed and ashamed and I distanced myself from my previous 

utterances. I wasn’t in love with Cora. It was all part of the illness and my 

feelings, which were buried deeply submerged again below the surface.  

 

I began to believe the diagnosis and think and talk in their terminology. It 

was all about manic episodes and bipolar mood disorder and racing 

thoughts and relapses and medication and the right level and finding that 

therapeutic dose. 

 

Despite what I had been through my insistent nature reasserted itself 

quickly and the question was posed afresh  - why? Why did this happen 

to me? And what had I done to bring it on? And why should I be cursed 

with this serious illness, which was without cure? 
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I became withdrawn socially and eschewed the large groups I would 

formerly have preferred in favour of a few close friends and my 

immediate family. I had reverted to a type of personality that could best 

be described as teenage. I was self-conscious around women and I had 

lost much of my confidence. Where formerly I would have been almost 

predator like in my approach to relationships and the opposite sex now I 

could hardly pluck up the courage to talk to a strange girl in a bar. 

 

These changes were most apparent to me and the people around me were 

not often aware of them.  

 

It was the beginning of a long, drawn battle with the illness as it was 

called, and one with many false starts and u-turns and backsliding.  

 

I began to gradually uncover the reasons for the experience I had and I 

came back to my first trauma, which was the loss of my brother now dead 

many years. I pieced together the circumstances, which could plausibly 

have led to the experience that I had. 

 

I lost my brother when I was young and vulnerable. I didn’t accept that he 

was dead and I became numb inside and was quite a depressed teenager. 

Then in my early twenties I travelled. I discovered America and women 

and both boosted my mood immeasurably. I wanted to forget the 

depression of my teenage years and so I gladly embraced this 

improvement in mood and feeling.  

 

But the feelings of loss that my brother represented I never looked into 

and this task I began in Chicago when I started writing for the first time. 

This was when I dug into my psyche and awakened the sleeping demon 

that my brother’s death represented. 

 

Death coloured every experience and there was no solution and there was 

no way out. I had never come to terms with that and so it came back to 

haunt me. It was an undeniable truth in my life. People die and I knew 

this first hand. Yet I had denied this truth and had run a great distance to 

escape it. In the end it was completely futile and I had to accept that my 

personality was more kaleidoscopic than I would like to have believed. 

 

I was a combination of all these influences and the mania had allowed me 

to compartmentalise my moods and this had fragmented my personality 

as a result.  
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The weeks and months that followed I made tentative steps back into 

society. I found a job in a company in Sandyford and I found some 

drinking buddies and I built a life of sorts for myself. I always had the 

feeling it didn’t quite compare to the way I felt before the manic episode. 

I hated my shyness and self-consciousness and yet I couldn’t escape it I 

was not the confident person I had been in America.  

 

I took to drinking a lot and most weekends I was out for the two nights 

drinking and getting rejected by girls. It was in the space of women that I 

was most conscious of my reduced circumstances. I was tongue-tied and 

self-conscious and to be a player I needed confidence.  

 

I kept trying to rekindle that pre-crisis energy but always found the 

attempt fell flat. I had undergone a spiritual crisis also I felt and the life 

that I led I gradually began to regard as empty and vacuous. I had not 

opened a book nor studied anything in years. My weekends I spent drunk 

or hung over. Worse still I seemed as though I had been living a lie all the 

time I was in America. And the personality I took for granted was now 

past tense.  

 

It was clear to me that my career of womanising and diversion did not 

lead anywhere and even though I felt I was the architect of my own 

downfall I nevertheless continued along the path I had chosen.  

 

My religious nature inclined me to believe that God was teaching me a 

lesson and that I was a sinner being corrected in his ways.  

 

But the very worst thing of all is that I had failed in love. I could endure 

the needles and the pills and the patronising doctors and the bullying 

nurses but through this love had failed for me and I lost hope in the 

prospect of ever finding it again. 

 

It had taken so long to find Cora and even longer still to realise that she 

was the one and now there was no prospect of love ever finding me again. 

A light grew dim in my eyes and I became hopeless and cynical in a way 

I had not been since my teens.  

 

What future was there without love? And even though I was a young man 

still I lost hope in finding the very thing I needed to bring meaning into 

my life. Love had been the solution before and now there was no love. 

My love for Cora had turned to ashes and what she must think of me now.  
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I realised then that regaining love in my life was the only way I could 

progress forward from this cul-de-sac.  

 

And yet I who had so many chances and so many opportunities where 

women were prepared to believe in me, even including Cora, and now 

with a sickening clarity I realised that I was the heartbreaker with the 

broken heart and all I found was my own company at the end of it all - 

because that in truth was at the core of my problems.  

 

My relationship with my parents had changed also. In some part I blamed 

them for what had happened to me and what had been very close now 

was much more adversarial and confrontational. I read somewhere that 

depression was caused by a conflict between parents and the labelled 

patient – in this case me. In my desperation, clutching, as I was for easy 

explanations it seemed like the right thing.  
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Chapter 6 – Moved out into bedsit in Ranelagh 

 

After a few months I pulled myself together and moved out of my parents 

house and into a bed-sit in Ranelagh. It was a back room in a Georgian 

house and it had poor light and was quite depressing. It was in essence 

one room with a galley kitchen and a separate bathroom leading off. 

 

I did this because I had in my drunken forays at the weekends met 

someone and I needed a place of my own. 

 

Tim and Pat came around to check it out one day. 

“This is just so Jack can have sex,” said Pat.  

 

I resented that remark but I wondered if there was any truth in it. I had 

been dating Marie for a couple of months and so far we had only reached 

the kissing and hugging stage. Of course the lads found this very amusing 

and were taking bets as to when something would happen.  

 

Marie was older than me by about five years and she was conservative 

and serious and she wanted to get married. I was too shell-shocked by my 

recent experience to offer her anything more than a casual relationship 

and we pottered along in this fashion for three or four months.  

 

I never told her anything about what happened to me and in fact I became 

very secretive about it in public. Of course my family knew and they 

experienced the brunt of the low moods as well when I was full of self-

doubt and self-loathing but in public I projected a light-hearted image.  

 

Public appearances for me consisted mainly of being in the pub with Tim 

and Pat and whoever else was around. I drank and I knew I shouldn’t. It 

exacerbated my condition, or at least so I was told but I was too 

impressionable and idiotic to take the warnings of the doctors seriously.   

 

We hung out in a large and amorphous group. There was Pat and his 

girlfriend. There was Marie and I and there was Snook and Diggity also. 

And often Tim would be around too.  

 

When the girls weren’t present the conversation centred on women. There 

were also plenty of women around and the places we frequented had a 

constant volume passing through.  
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Of everyone present I was the only one to my knowledge who had a 

problem namely manic depression. I knew that Pat had some problem 

with depression also but nothing of a serious variety.  

 

“You don’t see ass like that in here very often” said Pat, referring to a girl 

who just passed by our table. His girlfriend was conveniently in the loo. 

“Would you ever stop that talk?” I said. 

“Don’t pretend for one second that you aren’t thinking the same thing as I 

just said,” said Pat. 

“Yeah. But at least I don’t say it.” 

“The trouble with these Christians” said Pat, meaning me, “is that they 

would have you believe they never had a sinful thought in their lives.” 

“I think it’s a load of bollocks,” said Diggity. “And I’m going to the bar 

who’s on for a drink.” 

“Mines a Heineken,” said Snook. 

 

Sharon came back from the toilet. “What did I miss?” she said. 

“An ass to die for” said Pat. 

“Shut up you,” she said sitting down.  “Do you love me Pat?” She leaned 

over and put her hand on his arm. 

“Of course I do, darling.” 

“God, I want to puke,” I said. 

“Shut up” said Marie, “I think that’s nice.” 

 

Diggity came back with more pints and the conversation turned to Snook.  

“Snook is going to score tonight for sure. Aren’t you Snooky boy?” said 

Diggity. 

“Don’t take the piss” said Snook. “I don’t see you scoring very often 

unless you count big bird.” 

“Not this shit again,” said Diggity. 

“I was standing outside Spar and Diggity sees big bird. And man she was 

big – bigger than Diggity and that’s saying something. So he goes up to 

her and starts chatting her up. Then before I know it she’s coming with us 

back to the flat and she ends up staying the night.” 

“And do you love big bird, Diggity?” I asked. 

“Fuck off” said Diggity.  

“You boys should stop arguing all the time,” said Sharon. 

“Exactly” said Pat. 

“Patsy is getting off pretty lightly,” I said. 

 

Pat looked scared. We were on our fourth round and it was just possible 

that some of his indiscretions could be let slip in front of the group. 

“Let’s talk about something else,” said Tim, ever the diplomatic one.  
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When Sharon and Marie went up to the bar I got a lecture. 

“Don’t be telling her about me. She doesn’t need any ammunition. She’s 

got enough already,” said Pat. 

“I didn’t say anything. Did I? Stop being so paranoid.” 

“Well I thought you were going to. And it wouldn’t be unlike you to blurt 

out something and regret it later.” 

“Yeah whatever.” I really didn’t care. I wanted to get drunk as quickly as 

possible and I wasn’t even in the mood for Marie though doubtless she 

would be pestering me to come back to her place afterwards. 

 

The relationship was heading south in my opinion and she was not yet 

fully informed but it would have to be done soon. It wasn’t like there was 

anyone else just a blank indifference where love and caring should have 

been. I couldn’t rise to it. Not after the wasteland of my love and what 

had been my hopes and dreams.  

 

She was tugging my arm after she came back from the bar. 

“I want to go.” 

“Already. But we only just got here.” 

 

I really didn’t want to leave. For one thing I would be on my own with 

her, a situation I was trying to avoid as much as possible lately and for 

another I just wanted to drink so that I could forget all my impossible 

urgencies that only led to disaster.  

 

“I’ll walk you to the bus stop” I said. 

 

She looked cross. This was not the answer she wanted. I told the others I 

would be back in a while and I walked her across the street and stood at 

the bus stop with her until the bus came. Then I gave her a kiss good-bye 

and returned to the pub. 

”We think you are gay,” said Pat, thinking he was very funny. 

“Funny guy.” I sat down beside them and picked my pint glass off the 

table.  

 

The pub was filling up very rapidly now. All of the late Saturday evening 

drinkers were arriving. The smoke spiralled up to the rafters and the few 

fans that revolved in a languid fashion made little or no impact on it. I 

thought about my life and where it was going or more precisely where it 

was not going and I just didn’t care.  
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I didn’t have a solution or a way out – a hoped for eventuality. My best 

efforts led nowhere and now I was a tentative teenager pushing thirty full 

of unresolved passion and rage. My parents who had always been my 

friends and well wishers in the game of life were now potential enemies 

and threats to my fragile calm. 

 

I lived alone and even Marie did not evoke any tenderness in me. I mainly 

felt bad about her and guilty - guilty that I didn’t love her. Our brief 

sexual interactions left me cold and unmoved.   

 

I quit the group early that night having my fill of their drunken company 

and I walked home to my bedsit along quiet streets. It was early Sunday 

morning and few people were about.  

 

The next day I went to visit my parents. It was Sunday and they were 

getting ready for Mass. I called them into the living room and delivered a 

lecture to them. 

“You have ruined my life and you are both to blame,” I said. 

My father did not say anything. However my mother spoke. 

“We know we are to blame. Okay. We couldn’t help it.” 

“What am I suppose to do” I said, “I have no confidence. I am miserable. 

What would you have of me? I always tried to help both of you and 

understand both of you and look where it has left me.” 

“My conscience is clear regarding you,” said my father. 

“But how can that be.” 

“It just is. Look what you have got is some kind of genetic predisposition. 

It’s not really anything to do with environment. At least that’s what I 

read.” 

“There is nothing we can do about the way that you are,” said my mother. 

“I mean you have to understand that we never wanted this for you.” 

 

And I did believe them. I knew they wouldn’t deliberately hurt me. I was 

like a man clutching at straws. What could be the answer to my sorry 

state of being? All my worst fears were realised. I had nightmares about 

being this way and it had come to pass. I was the very person I would 

have decried as a loser and a no-hoper. People I knew who had a fraction 

of my confidence were now streets ahead of me. It was more than galling. 

It was depressing.  

 

I had slipped and fallen like a man fallen on hard times only worse 

because at least that man was integral and whole whereas I was a 

scattered, disorganised and unconfident person. I had a recollection and 

memory of time when I thought I had conquered my problems or at least 



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

190 | P a g e  

 

reached a reasonable compromise with them. And now that was gone and 

I was a man from whom a thing of great value had been snatched away.  

 

I left my parents in anger and went out slamming the front door behind 

me. I knew I was acting like a teenager but the fact was I was all over the 

place.  

 

One day a week or two later I called into the house and my father was 

there alone. My mother had gone out. We sat in the kitchen and had a cup 

of tea. 

 

“There is something I never told you about your mother” he said. “And 

seeing that you are the one family member who keeps digging and dug 

and dug I felt I should tell you.” 

“What is that?” I said. 

“Well I think she was abused. In fact I think they all were by their father 

and I think he hit the mother as well. She never will admit to that of 

course.” 

“But were you not concerned about this fact?” 

“I couldn’t care less. I was in love and I didn’t think anything like that 

could stand in the way.” 

 

My head was swirling at this revelation. My mother abused. My father 

abused and of course Cora abused. A triad of abuse surrounded me. My 

mother would be the role model for women I met like Cora. The way I 

had been brought up mindful of my mother’s affections was of course the 

yardstick by which I found the opposite sex attractive.  

 

It was the Venus syndrome clear as day. The aloof, disinterested female 

spurred me on to great efforts to woo and capture that person. 

 

And then there was my role in all this – the determination to be different 

and not to repeat the mistakes of the past. I had wanted never to have the 

kind of relationship my parents had. I always felt that was a rule for me. 

So in some sense I had to go beyond Venus to get to where I needed to be 

and that would account also for the relentless and unkind psychology that 

I subjected Cora too. I wasn’t trying to woo her I was trying to 

understand myself at her expense.   

 

“So how did you know that this had happened?” I asked. 

“Well she wasn’t sure if I was the father of your brother or not. But I 

knew he was my son.” 
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I had known for some time that there was something evil at the heart of 

my origins and here was proof positive and confirmation of that 

supposition. I was born from the union of two abused and victimised 

individuals and yet what did it all mean and why was I now the clear and 

obvious victim and suffering for something that had nothing to do with 

me.  

 

I had said no to this inherited baggage – challenged it in some way and 

there was a price to be paid for that arrogance. I dug too deep – dug 

beyond the norms of what I needed to know and awakened something. 

And yet was not that something the sleeping memory of my dead brother 

and that my real and fundamental fear was of my own mortality? Was 

that not what I was really afraid of? I just didn’t know. 

 

This latest revelation gave me no greater peace. It was comforting for me 

to think that I wasn’t the architect of my own problems but there was very 

little real solace in that. I was still haunted by the fears that followed me 

wherever I went. More and more I realised that these were old fears that I 

had buried deeply. I was afraid to die and felt more singled out than 

anyone else to follow in my brother’s footsteps.  

 

I was considered most at risk of any family member of heart attack. I was 

subjected to a battery of tests and pulled off all competitive sports. I was 

isolated and singled out. It was these fears that I felt had been dealt with 

by my early twenties. But they clearly had not been dealt with. They 

resurfaced and I was unable to cope or deal with them. 

 

It centred on love. Love was the trigger because in love I would exit the 

family drama, in which I continued to play such a dreary and unwilling 

part. Cora offered such an exit because I loved her and saw the possibility 

of a future with her. But I could not regain that love feeling and there 

followed a string of pointless affairs that led nowhere. I never found love 

again. 

 

Despite knowing all this I still didn’t feel any better or more insightful. 

Things dragged on. Every turn was a hoped for improvement only to find 

things lapsed back again a week or two later. I went to see my doctor on 

numerous occasions. He experimented with levels trying this and that 

combination of medication that would have some therapeutic impact.  

 

I joined a support group for depression victims and every Wednesday 

night spent a dreary hour and a half in the company of people who were 
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depressed. We talked about our feelings because no one else could or 

would listen.  

 

I went to see the priest in the hope of some spiritual guidance and he 

seemed more at a loss than I about that.  

 

I wanted to be relieved of this terrible burden. I prayed and demanded and 

insisted that it pass from me but of course nothing changed. On one of 

these many self-pitying days I sat in my mother’s kitchen complaining. 

She came over and put her arms around me. 

“If I could take it from you onto me I would.” 

 

I knew she meant it too but still I didn’t get any better. There were so 

many false starts and false dawns that I gave up hoping in the end.  

 

I gave up hoping that it would ever get better and I gave up believing my 

doctor when he promised me some new drug would have a better impact. 

And I gave up believing that I could ever find love and that I was 

condemned to a lonely and futile existence that would end prematurely 

and have amounted to precisely zero.  

 

There didn’t seem to be any hope and where previously I had been 

relentlessly positive and upbeat now I could barely muster the motivation 

to get out of bed.  

 

Despite having good insight initially about the need for recovery and self-

help, in the longer term I didn’t maintain that insight. I was drinking too 

much when drinking was precisely the thing that needed to be handled 

with care. I was acting as though I had never been through the experience 

I had had. In so doing I lined myself up for a repeat performance. And so 

the cycle continued.  

 

I combined indifference to my own health with disbelief concerning my 

diagnosis. I just didn’t believe there was anything wrong with me that I 

couldn’t fix myself. It was a conspiracy concocted by doctors to suggest 

otherwise.  

 

Despite all these matters life still had to go on and a semblance of 

normality existed in-between hospital visits and breakdowns. Eight times 

the drama of my traumas was played out in an allegorical fashion in my 

head. Seven times I found myself in a hospital bed gripped by terror and 

eight times I recovered, found a job, moved out and built a life only to 

watch it come crashing down again after the next episode.  
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In my periods of normalcy I was often confused and tentative and I 

decried my lack of confidence and conviction. Of course a breakdown 

shatters confidence but what was I to do.  

 

But mainly I was playing a waiting game. I was waiting to feel better in a 

permanent way. I knew things had to get better and I would be a fool to 

think they would not. It didn’t occur to me that I was the main cause of 

prolonging my own agony.  

 

I just didn’t take my diagnosis seriously. I drank. I skipped medication 

and doctor’s appointments. I went a whole year without any contact with 

my doctor.  

 

And yet throughout all my life I had battled with my feelings and 

expressing feelings had always been difficult for me. From the time of 

my brother’s death to the present moment I had wrestled with and battled 

with emotional expression.  

 

It is impossible to chart where exactly I began to find a way forward out 

of the treadmill my life had become but it took time and patience that I 

never thought I had in me. I was impatient for improvement but I learned 

to distrust that impatience as leading me astray.  

 

There was no cure but there was greater awareness and in the end that 

more than anything contributed to my wellness. I learned to be aware of 

the cycle of events that made chaos out of my life. I learned to befriend 

feelings that had remained dormant only to erupt volcanically at each 

manic episode. 

 

I learned that my fear of death was overblown and that everyone shared 

the same level of threat. I learned that the cycle that oscillated from 

omnipotence on the one hand and suicidal ideation on the other could 

become a familiar experience and as a result less of a threat.  

 

I learned that love was the necessary basis of any successful relationship I 

could form and that the string of pointless amours pointed to the clear and 

complete absence of that in my life.   

 

And I learned that more life was a gradual development of feeling not an 

on off switch or a sudden infatuation, love which had been a mystery to 

me now became a knowable feeling in my life. Before I had feared love 
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as a result tended to run from these feelings when they cropped up. Now I 

could let it wash over me and not feel any ill effects.  

 

I needed to be in love and without love any relationship I was in was just 

meaningless and pointless. And yet in my confusion I was always driven 

to the need for a relationship but aware of my inability to form one.  

 

It was a question of time and yet each time it happened I knew the clock 

was reset to zero. This was because the cycle had to play out in its 

entirety before I could lay it to rest. Since the cycle never completed and I 

was lost in confusion after the intervention of the psychiatric services I 

never understood exactly what was happening to me.  

 

I was fine in the short term in those anodyne periods between manic 

episodes but in the longer term when my feelings surfaced as they 

inevitably did I found that I was in the grip of a psycho-spiritual 

overwhelm which I could never master or control.  

 

I interpreted this early as a struggle between the creative and practical 

within me. I would write furiously during those all to brief creative 

periods and then months later look back over what I had written for clues 

to my state of mind during these times.  

 

I knew it was important all the things I had written – all the letters and 

diary entries I had completed over the years but I didn’t know just how 

important or what the relevance was. I nevertheless collected all my 

documentation I stored it on my computer. It would come in handy some 

day I reasoned.  

 

When sufficient time had elapsed between my last episode I was 

determined that not only would it never happen again but also that I 

would improve my situation as much as I could. I started to apply for jobs 

that would be better than the very basic and rudimentary position I held at 

the moment.  

 

I reasoned that things were as improved as they were going to get and that 

I should strike out and make an effort to get more money if nothing else. I 

was called to interview by one company in the south of the city and on 

the appointed day I borrowed my Dad’s car and drove out to the 

interview.  

 

It was a flat, one storey building on the outskirts of Bray and I parked the 

car in the visitors bay and went into the reception area and waited. After a 
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while a woman came out and brought in down a corridor and into a large, 

open plan office. There were smaller rooms along the side wall which 

turned out to be meeting rooms. She brought me into one of these rooms. 

 

Then she asked me if I would like some coffee and I said I would. She 

went off to get it. She returned a few moments later with the coffee and 

another man. They both sat opposite me at the table. 

 

“So why do you want to work for the company?” asked the women. 

“Well I think it’s a good opportunity,” I said. “I have the experience and 

background and have done similar work before.” 

“Ah. You are referring to your position in Chicago,” said the man. “Tell 

us a little about that.” 

 

I could see that he was interested in what I had done and he listened 

carefully to what I had to say. They had an opening in the marketing 

department and had been looking to fill this vacancy for some time. 

 

I had the background and the experience. It seemed like a good match. 

 

After the interview I drove back to Dublin in a thoughtful mood. I didn’t 

have long to wait. The next day there was a phone call from the director 

of human resources. She offered me the job and I agreed to start with 

them approximately one month later.  

 

I was thrilled. Here was a job, a better job, with more money and more 

responsibilities. I could get a nice place and buy a car. I could move out 

of my crappy bedsit and not have to hang my head in shame in 

comparison with my peers.  

 

A week later I started and within two weeks I bought a second hand car 

from a dealer in Ballymun and I was arrived. Everyday I drove out from 

Ranelagh to Bray.  

 

My job was reasonably straightforward and I quickly got to know the new 

people in my orbit. There was my manager Janet and my co-worker 

Richard. Richard was a slight, skinny man with glasses and mousy blonde 

hair. He laughed a lot with a nervous high pitch.  

 

Janet was a short dumpy woman who had recently moved back to Dublin 

with her fiancé from London. She managed our small group and there 

was one other Fiona, who was begrudgingly seconded to form the third 

member of the team. 
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We were the analysis and reporting team and our job was to issue all the 

company reports upon which decisions were made. Every week we met 

as a group and we discussed the various projects we were working on.  

 

I found early on that my concentration at work was not good. I found it 

hard to focus on the reports and numbers even though that was my 

responsibility. I tended to appreciate projects in totality but paid little 

attention to the detail. As a result I spent a lot of time reading and 

rereading reports and struggling to understand what was going on. 

 

From the start there were disagreements between Janet and I about work 

priorities and what was important and needed to be done.  

 

I never told anyone at work about my experience with manic depression 

and I wouldn’t have expected them to understand in any event. I didn’t 

understand it why should they. 

 

It was my secret, and I carried it around with me from work to home and 

back again. That year I didn’t stay in touch with the doctor at all and I 

reduced the dosage of Lithium to 1200 milligrams. I was cured or so I 

told myself. I had no need of a doctor and shortly everything would work 

out as it was supposed to. 

 

I assumed the mad passion and rage of the past was over. I didn’t think it 

could ever happen again. I was getting on with my life and soon I would 

catch up with my peers in every respect.  I very much regarded my illness 

as a linear experience and not a cyclical one. As such I felt that as time 

elapsed I was getting further and further away from the last episode and 

so I was less and less likely for it to happen to me.  

 

However what I didn’t realise at the time was that awareness was the only 

dividend of such a condition and the propensity would always exist and 

be there.  There was no cure only awareness.  

 

Awareness wasn’t enough for me. I wanted to be back in that happy place 

where all negative thoughts were buried and they just didn’t exist for me.  

 

I was single during this time and I had the impression erroneous though it 

may be that love was all consuming drug and experience. Since my days 

with Cora I had never met someone who had inspired me in the way she 

did. That did not mean to say I didn’t hope for it because I did. But I just 

didn’t know. 
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Until one day I became aware of a girl who worked in the department. 

She was tall and wand-like slim and her name was Joanne. She always 

dressed glam and she was shy and kept to herself and made little effort to 

get to know her co-workers. 

 

I hardly paid her any attention initially but one night the whole marketing 

department were out for a meal and drinks afterwards. It was then that she 

spoke to me and she focused her undivided attention on me.  

 

“So Jack how are you today?” She came over and stood beside me at the 

bar.  

“I’m okay. Not too bad in fact.” 

 

She smiled and her eyes widened as though I was the most interesting 

thing she had ever encountered. 

“What kind of music do you like?” she asked.  

I thought about it for a second. 

“Oh the usual I suppose, Santana and Zepplin – classic rock - that kind of 

thing. What about you?” 

“I like everything. Well a little bit of everything.” 

 

There was that look that I knew so well. The look of love was in her eyes. 

And that’s what I saw and that’s what I took away from it. 

 

Later we were seated at the dinner table to have our food. I was seated 

beside Charlene who was a work friend and to her right was Joanne. 

 

Charlene I had befriended as a work buddy. We used to go smoking 

together and the rumour was spread around the department that there was 

something going on between the two of us. For my part I had no interest 

in her but had not discouraged her friendship. So perhaps she was getting 

the wrong idea.  

 

I was concerned too that if Joanne thought there was anything going on 

between Charlene and I that would put her right off.  

 

We were seated at a square table with a gap in the middle. Charlene 

leaned over to me and whispered in my ear. 

“You could be riding one of those young things like Joanne there.” 
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She said it loudly and I was terrified that Joanne would over hear. I got 

the impression already that Charlene was not the most popular person in 

the department.  

 

I didn’t understand that my relationship with Charlene was primary one I 

felt comfortable with. Even though I wasn’t attracted to her in any way I 

felt the need of her approval and her friendship. Unfortunately tonight I 

could see she was interpreting it in the wrong way.  

 

After the meal the group broke up. Joanne and the other girls took a taxi 

into town and I was left with Charlene. We ended up sitting in my car, 

which was parked near the restaurant. 

 

I put in some music and the heater. I was desperately thinking of ways to 

get rid of her since I wanted to catch up with Joanne and the girls and I 

couldn’t very well bring Charlene along with me. 

“Why don’t you stay the night in my house?” said Charlene. “You could 

sleep on the couch and leave your car here.” 

“I don’t think that’s a very good idea.” 

“Why not?” 

“Well I just don’t think it would suit me. And I have to get home and do 

stuff tomorrow morning.” 

“What is the story between you and me?” she asked. 

“What do you mean? There is no story.” 

“Why do you spend so much time with me then and spend so much time 

talking to me.” 

“I just like your company I suppose. Look, I am not looking for anything 

else.” 

There was a long silence and she took a deep pull on her cigarette. 

Eventually she said, “Is that every going to change?” 

“No. It won’t,” I said.  

 

Eventually I got her into a taxi and I waited for the next one and took it 

into town to follow the girls. I was nearly an hour behind them but I knew 

they were going to one of the wine bars on Lesson Street so I got the taxi 

to drop me off there.  

 

When I went inside the place was heaving and I had to search the whole 

place to find them at the back on a small dance floor dancing away. I 

went up to speak with Joanne and I was surprised and a bit confused to 

find that she wasn’t very friendly or welcoming considering I had come 

all the way in.  

 



Jack & Cora – A Love Story 
by Hugh McGovern 

199 | P a g e  

 

She was going out for a smoke so I accompanied her out front and we sat 

on the steps of the club and she smoked her head. Then she put her head 

on my shoulder as though to fall asleep or rest it. I decided this was the 

moment to say something. 

“Why don’t we go for coffee?” I said. 

“What do you want to go for coffee for?” she remarked almost angrily. 

“Well I though it would be an opportunity for me to get to know you 

better.” 

 

There was silence. She was clearly not in the least bit encouraged by my 

suggestion. I was confused and unsure. I had thought she liked me. In the 

bar before the meal she was showing some interest but now she was 

sitting with her head on my shoulder rejecting my gentle advances. 

Maybe she was a big flirt. And maybe she flirted just in order to get my 

attention and nothing more. 

 

We sat there for a while not saying much, then the other girls came out.  

They caught a separate taxi and I caught a taxi with Joanne. I put my arm 

around her in the taxi and she didn’t resist. The taxi dropped me back to 

my flat and she went on home. 

 

I was elated. I was ecstatic. I was in love? I didn’t know but certainly 

something close. She was beautiful and I dismissed her indifference as 

outweighed by her earlier show of interest. It had to Charlene. She was 

the fly in the ointment. Joanne must have overheard her talk and been 

offended by that.  

 

It didn’t occur to me that Joanne was just being friendly and wanted to be 

friends. There were no platonic friendships anyway in my book. No this 

was the ever-subtle language of love. I had to read and interpret her 

actions correctly and then I would be on the right track to love and 

happiness.  

 

She was trying to tell me something in her own way. She was obviously 

deeply offended by Charlene and possibly under the impression that there 

was something going on between Charlene and I. I had to dissuade her of 

the notion as soon as possible.  

 

On Monday morning I was back at work bright and early and I sat at my 

desk. I was in before Joanne so I waited until she came in and gave her 

some bedding in time and then I walked over as nonchalant as I could be. 

I stood at her desk. 

“Well Joanne how was your weekend?” 
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She looked up from her computer and I noticed an expression of shock 

that I was actually talking to her. I ploughed on with my conversation and 

she got up from her desk and said, “I have to get some coffee” and she 

was gone out of the office and down the corridor. 

“Coffee” I said, “that’s a good idea” and I followed her. She must have 

put on a pace because I found myself falling behind her and it was clear 

she didn’t want to have coffee with me or even talk to me particularly so I 

gave up my pursuit and returned to my desk.  

 

It was plain as day she didn’t want to talk to me. In fact the very thought 

of me in some romantic context with her clearly made her feel slightly ill. 

Or at least so I took it from her. I was betwixt and between. On the one 

hand all the information I was getting from her indicated that she had no 

interest in me and was quite willing to shun me to make sure I got in the 

message. On the other I had seen a look in her eyes that had suggested so 

much more than this and I wondered if I had not played my cards right 

and should I do something else to convince her or convey the message 

that I was interested. 

 

In practise I didn’t do anything. She wouldn’t look at me when she passed 

me in the corridor and I just gave up trying to get to know her since it 

seemed so complicated. She obviously wanted to be left alone and since I 

couldn’t talk to her I could make any progress with understanding my 

own feelings, which so confused me and kept me hanging on. 

 

The read was clear. She just wasn’t interested. And yet I kept hoping that 

she was and a few months later an email went around saying that Joanne 

was leaving the company. Since she was leaving I felt I could be a little 

more open about my feelings.  

 

A week after she had left the company I sent a card and a CD to her new 

employer. The card said simply  

 

“Dear Joanne 

 

I think you are one cool dudette. Wondering would you like to have 

dinner some time. Hope you like the CD and best of luck in the new job.  

 

Jack” 

 

A day later I received a reply in my email from her. She thanked me for 

the gift and the card but declined the suggestion of dinner. And that was 

largely that. I never met her again and it was clear that whereas I had 
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feelings she did not and I had to accept that. And I did accept that largely 

but the feelings remained and they were still as strong a month or too 

later.  

 

I went on holidays to Greece with my friend and the feelings were as 

strong as ever. I felt there was nothing to do but to communicate this fully 

to her one last time so that she would at least appreciate my honesty if 

nothing more. When I got back from my holiday I penned a love letter to 

her and the next day back at work I emailed to her. 

 

The letter was a long and rambling document full of surmises and 

assumptions and in which I told her I was in love with her and thought 

about her all the time and that I wanted to be straight with her so there 

was no doubt and to be honest for the first and only time. The letter was 

really about how I felt and it was the first and only time that I openly 

expressed that to her.  

 

A day or two later a reply came back. It was short and frosty and to the 

point. 

 

“Jack, 

 

I won’t thank you for this letter. I appreciate that you are trying to get 

things off your chest but can we please leave it at that. 

 

Joanne.” 

 

I felt the coldness of the reply and the clear and certain knowledge that I 

was now approaching the limits of her patience. There was no love there 

and whatever state of mind I was in was in no way reciprocated by her. 

Just what were these feelings that had so consumed me about her. I had 

not thought of any other romantic involvements and it had been nearly 

five months since this had first started.  

 

I was in love but with whom and what did it mean? I was nervous. My 

hands shook. I was smoking. I thought about little else. I even made her a 

tape of my favourite songs, which I never found the opportunity to give to 

her. Could love be so isolated? Surely it had to depend on some level of 

approval from her.  

 

I thought about my love for Cora, which descended into madness and I 

was concerned. Could this happen to me again? Was this the precursor to 

some episode? 
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Every fibre of my being told me that Joanne was someone I could love 

and yet she didn’t love me, that much was plain. And could I even say I 

was in love with her since I became so readily possessed by this love 

based only on the slightest whim or encouragement from her? 

 

What the hell was wrong with me that I couldn’t have normal feelings 

like everyone else? I had the impression that things could have been 

different if I had been able to remain relaxed. But I just couldn’t do it. As 

soon as I formed the impression she was interested then I was off, off on 

my tangent which once embarked upon I couldn’t get off.  

 

My feelings seemed to isolate me and cut me off from the people around 

me. They were so strong and so demanding of me that I felt almost weak 

in the throes of them. Why couldn’t I fall in love like anyway else? And 

why were the things other people took for granted denied to me. Was this 

the legacy of my brother’s death and my repressed feelings of love and 

loss that I then subjected Cora too? 

 

Summer gave way to winter and even though I tried not too I still thought 

to Joanne and wondered what had gone wrong. The company meantime 

was going through some major restructuring and the marketing 

department was reduced in size with a large number of staff taking 

voluntary redundancy. I opted to stay since I had nowhere else to go in 

any event. By August the changes were complete and everyone was 

assigned a new job. I was given a much more stressful and high profile 

job and now I had to give monthly presentations and perform in a timely 

and accurate way. 

 

The cracks were beginning to show in my personality. I was making a lot 

of mistakes and I found it very hard to concentrate. A lot of other people 

were critiquing what I did and I found I was under a lot more pressure 

than I was used too. I had numerous run ins with managers and other staff 

members and I seemed to be fighting with everyone.  

 

In December I was giving my monthly presentation and one of the slides 

I put up in front of a wide audience drawn from the senior staff of the 

company had numerous mistakes and errors. Fiona put up her hand and 

asked the obvious question. 

 

I was embarrassed and ashamed. I went back to my desk and I didn’t 

know what to do. Later Janet came by my desk and called me into a 

room. 
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“What happened to you?” she said. “That was a disaster out there.” 

“I know. I’m sorry. One of the slides had links that didn’t update 

properly. I do better next time.” 

“Jack. We can’t have a repeat of that really. We have no credibility. The 

general manager came by to talk to me and she was not happy.” 

 

I went back to my desk and I sat there. I couldn’t concentrate or do any 

work. I just pretended to shuffle files around on my desktop and kept 

watching the clock to see when it was time to leave. 

 

I was devastated and destroyed. The embarrassment had a much greater 

impact upon me than I realised. I wanted to hide and run away. I felt 

exposed as a fraud and a charlatan in the most public way imaginable. I 

drove home that day in a venomous state of mind. 

 

What I didn’t realise then that my stability was slipping away and over 

the coming days I was slipping unresistingly into the chaos of a manic 

episode. I started to hear voices in my mind. People were talking about 

me and I could hear their thoughts. Then I began to realise that all minds 

were connected on some level and there were factions and groups just 

like there were nations and religions and company organisations in 

reality.  

 

I was possessed of telepathic abilities. Indeed I was a very strong telepath 

but I was late coming to awareness of my gift. The very factions that 

feared my awakening held me back. I was first contacted by a 

brotherhood of international telepaths. This was an non-aligned group of 

telepaths who used their gifts to intervene judiciously and wisely where 

required.  

 

As I was parking my car in the petrol station outside Bray at the same 

time I was receiving information from the brotherhood. They welcomed 

me into their organisation and advised me of my situation.  

 

I drove to work in a reflective state of mind. What I arrived at work it was 

pretty clear from the start that I could remain there. I could hear 

everyone’s thoughts as I was trying to work. It was very distracting. I 

could hear the thoughts of the women I worked with and they seemed to 

be put there to keep an eye on me.  

 

With stunning clarity I realised that this whole job was a set up to keep an 

eye on me. This was a front for a cabal of rich men that planned to keep 

me pinned down and in check. They were terrified that I would realise my 
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true potential – that I was in fact the Messiah, the second coming of the 

Nazarene come to save the world from sin.  

 

I got up from my desk and without saying goodbye to anyone or shutting 

down my computer I walked out of the office and I left the building. The 

brotherhood advised me not to take my car since I was being followed 

and to dispense with some items I was carrying. I threw my wallet and 

my work ID and my mobile phone into a bush out side the office and I 

walked out the gate and down the road into Bray.  

 

I was elated and I was relieved. To hell with that stupid job I could do 

better now that I had discovered all these new and exciting things about 

myself. I knew I had enemies but I focused all my newly found energies 

upon them and they quickly retreated into the shadows.  

 

My world had become a sinister and paranoid place. I was at the centre of 

plots and conspiracies. I walked slowly through Bray and along the old 

road to Killiney. Thoughts and ideas swirled in my mind. My co-workers 

at the company were laughing at me. I was a quitter and a loser and I 

would never amount to anything they said, but I felt proud that I had 

stood up to them by this action and I had walked out and I didn’t need 

them anymore.  

 

I had left the job for good and all the things I had wanted to do were now 

dismissed and forgotten.  

 

I walked and I walked and I walked. I reached Blackrock after an hour 

and I sat in the park for a while. Now the voices were more sinister. 

Death threats were being issued and I was in danger. There was nowhere 

safe to go and the only place I could think of was my parents house.  

 

Despite having left the source of my stress – namely the job I was still 

being tortured by these voices in my mind. I got up and kept walking. 

Now the voices were more threatening. I was to remain in my parent’s 

house until a decision was reached as to what was to be done with me.  

 

I was too big and powerful to be allowed to roam around unchecked and 

unaffiliated.  

 

When I reached my parent’s house my mother answered the door. 

“Jack, what are you doing here?” She instantly sensed that something was 

wrong. 

“Nothing. Can I come in?” 
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“Of course you can. Come on in.” 

I sat in the kitchen and she made me a cup of tea. 

“I quit my job” I said. 

“Why?” 

 

I was having one of these rare moments of lucidity in the midst of all the 

crazy thoughts. 

“I was stressed out. I just couldn’t do it anymore.” 

“And when did this happen?” 

“Just today in fact. In fact I need to phone them and let them know what 

happened.” 

“Okay.” 

 

I rang the main switch and the operator answered.  

“Janet Lucey, please.” 

A moment later I was put through. 

“Jack where are you?” 

I decided to play along and act as if everything was normal. 

“Janet. I just got really stressed out. I decided I am not coming back to 

work.” 

“Well I kind of felt you might have left, especially after what happened a 

few days ago.” 

“Yeah. It was kind of hard to live that one down.” 

“Well if you need anything give me a call.” 

I hung up the phone.  

“Are you sure you are feeling okay?” asked my mother.  

“Is it okay if I sleep here tonight?” I asked. “I don’t want to go back to 

my apartment.” 

 

A look of concern passed across her face. “Are you sure you shouldn’t go 

and see the doctor? I am worried that something could be happening to 

you.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You know what I mean. You can’t let this thing get out of control. You 

have to take action before it gets too bad. Go down and see the doctor.” 

“No. I don’t want to leave the house. It’s not safe.” 

“What do you mean not safe? Of course it is safe.” 

 

I sat down at the kitchen table and said nothing. The various factions 

within my mind were calling for different actions. Some suggested that I 

go and see the doctor. Some did not.  
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Later I sat up in the living room smoking innumerable cigarettes. As soon 

as one was out I lit up another. Later on my sister Elma came into the 

room and asked how I was. I told her I was okay and she sat and talked 

with me for a while.  

 

I told her about the job and what went wrong and how ashamed I was that 

it did and I told her about all my misfortunes which at the present 

moment seemed to weigh heavily upon me. She listened and offered 

consoling words.  

 

Later on I went up to the bedroom upstairs and lay down on the bed and 

tried to take a nap but I just couldn’t settle. The voices wouldn’t leave me 

alone and every time I found resolution or solution for them they came 

back with another permutation or complexity.  

 

It was clear now that I was a very important person, perhaps of global 

significance and everyone wanted a piece of me. Joanne came to me in 

my mind too and told me that she loved me but that she was ordered to 

write the letters she did and to lead me on and then reject me. It was all 

part of their plan. In fact I had been followed since shortly after birth and 

stymied and cajoled to fulfil a higher person.  

 

That higher purpose was to rid the world of an alien threat. Aliens lived 

amongst us and had done for a very long time. The pyramids and all the 

empires that the world had known were led by aliens and aliens though 

small in number had controlled us for a very long time. 

 

I was the last hope of humanity and I was schooled from birth for this 

very purpose. Everything depended on me. 

 

Although I didn’t realise it the ideas would change and each new scenario 

would have its attendant fears and stresses. I lay on the bed as this 

allegorical drama played out in my head. There was nowhere to run and 

escape from these thoughts. They were insistent and demanded action.  

 

After a hour or so my mother came in with a cup of tea. And again she 

suggested the idea of the doctor. I was however fearful of doctors at that 

point so I said to her I would go tomorrow if I were still feeling this way.  

 

I bedded down for the night but sleep just wouldn’t come and all I could 

was lay there as one crazy idea after another came to my mind. I knew 

that this experience had some meaning beyond the crazy ideas and 
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thoughts, which seemed so divorced from reality. But I couldn’t figure 

out what that was. 

 

The next day I had hardly slept when I got in the morning. I went down to 

breakfast and I decided I would go and see the doctor myself. I was 

nervous because I thought that the doctor may not be on my side and 

maybe part of the alien fifth element that lived among the human 

population and so my life would be in danger but I went anyway because 

I wanted relief from all this and I think part of me knew that there I would 

find some respite. 

 

I arrived at the clinic and after a wait of about twenty minutes I was 

ushered into the doctor’s office. 

”So how are you feeling?” asked the doctor. 

“I don’t feel very well and I didn’t sleep properly last night.” 

“Do you hear voices in your mind?” she asked. 

“Don’t you.” 

“You know I think we are going to take you in for a while” she said after 

looking at me closely. 

 

I was terribly afraid of this because the last thing I wanted is to be 

labelled as a crazy man. My enemies were trying to discredit me and this 

was their opportunity. If they could pin a label on me as a mental 

incompetent then they would have won. 

 

“But no doctor, you don’t understand. I can’t come in and I don’t want 

to.” 

“But you are not well. You’ll have to come in for a while so that we can 

keep you under observation.” 

“But you are going to poison me” I exclaimed.  

 

In the end they found me a hospital bed and I lay down on the bed. A 

nurse came and took away my clothes and gave me a set of pyjamas to 

wear. Then she brought me a drink, which I took and then I slept for a 

very long time.  

 

When I awoke it was late evening and I had the feeling I had slept for at 

least two days. I felt much more rested but my mind was still a jumble of 

crazy and impractical notions. Perhaps I was still a hero and it was 

possible the whole world was watching – the messiah would be live on 

global TV and it was also possible that Joanne loved me and that we 

would shortly be reunited.  
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Later on that day my parents came to visit me and we talked for a while. 

My mother brought some oranges. After they left I went out for a walk 

and smoked many cigarettes – so much so that I had used up the whole 

pack my parents brought me.  

 

Over the coming days the turmoil in my mind began to gradually subside. 

With the assistance of the drugs I was taking I was gradually coming 

back to reality. I wasn’t a hero and there was no telepathic link between 

me and all sorts of famous people and of course Joanne.  

 

As I descended from elated heights I gradually began to feel more and 

more depressed. The limitless capacity and abundance of energy and 

vitality I felt was replaced by a leaden feeling of listlessness and apathy.  

 

I was discharged after a month from the hospital and I went back to stay 

with my parents for a short while. I found it very hard to find any 

motivation to do anything.  

 

My job was gone. There was nothing to return to. I moved out of my flat 

in Rathmines and put my car up for sale. I moved in with my parents 

again and despite the stigma I lived with them for nine months. 

 

I had thought I was free of mania and the diagnosis but I found that 

despite being well for two years it came back to haunt me. There didn’t 

seem to be any escaping this fact and there was no cure.  

 

I considered my options and found them lacking. I was pissed off with 

Dublin. It didn’t seem like it was working out for me. There was always 

travel. It had worked in the past, why not again. I could go to the states. 

Niamh had moved to California and I could stay with her at least initially. 

There was nothing left for me here in Dublin.  

 

THE END 


