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For Chris, Beth and Dan

   
Twenty-One Days After The Fall

I turn away from my husband, shifting my weight on to my side, as far from him as the bed will allow. The movement is instinctive, dulled by the fact I’m only half awake, in the place between reality and unreality. I shiver, close my eyes tighter. Outside, the blanket of deepest night is unrelenting, the wind charging its way between the tall trees which edge the drive. I listen to the rain hitting the tiles as it pummels the roof and stone walls of our converted barn; a lone parapet at the top of the hill. I imagine the water tracking its way down the huge windows, swamping our garden and then soaking into the ground beneath. 

My husband’s slow steady breaths and the familiar night-time noises within the house find my ear. I pull the duvet around me and allow my subconscious to take over, unlatching from the present, an almost physical letting-go. As I succumb to sleep the memories come, but I know they are unreliable; broken and unpredictable. The harder I search the further they retreat, but then something breaks through, at once unbidden and yet desperately wanted. As much as I crave the past, I fear it too. 

He lunges, his right arm raised, slamming me hard against the wall; the force of his body holding me there. In his eyes I recognise passion, but of what nature and from what emotion it’s derived I cannot tell. I reach out again to the memory, my hand touching his face, turning him towards me to read something in his expression, to look into his eyes, begging him to stop. He pushes me away, grasping my wrist to dig his fingers hard into the pale skin and then the veins beneath, his rapid breaths hot against my neck. Insistent and urgent he holds me there, pinned to the wall. I fought him, of that I’m certain; my nails deep in his skin until he cried out.

I open my eyes; traces of early morning sunlight warming the room, creating patterns on the ceiling. I watch the rise and fall of my husband’s chest; the gentle sound of his breathing. Then he wakes too, turns to me and smiles, an easy smile, no trace of deceit; as though the last year had never happened. 


1

The Day of The Fall

Cold and smooth, the flagstones of our hallway are reassuringly solid beneath me, each one a raised bump, the mortar crevices like emery boards to my touch, segmenting the repeating pattern. There’s no part of me I can move except for my left hand, and yet I feel I’m floating free.

‘Jo, can you hear me?’ my husband whispers, his skin damp to the touch as his top lip brushes my cheek. ‘Jo, answer me,’ Rob insists. ‘For god’s sake, Jo. Are you okay? Just answer me!’ 

A loud sound echoes down the hallway, thuds so imperative they pierce the darkness, pulling me up to the surface gasping. There’s someone at the door, shouting to be let in, but Rob ignores them, asking me over and over what’s wrong. I don’t reply, the words forming, then gone. The door is opened, a chill blast of air rushing towards me as a woman’s voice draws near, calm and measured. Then at last blissful sleep, like a cool blanket enfolding me; releasing the tight fist of pain. 

Consciousness arrives piecemeal; elements returning one by one, although I resist them. First there’s the light beyond my closed eyelids, then sounds and movement around me. I may have been lying here a while, or no time at all. I try to recall what happened, my fingers worrying at the stones beneath me, their cool touch comforting. I was on the landing, I know that much, and Rob was behind me, too close, his long strides outpacing me. ‘No!’

‘Jo, it’s okay, you passed out again, but I’m here to help.’ She smells sharp and astringent, her breath warm. ‘Please try to stay still so I can help you.’ 

I shiver, the cold air funnelling in through the open door, the wind whipping around the barn, relentless as always. I’d thought we could tame the elements, lay down roots, but, fifteen years on, the constant battering of the wind still disturbs me. Nothing fragile survives up here, stringy shoots plucked from tender soil, saplings bent then snapped, gates snatched from hands, car doors wrenched open and slammed closed, tearing fingernails and bruising shins. ‘We live at the top of a hill, what do you expect?’ Not this. Not every day.

‘Jo, do you remember what happened?’ Rob asks. ‘You fell, Jo. You fell down the stairs. Lost your footing. You were coming down in front of me. I tried to save you, Jo. I tried to save you.’ He keeps saying it, as if that will make me remember.

A pinch to my finger, a cuff to my arm, sensors stuck to my skin. I try to sit up, but Rob tells me to stay still, his palms under my armpits, hoisting me on to his knees, the bones of them angular beneath my back. I loll against my husband, too weak to struggle, his long limbs now encircling me, but his hold on me is too tight, I can’t breathe.

‘Jo, can you answer some questions?’ the calm voice asks. 

‘She’s barely conscious!’ Rob shouts, his words slicing through me. ‘Can’t it wait?’

The reply is firm. ‘Rob, you need to move back, let Jo speak.’ 

I open my eyes to the bright light, the stairs stretching up and over me, dizzying. ‘I don’t want him,’ I say. Rob’s hands are hot on my skin, his fingers stroking my neck, my shoulder, pressing in. ‘Tell him to let me go!’ I struggle and cry out in pain, but she insists I stay still.

‘Can you move away, Rob? You need to let us do our job,’ she says, then she leans over me, her face above mine, asking me so many questions and I try to answer, to tell her where it hurts, how I am. ‘Can you remember what you were doing before you fell, Jo?’

I look up the stairs to Fin’s door. ‘I was sad,’ I tell her. ‘Because of Fin.’

‘Fin?’ the stranger echoes, her eyes kind. 

‘It’s our son,’ Rob says, his hand now squeezing mine. 

Pain shoots through my wrist and Rob drops my hand; says he’s sorry. He keeps repeating how sorry he is, and all I can think is, I don’t want him this close to me.

‘Just give us some space, Rob,’ the stranger tells him, taking my other wrist in her hand. ‘I’m giving you something for the pain, Jo.’ 

‘I don’t want him,’ I say. ‘Get him off me!’ The throbbing in my head takes over, a searing heat beneath my skull. I close my eyes, their voices slipping away. 

Different lights when I open my eyes, brighter than before, and movement. We’re winding down the hill away from the barn, and there’s no siren, but speed, and so many wires, so many questions and Rob is beside me again, but I can’t get away from him because I’m tethered to the bed, strapped down, and now I don’t remember why I’d wanted to escape, although the urge hasn’t left me and when he touches me I flinch.

‘How old is your wife, Rob?’ the stranger asks, her face now in focus; younger than I’d imagined.

‘Jo’s fifty-five,’ Rob replies, his voice choked with emotion. He never cries; why now? 

‘No,’ I whisper, my voice barely there. ‘Not yet.’

‘What did you say, Jo?’ Rob’s voice closer now. 

I turn away, close my eyes, try to sleep, but I’m jolted awake by a thought. ‘The kids, do they know?’ 

‘I’ll ring them once we get to the hospital,’ Rob replies. 

He shouldn’t worry them, I tell him. Especially Fin, he’s got enough to cope with on his first day.

‘First day?’ Rob asks. ‘Jo, what are you talking about?’ 

I close my eyes again, too tired to reply. My skull feels loose beneath my scalp, each bump and bend in the road spinning my head like a gyroscope. I imagine my brain sloshing around in liquid, like a foetus in the womb, its legs and arms kicking and punching from within. The need to sleep is overwhelming, but the pain keeps me awake, my lucidity only in thought, not speech. Why would Rob tell them I’m fifty-five? He’s normally such a stickler for detail. It’s two months until my birthday.

We turn a sharp corner and all I can hear is Rob’s voice, saying again that I fell, then he leans over me, his mouth almost touching mine and he whispers, ‘You’ll be fine, Jo. I promise.’

And I whisper back, ‘Don’t make me any more promises, you bastard.’ 


2

The Day After The Fall

‘If you were going to kill me, how would you do it?’ I ask, turning to Rob in the darkness, my hands seeking him out across the bed. ‘I’ve already thought about how I’d kill you,’ I say. ‘I’d stab you with a kitchen knife.’ I laugh and move closer, draping my arm across his bare chest. 

‘Well I haven’t thought about it at all,’ he says, lifting my hand to his lips, peppering the palm with kisses. I shriek with laughter as he pulls me to him, skin on skin, familiar, safe—

‘I bet you gave yourself a fright!’ the nurse says, her voice loud enough to rouse me from sleep. She pulls back the curtains and the weak sunlight lifts my lids. I shade my eyes with the back of my left hand, the right too painful to move, watching as she crosses the room, her blonde curls coming into focus, sandy tufts pulled into a top-knot, her movements perky, like her tone.

‘The doctor’s started his rounds, so let’s get you sitting up.’ She removes a remote control from my slack grasp, untangling the corkscrewed flex with her other hand as she presses a button to raise the head of the bed. ‘Better?’ she asks, considering my seated position.

‘Yes, thank you.’ I smile, but a sharp pain is shooting from one side of my head to the other. ‘Do you know if my husband’s brought my phone in? I’m lost without it.’

She laughs. ‘You ladies and your phones. No, not yet, but I think he’s on his way in.’ She smooths the covers. ‘He was so worried about you last night. Kept saying you fell, like he couldn’t believe what had happened. It’s the shock, isn’t it?’ She’s at the end of the bed now, reading the beige folder of notes she brought in with her. ‘Shook you both up like a bottle of fizz!’ She laughs, and I must wince because she asks, ‘Is the pain bad, Jo? Where does it hurt?’

‘My head,’ I reply, tears in my eyes as I squint against the agony of it, a pang of fear accompanying the awful beat of my headache. I open my eyes and tell her, ‘I can’t remember what happened, everyone keeps saying I fell. But I don’t know what happened. Do you know?’

She’s beside me again, casting her eyes down to the beige folder. ‘Let’s have a look, shall we?’ 

I look down too, at the hospital gown and bedding covering me, only my forearms exposed. There’s a bruise spreading either side of the tight support bandage which stretches from the fingers to elbow of my right arm, and two of the nails are torn, as though I’d reached out, clawed at something to save myself. 

‘18:02 the paramedic attended you, that’s what it says in here,’ she tells me, very matter-of-fact. ‘Took a tumble down the stairs. You don’t remember, sweetie?’ 

I shake my head and the pain worsens. ‘I remember I was at the bottom of the stairs and then I must have blacked out. Do you know what time Rob went home last night?’ I start crying again, the nurse’s kindness releasing more emotion. ‘I can’t remember much at all of what happened after we got here. When did my husband leave? Do you know?’

‘Oh, Jo. Don’t upset yourself, sweetie. I’ll ask the doctor to give you something stronger for the pain. You lie still for now.’ She’s wheeling the blood pressure monitor around to the other side of the bed. ‘You got any kids?’ she asks me, wrapping a cuff around my upper arm.

‘Two. Sash and Fin. Fin’s just gone to university.’

She smiles. ‘You must be very proud. Your daughter going to go too?’

‘She’s finished her degree; got a job and her own flat.’

The nurse laughs loudly. ‘Nooo! You’re not old enough.’

There’s a tap on the door and, as the nurse rushes to open it, the tension on my arm builds until I think the Velcro fastening is sure to pull apart. As the cuff slowly deflates a young man with dark brown eyes enters the room.

‘Well, Mrs Harding, you’re looking a bit brighter this morning,’ he says in heavily accented English. He turns to the nurse and asks her about my blood pressure, which had apparently been a concern last night. 

‘BP back to normal, I’m pleased to say’, the nurse tells him, rewarding me with a smile, although her eyebrows are raised as if I have finally decided to behave. 

I smile back and ask her if she’ll stay with me a while. She laughs, tells me I’m a funny one, but I mean it; I want her here when Rob arrives. Every time I think of him all I can see is his angry expression at the top of the stairs, although my recollections are incomplete. Were we arguing? Is that why I stumbled? Was I trying to get away from him?

‘Good,’ the doctor says, studying the notes the nurse has handed him, reading as he nods. ‘Very good. And the headache, Jo?’ He regards me from the end of the bed, his manner detached. 

The nurse answers for me. ‘She still has a headache; we’ve had a few tears.’

‘Okay, I can prescribe something for the pain. No dizziness, nausea?’

‘No, not really,’ I reply.

His dark eyes rove over me like a scan. ‘You seem to have passed all our tests with flying colours. I think you can go home, if you would like?’ I hesitate, but he’s already saying, ‘Good, good. I’ll arrange for some painkillers to take with you and the leaflets we talked about, do you remember?’ 

‘I don’t—’ I begin, interrupted by the door opening.

‘You look a bit better, darling,’ Rob says, my overnight bag in his hand, stepping aside to allow the nurse to leave. He drops the bag to the floor and leans down to kiss me. I turn my head away and he frowns, asks how I’m feeling.

‘Mr Harding.’ The doctor extends a small hand to my husband’s much larger one. ‘I’m Mr Agrawal, we briefly spoke late last night as you were leaving. Your wife seems to be recovering well; a nasty sprain to her right wrist, some bruising, but of course our primary concern is still the head injury. She took a nasty knock and was unconscious for several minutes, I understand.’

Was I? I think back, recalling again Rob’s anger, then lying on the hallway floor, but nothing in between. There was an ambulance ride, followed by endless waits for scans and X-rays, and then another delay as a bed was found – Rob’s insistence I must have a private room slowing down the process. I’d wanted to sleep above everything else, even the kids had dropped out of my mind, a thought which brings panic as it returns. ‘Are Sash and Fin okay?’ I ask Rob, cutting across his conversation with Mr Agrawal.

‘. . . she was out for maybe one or two minutes, I’m not sure.’ Rob sits down in the chair next to the bed, his right hand balling into a fist on the blue waffle blanket. ‘They’re both absolutely fine. Worried about you, of course, but they’re fine.’

The doctor tells me I can see them soon, clearly assuming our children are younger, still living at home and waiting for our return.

‘Home?’ Rob asks, standing up. ‘You mean now?’

I listen to the doctor’s instruction that I mustn’t be left alone for the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours, but yes, I’m well enough to be discharged. Rob protests, says surely I need to stay longer, but the doctor tells him as long as he’s there to keep an eye on me I’m fine to go home. Rob explains how he needs to make arrangements; he has work to think of; other commitments. He finally remembers me, glances over and says of course he’ll sort it out, he just needs to make some calls. Shame he didn’t say that first, I think, looking away from his false smile.

‘Good, good.’ The doctor is writing now, his pen quick across the pages of notes. ‘The memory loss is most troubling, of course.’ He pauses. ‘It’s relatively common with this type of injury, but it’s unusual for it to be so protracted. I was just reminding your wife of the—’

‘I don’t understand.’ I look from the doctor to my husband. ‘What does he mean?’

My husband sits beside me again, lowering himself into the armchair. ‘Last night, after you’d fallen, the paramedic asked what was the last thing you could remember. Do you know what you said?’

I think back to yesterday, the ambulance that brought me here, the tests which followed, the drug-induced sleep. ‘I remember the ambulance, then here—’

‘No, before all that.’ He glances at the doctor then back to me. ‘You said something about Fin, that you were sad, then in the ambulance you said—’

The doctor interrupts now. ‘Anything you like, Jo, just tell us what your most recent recollections are.’

I know I woke up on the hall floor, the stones cold beneath me, the wind howling through the open door. I try to recall what happened before that, the details much harder to work back to. ‘I think I remember you and I on the landing,’ I say to Rob. ‘What were we doing?’

‘We were just coming down the stairs when your foot slipped. You don’t remember?’

‘Try not to prompt your wife, Mr Harding,’ the doctor says, moving closer. ‘Let her be the one to speak.’

‘Sorry.’ Rob stands and walks to the window, his back to us both.

‘I don’t remember how I fell,’ I say. ‘Just that I was at the bottom of the stairs.’ 

‘What about before the fall, Jo?’ the doctor asks. ‘Anything at all . . .’

I take a moment, digging deeper this time, although it’s hard to concentrate with the pain in my head. I can’t be certain Rob and I argued, but I do recall our day. ‘We’d just got back from dropping our son at university,’ I tell him, then I speak to Rob, who has turned to face me, his left hand covering his mouth. ‘I don’t want Fin’s first few days disrupted. Tell him not to worry, he mustn’t come home just for me.’

‘Oh god, Jo. Is that really the last thing you remember?’ Rob sits down in the armchair by my bed. ‘Last night, you were so disorientated, I thought by this morning you might have . . .’

‘What?’ I ask him, trying to pull myself up, my right wrist sore when I try to use it. 

‘I know you don’t remember falling, but—’ He looks away, glancing at the doctor. 

‘What’s wrong? Are the kids okay? Rob, tell me!’

‘I’ve told you, Sash and Fin are both fine.’ He sighs and takes my good hand in his, staring at our entwined fingers for far too long before he speaks, the feel of his palm against mine unnatural. ‘But that wasn’t yesterday, Jo. You’re talking about something that happened a year ago.’

‘You must be mixed up.’ I pull my hand away. 

‘I’m not, Jo. Fin went to university this time last September.’

The doctor is explaining episodic and semantic memory, telling us I will most likely remember the everyday matters of my life even though the events of the last twelve months are currently eluding me. I can hear his words, but I’m not listening. It must be a mistake. The memory is so clear to me: dropping Fin at university, coming home to an empty house, the smell of his sheets as I gathered them around me. It feels as if it were yesterday; surely it must be so? I can’t have lost a whole year just because I banged my head at the bottom of the stairs. I’m here, I’m fine, just a few bumps and bruises. This must be a mistake. But even as I explain away the frightening facts, I sense their truth. It may feel like Fin left for university only yesterday, but somewhere deep within I know that, between that moment in Fin’s empty bedroom and my fall down the stairs, there’s a huge hole; an immense gap in my understanding.

‘Rob?’ I whisper, looking up at him. He’s on his feet now, pacing the room, filling it with his tall presence. ‘I don’t understand, Rob. You’re frightening me. What have I missed? Tell me what I’ve missed!’

But Rob isn’t listening to me, he’s addressing the doctor, his voice raised to him, looking down at least a foot to the slight man he’s asked to clarify exactly what I will and won’t remember.

‘It’s like I was trying to explain to your wife last night, the events immediately prior to Jo’s fall may never come back,’ the doctor replies. ‘The brain may not have had time to encode them properly before the trauma, but everything else should return, given time. There are support groups, and counsellors, and I will keep in touch, see Jo in a few days, to check how she’s progressing. The good news is that there’s no permanent damage, the scans showed nothing untoward internally.’

‘Is that it?’ Rob roars. ‘That’s what I pay a bloody fortune for, so we can have the best care, and you’re telling me to take her home and hope for the best?’

‘If you could try to remain calm, Mr Harding?’

‘Rob, please,’ I say. ‘I need you to explain to me what’s going on.’

Rob sits beside me again, gently resting his hands on the bed, but avoiding any direct contact, as though I might break if he should touch any part of me. He tells me everything will be fine, promises in fact. I sob, pushing Rob away when he tries to comfort me. 

‘You can help your wife, Mr Harding . . .’ the doctor says ‘. . . guide her through this difficult time, but it will require patience. And you will need to be patient too, Jo,’ he tells me. ‘Of course, if you require any help, we will do everything we can, but rest at home is the best thing, where you will be surrounded by familiarity.’

‘And you still think this is likely to be temporary?’ Rob asks.

I say nothing, the sobs all-consuming now. None of it makes sense; the doctor’s words unreal, as if it were someone else he and Rob were discussing. He tells us it will take time and, when I do remember things, it will probably be like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle falling into place, a bit here, a bit there. The doctor is leaving now, telling us he’ll ask the nurse to bring us some leaflets – support groups, that kind of thing. ‘If you need anything at all, please contact my secretary.’ 

Rob waits until the door is closed, then stands to vent his fury. ‘That’s it? You’ve got a brain injury and they expect us to cope on our own?’

‘Please don’t shout,’ I tell him, wiping away my tears with my palm. ‘My head hurts so much.’ 

All I want is for this to go away; for yesterday to be yesterday and Rob to be the husband I remember, but when I look at him I feel nothing but unease. I reach up to touch the sore spot on my head, a soft squashy egg on my scalp, too tender to explore further.

Rob turns away and walks to the window again, staring out at the uninspiring view over the hospital car park. I glanced out on my first excursion to the bathroom, late last night after Rob had left. I felt sore and disorientated, but nothing like this and I don’t recall the doctor telling me about the memory loss. How can I have lost a whole year? What has happened in that year? Fear and panic grip me and I sob again. Rob is at my side instantly, telling me the kids are fine, we’re fine, there’s nothing important that I’ve missed, I just need to rest, to get better. I have him. He will look after me. Just him and me. We’ll be fine, he promises.

So we wait, Rob returning to the view, the silence slowly eating up the minutes as I try to find my way back to the events that brought me here. I know I was ferried to this room in the early hours, although time had become elastic, as if the night would never end. I was in a wheelchair, the young porter teasing me that I was off to the Ritz. ‘That’s what we call the private wing,’ he’d said, and I’d felt the need to apologise for my good fortune, then wondered why. It’s only now, as I recall fragments of a conversation between Rob and me, a memory from that lost year, presumably, that I begin to make the connection. I must have remembered the feeling it invoked last night, then lost the thread of the memory on our arrival in this room, overtaken by my desperate need to sleep. I think of it again now, something to do with a holiday we took, just the two of us, the same feeling of disquiet accompanying my recollections, but this time I hear Rob’s words more clearly: ‘They need our money, Jo. It’s what keeps their economy alive.’ I look up at him, his focus still beyond the window, his shoulders up, hands in his trouser pockets. 

‘We were planning a holiday, just you and me,’ I say, triumphant at the retrieval of a lost memory, and so quickly, as if the rest will follow, an avalanche displaced by a shout echoing through the expanse of white. The hope of it all-important.

He turns, his expression anxious. ‘You’ve remembered something?’

‘Maybe,’ I reply. ‘Did we go away?’

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘The Caribbean; last October.’

‘What else?’ I ask. ‘What have I missed?’

‘Nothing much,’ he says. ‘I’ll tell you everything when you’re home, but there’s nothing to worry about, I promise. Try to rest.’

I turn my head to the pillow and close my eyes on the pain, too tired to argue with him.

‘Hey,’ Rob says as I open my eyes. ‘You’ve been asleep almost an hour. How you feeling?’

He’s seated beside me and I can smell his cologne and the washing powder in his fresh shirt. ‘I’m okay,’ I tell him, looking towards the door. ‘Do you think it will be much longer now? Perhaps I should get dressed?’

‘I want you to come home, of course I do,’ Rob says, leaning closer. I wonder if he’s been beside me the whole time I was asleep, watching me. He smiles, then sighs, his breath glancing my cheek. ‘But this memory loss, Jo. We’ve no idea what we’re dealing with. Maybe if you stay another night or two—’ 

The door opens and the nurse arrives, all bustle and business, tablets to explain, leaflets to pass on, then she’s gone again, telling us we need to get ready to leave. Rob unzips the bag he brought with him and helps me to sit, then stand, the wooziness each movement brings making my progress from lying to standing much slower than I’d like. I lean on him, the necessary contact unnatural to me, as though my hand in his were the last thing I want. The feeling is strong, but I have no idea why. I look at him and he smiles again, helping me to dress in the clothes he’s selected. Getting into jeans is awkward; my head pounds as I lean over to insert one leg, then the other. I tell him he chose badly, expecting him to react, but he surprises me and agrees, then apologises. He’s overly attentive, his constant fussing and questions tiring, and I tell him so. Again I think he’ll say something retaliatory, I don’t usually speak to him like that, but he doesn’t, just repacks the bag with the nightclothes I don’t now need, then he answers the door to the nurse, who’s returned with a porter and a wheelchair.

‘Ready to roll?’ the young man asks. I’m not certain if it’s the porter from last night, or someone similar, but either way his breezy attitude is welcome.

‘I’m sure I don’t need a wheelchair,’ I tell him, feeling weak as I stand again. 

‘It’s hospital policy,’ the nurse informs me, helping me to climb in. ‘I’ll walk with you to the door whilst you bring the car around, Mr Harding. Just avoid the ambulance route, okay?’

The nurse waits with me at the sliding doors, the ambulances coming and going, patients stretchered or walking, some with obvious injuries, the last one inert. I wonder if that patient, their identity concealed in a rush of activity, is already dead. The trolley disappears through the double doors to our left as the nurse is saying how kind my husband is, how handsome. ‘How many years have you been married?’ she asks.

‘Twenty-three,’ I tell her, then realise it must be twenty-four, although I don’t bother to correct myself. It doesn’t really matter.

When Rob’s car pulls up beside us I hesitate, struck by the thought I may not want to go home after all. The nurse asks me if I’m okay, I look so pale. Then Rob is helping me into the passenger side, strapping me in. 

The nurse raises her hand to wave us off, her blonde curls turning back towards the doors. I want to call out to her, to keep her with me. I place my good hand to the window and allow the tears to fall, turning away from Rob as he reaches across to me. 

OPS/images/title.jpg
AAAAAAAAAAAAAA





OPS/images/cover.jpg
SHE CAN'T
REMEMBER WHY
SHE'S AFRAID OF
HER HUSBAND...





OPS/images/logo.jpg





