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For Ceri – without whom there would be 
no adventure and no book. You’re, like, the 
coolest person I ever met. Thank you for 
taking me with you. 





‘There’s a whole world off this island. It just takes one
long swim to get there. Tell my mother I love her.’










– Joey Comeau, A Softer World 18: Go, Emily, Go!
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Preface






So, here is a list of some things you should know before we start:













•This is not a book in which there is any great tragedy. I assume people expect tragedy from a memoir. There is none here. Something terrible almost happens in the autumn section. Almost.






•Most of this book is true. The bits that aren’t true are very obviously outrageous lies. All of the dialogue is recalled from memory, so some of it is kind of made up. I do my best to be a reliable narrator – look, just come with me. It’ll be fine.






•This is a book about a single year. May to May. I moved from my home in Dublin, Ireland, to a new home in San Francisco, California. I’m a statistic, really. Another postgrad who left because there wasn’t enough work, who left because there was some weird, potentially fictitious promise of work and security elsewhere, who left because, well, adventure, I suppose. That’s why a lot of us leave, isn’t it? I arrived in America on the first of May 2012; I received the first contract for this book on the first of May 2013. It is a book about a year. It does not presume to be about anything other than that, I promise.






•When I was a teenage girl I loved relentlessly and without critique. This is when I started writing. I loved everything about every boy, every girl, every experience, wholly forgave awfulness and missing parts and cruelty because love then was all-consuming. It was fifty violins in a major crescendo, it was the crest of a wave, all day, all night, all the cells in my gawky body. Now I can love better, I can love with critique, with curiosity, with argument – dear God, I love an argument. I have grown-up eyes now and I like them. They are still capable of wonder, but also now able to question. This is why I talk like I do about San Francisco and Dublin. Such flawed, strange worlds, but still, so shiny, so beautiful, both. I don’t like looking at perfection – I like running my hands through the guts of things, the guts of places, all imperfection. All chaos, some sapphires, some needles, all stories.






•There are two principal characters: me and CB. We’re both in our mid-twenties. Usually protagonists are moderately attractive, but still relatable looking – crooked and ordinary enough to remind you of a cousin or an old boyfriend or someone you sat beside in Geography for six years but never really spoke to, while somehow still being handsome or pretty or cute enough to keep your attention through an entire journey. Imagine us as those half-strangers. There are photos of us in here somewhere too.






•As the book progresses more people, and a black-and-white cat, arrive and become part of the story, as they became part of our lives. I don’t always explain where these people came from as they appear. When I found my feet, I threw myself into the literary community in San Francisco, because writing is what I always wanted to do when I grew up. I am a reluctant grown-up now, so I figured I had better pursue it now, or else it would disappear at the hands the fresh responsibilities that have cropped up everywhere these last few years. So, once I got the courage to step out alone, I attended readings and poetry slams in bookstores, speakeasies, sex shops, barber shops, bars upon bars upon bars – I met other writers and new friends by the dozen. Myself and CB started volunteering at a reading series called Quiet Lighting, and at the first show we attended we met almost all the people who would be our dearest friends and guides through this new city. This is where all the other characters come from, the audiences or stages of places where people go to read things to one another.






•I keep every business card that is handed to me, just in case. One was handed to me in Dublin back in 2010, and it was the butterfly wing that caused the hurricane, the storm of new friendships I was to gain in 2013. It was the key to the house, it is the first character in this book, that business card. (Thanks, Adrian.)






•So I used to write poems, a lot of them. I wrote them to figure things out and to connect to other people. But the way I look at the world now, as a result of living in America, brought about thoughts and ideas that were too big for me to fit into poems. America is much, much harder to figure out than anything I had experienced before. Poems got fatter on the page, and I realized I had started writing essays. Letters I knew I’d never send. Lists. Confessions. Scenes. Notes. Lies about raccoons. I couldn’t stop writing these new things.






•At some point one of the weird things I wrote, due to somewhere between hard work and remarkable luck, ended up on the cover of The Irish Times. This was an essay about me crying in public due to hay fever, which transformed into being homesick, but then kind of getting over myself and moving on. That essay was the first murmuring of this book. 






•I am not sure how I feel about the word ‘memoir’. It feels like a word that is used for the work of people who have achieved a lot, who have been through wars, seen great sights, discovered things, survived things, made music, changed the world. This book really isn’t a memoir because I am not one of those people. This is a book about a single year in which I did something that many, many people just like me do every single day. I left home. So memoir is not what this thing is. It is just a true story. Except for the parts that are enormous, staggering lies.






•Because I am a young person writing about being an emigrant, older people often ask me (with a smug, wannabe-private-investigator glint in their eye and the number of homeland security already potentially dialled into their phones) if I am here legally. Yes, I am (sorry if that makes me less exciting). My first visa was a postgraduate twelve-month internship visa; my current one is an extension of CB’s employment visa. These are really boring details, but I am including them because you’d be surprised how quick people are to try and get other people deported.






•Look, every emigrant’s experience is different. Hundreds of thousands of us have fled Ireland in the last few years. I can only tell you how it has been for me so far (it has been really weird). I am comforted constantly by the knowledge that many people have taken this journey in the past. Many are starting it right now. Still more will take flight tomorrow. We’re all so different, but we’re all together, too.






•I have had safe passage to America. I have learned a lot about what it means to be an Irish person here – or, to be more frank, a white person. Whiteness means a lot for an immigrant in this country: it means invisibility. Nobody has ever stopped me in the street to ask for my visa or my proof of residency; no security guard has ever followed me around a store suspiciously. There are hundreds of thousands of people for whom moving to America has not been as more-or-less smooth as it has been for me. I have been extremely fortunate. I pay close attention to this, and I am still trying to figure out what it means, how to place myself in the context of immigration here. I am still learning.






•I didn’t wait thirty years to write this book, because by then this story would be so rose-tinted with nostalgia that it wouldn’t be true at all. That tint of imagined tenderness is present when I write about Ireland because I can’t help it: all this distance brings out fondness in me. Faraway mountains behind you look more gorgeous when you stop to look back over them than they did when you were dragging yourself up their cliffs. I didn’t want the first year of living here to become that – all ‘wasn’t it great’, when in reality it was ‘Jesus Christ, this is so hard and so strange’. I needed to write it now, while it was close to me, while it was immediate and real. I did my best to capture it as it was happening. I took over two thousand photographs, you know. Really. I am still figuring a lot of things out.













What else? Oh, just a few last bits:













•There was way more swearing in real life than there is in this book.






•While I was writing the book I acquired two repetitive strain injuries, a two-week toothache and thirty-four mosquito bites exclusively on my feet. If you squint, you can tell by the sentence structure what I wrote while I was in pain. Once, the cat stood on the Off button of my second-hand 2008 Mac Notebook and I lost an entire day’s work and rewrote it really, really angrily. If you can guess what part of the book that is and tell me in person, I’ll buy you a pint.






•This is just a story about leaving home. I am not an authority on anything other than doing my best and hoping for the best.






•My name is Sarah. I am twenty-five. I have green eyes and am left-handed.






•I have a little sister who turned eighteen and graduated from school and got her Leaving Cert results and had her debs and started college while I was gone, and that is something I think about every day.













Look, I just need you to know, if I didn’t write this book now, I’d forget what all this felt like and I think that would be the real tragedy, forgetting. Imagine forgetting all this love and all this terror. All this growing up.
















Introduction






As you stand in the chaos of his going-away party, a girl with blonde curls turns to you with wet eyes and tells you that everything is going to change, starting now. She’s right. You’re leaving her behind soon. Your boyfriend is leaving Dublin in three days, and you are following him in six weeks. Neither of you has ever been to San Francisco before, but it is where you are going to seek your fortune, to try and build a new life. The moment Christina says this and throws her arms around you in the basement on Mountjoy Square will replay itself over and over in your head as the weeks count down to your departure. You will miss her more than you think.






The morning your boyfriend leaves, his parents will collect you both from Holles Street at four. It will rain, and nobody will say a word in the car, but your knuckles will be white from clutching his hand. He is going first, alone. You would give a limb, a pound of flesh, your two front teeth, to be walking through that gate with him, but you can’t – instead you’ll hold each other in Terminal 2 and smile and say see you soon, see you soon, pretending neither of you is crying. You will not tell him, even then, that you have the engagement ring already and that you will ask him to marry you in six months’ time. The words are in your mouth, but you don’t say them – you’ll wait, and you’ll be glad you did.






Above you both as you embrace is a huge painting of a stallion, mid-gallop. You laugh into his shoulder about its intrusion – the awkwardness of it, this huge horse looking out over your tender moment. You wonder how many people this creature has watched walk away from Ireland – how many goodbyes just like this one. You wonder what you will feel when the morning comes when it watches you leave. How soon that is.






You will move back in to your family home in the suburbs, away from your little flat near Holles Street. You will walk the coast every night, even when it is raining, looking out onto the industrial estates and Bull Island. It is late spring; it is raining a lot. Each night you will do the circuit faster until you are confident enough to run. You will run from your doorstep out into the evening, down the streets you grew up on, out into the village and then down to the sea. The air will be cold and wet, but you will move fast until you cut up to the Kilbarrack Road, all lit amber against the black. Even when you turn back towards your street, each footstep is taking you farther from home.






You won’t answer your phone as much as you used to: when it rings you won’t even look to see whose name has appeared. You’ll spend evenings sitting on your sister’s bed, laughing with her but wondering quietly how quickly she will turn from a teenager into a grown-up while you are gone. You’ll find yourself hugging your mother more, finding excuses to hitch a ride into town with your father when he is going to work in the morning just for the half hour of his company, even if you’re both too sleepy to talk. Sometimes you’ll cut your evening walk short to sit with your best friend in her apartment on the Howth Road drinking tea until you’re jittery. She’ll quietly ask you not to leave, not meaning it. You’ll tell her it’s fine, you’re not worried about losing touch, not meaning it either. She is leaving soon too – you are both chasing dreams you carved together ten years before. Let’s make art and change the world, you promised each other. You would read stories down the phone to her from the stairs in your house, and Helena would paint pictures on the other end of the line. You would exchange them quietly in school, all teenage ambition, hoping that some day together you would build something great. There wasn’t any notion in your teenage head that you’d be doing it five thousand miles apart.






The gatherings you go to to say goodbyes pass in a blur. You’ll stay in touch, won’t you? We’ll always have the internet, won’t we? Eight hours isn’t that much of a difference, is it? So many people are gone already – you have been on the other end of these conversations more times than you can count. London, Japan, Holland, New Zealand, Australia, New York, Brazil – they’ve swallowed up almost everyone you know, and those who are left will nod over their pints and say, sure we’ll be out the door after you in a few months. Most of them will go; some will hang on, playing violins on deck as the ship sinks.






You’ll be warned about what to look out for by Erin, from North Carolina, who has lived in Dublin for two years. She’ll sit on the winding stairs of the building she works in late one night, drinking a beer; honey drawl and bee-stung mouth, she’ll tell you that when she first moved to Dublin she felt like everyone was lying to her. She’ll lean against the wall and close her eyes, meaning this, this is advice; she’ll tell you to find a new family, to ask everyone you meet to be your friend. That if she could do it, you could do it. You think how brave she is – you hope you can be that brave.






One night off Grafton Street, just outside Eddie Rocket’s, Ria, who came from America around the same time as Erin, will tell you never to look back, to stay gone. And she’ll smile because she believes you can do it. A drunk man will accost you both and comment that she is American – he will ask if you are too. He will ask if you are from San Francisco. You and Ria will laugh at how Dublin works sometimes, so intuitive. You will throw your hands up to the night sky.






The night before you leave will pass in a haze; you will be exhausted by the very idea that you’re getting on a plane at dawn. Your aunts, uncles, cousins will pass through the house. Your grandmother, when she is leaving, will grip your hands tightly and her eyes will be sad. She brought you up: she is your hero. You promise her you’ll talk to her through the internet in a few days – that she’ll see your face soon. You’ll offer to walk her to her house, thirteen houses up the road. She’ll say no, that she’s fine. You’ll stand at the door until she’s out of sight.






You won’t sleep that night – instead lie awake in your now barren teenage bedroom. All the posters are long gone, the wardrobe organized neatly as storage space. When your father comes in to wake you, you will already be dressed. You won’t remember the car journey, what was on the radio or what was said as you go up the Tonlegee Road and out over Donaghmede and the ghost estates of Clongriffin to the motorway. Your father fusses over luggage; your mother makes sure you’re warm enough. Your sleepy-eyed sister hovers and keeps pushing tears from her eyes. You wear your grandfather’s cardigan, striped with brown wooden duffels to keep it closed. You don’t cry – instead point to the horse on the wall by the gates and laugh. There he is again, the absolute state of him, he’s been waiting for you. All four of you knit close in a hug like none that has ever happened before, and you walk away to the slow line of people that leads to the security gates.






Everything is going to change, she said in the heat of the basement dance floor, and you took her in the crook of your arm and believed her. But you couldn’t know, not ever, how huge that change would be.






Your family stay and watch as you pace the slowly dwindling queue. You still cannot cry. Your sister is making faces at you; your parents are waving. You reach the gate and disappear – you don’t look back again.














Summer











All This Is True (I Think)






I would like to tell you that I remember everything about the first few weeks. I don’t – I can only paste together flashes of the time as it was, even though it was only just a year ago. There was so much happening all at once, and so much nothing happening at all, that it is sometimes hard to say what happened during those first summer months. They are now a blur of tall, un-walkable hills, CB’s hands after so long apart, strange discomfort at the new climate. They are a quiet memory. There were so many silent days in the empty new apartment. When I arrived all it contained was a too-small red sofa, an empty refrigerator, a table, four chairs, seven books and CB’s clothes. The rest of it was untouched, wooden floored and blank white walled. I’d have settled for hideous wallpaper or ancient carpet. Something to prove that anyone had lived here before, that something had happened in this house before. But there was nothing, just quiet.






Now, a year later, it has a hatstand and a French scientific diagram of a Tyrannosaurus Rex from a science classroom and a globe and candles and a coffee table and a yellow chair from the 1970s and a real live sixteen-month-old cat – that is to say that now it is a louder place. It is better now, feels like us now. Back then it was not like us; it wasn’t like anything at all.






CB would leave in the mornings when I would still be jet-lagged, glued horizontal, and he would stay at his job out in the wilds of Menlo Park until six or seven. Until then it was just me, so I did not spend a great deal of time inside the new house. This emptiness and quietness was a stark contrast to the life I had just left behind. The sheer music of my tribe back home, their stories, their complications, their absolutely constant presence – our old little nook near the Grand Canal always held some trace of them. An empty wine bottle on the table, somebody’s jacket forgotten, two cigarettes in the end of a box of a Marlboros. The debris of good nights was non-existent here in SF. 
We didn’t even have a bottle-opener, let alone friends.






San Francisco is gorgeous – our flat positioned high up enough for a sweeping view, but low down enough to be walkable for someone used to flatness in their cities. I would just stand there on the step for a moment, looking out at the odd angle of the street, wondering which way to walk. You’d be surprised how much of a tailspin it is to have people driving the other side of the road all around you – how easily that turns your left into your right. I am left-handed and have always had some difficulty differentiating left from right anyway, much to the frustration of any taxi driver, who has ever had the discomfort of my confused presence in their car – so this backwardness of a new city landed me almost perpetually lost. Always walking in the absolutely wrong direction. This sense of intertia made me frustrated and cranky, coupled with asking for directions making me feel like a tourist.






At this point I had not yet learned that it was best to have minor social interactions, like asking for directions or buying a bottle of water, in something approaching a fake Californian drawl, as opposed to my natural ‘lilt’ or ‘brogue’. Fake accents are hard, but a lifetime of being subliminally fed American television and cinema gives you a vague idea of what ‘affected West Coaster’ should sound like. It saves time and embarrassment and the occasional query about my drinking habits. 






Oh my gaaad you’re Iiiirish – is my least favourite combination of syllables in the universe. It is an observation that I was never looking for: I just wanted to order some breakfast or ask if I was walking in the right direction for Noe Valley.






I learned to stop asking for directions. This attention made me feel threatened and different – it often caused people to speak to me like I was a child. This was particularly difficult because these minor interactions were often the only real live human contact I would have until evening came, when I’d happily listen to CB read the phonebook in his funny, strange Blackrock accent. He was the last musician playing when the rest of the orchestra was five thousand miles away.






This was what I’d wanted though – wasn’t it? This was the big, bold adventure I’d been dreaming of for us, that we’d somehow conjured into existence. This was it – this was supposed to be fun, right? There was a constant tension between moments of wild awe and adoration at the tender beauty of the city and the hills, and the utter and total shock of it, the alone of it. The confusion was overwhelming, and I’d no idea how to beat it.






So I’d put on the headphones I’d bought in Dublin Airport and a big pair of Penneys sunglasses and walk. I’d set myself miniature quests: a lifetime playing videogames taught me that the best way to turn a scary situation fun is to view it as something to be overcome and defeated – something that would make me the hero of the day. My first quest was to buy a hairdryer. I have a long and sordid history of systematically damaging my hair with bleach, so I had to take care of the crunchy scarecrow mop I landed myself with, and even a couple of days letting it air-dry was causing me to leave a ginger trail of snapped split ends everywhere I went. So, I decided the hairdryer would be my holy grail, my princess in the dragon’s keep, the golden triangle I’d been destined to possess.






I looked up where one could acquire such a mystical artefact on my fancy new internet phone – my Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy – and followed the pulsing blue dot that marked my position to the tiny red flag that marked my goal. Into the Mission I went, for the very first time – streets that I have since fallen in a complicated kind of love with.






I still have this game I play with San Francisco where I look up and open my eyes and it shows me something new. There is always some strange hill lurking just beyond the buildings in front of me, iced with paper houses and tall, slim trees. These views fill me with the happiness I’d been looking for – just for a moment, but it is enough.






Mission Street herself felt immediately to me like a younger, wilder cousin of Moore Street in Dublin. Same vegetable vendors, same bustling community, same feeling of authenticity: like this street is so occupied with its own business and goings on that it does not have a moment to look at you unless you’re buying some avocados, a bag of potatoes, some shrimp, some fresh salsa. Same feeling of a million stories happening all around you at once, but they pass by in a current: that pulse is how this place 
stays alive.






The first time I walked down Mission Street I was overwhelmed: it went on forever. It was such a long, long street. Everything was written in Spanish and, my God, how ashamed I was that I didn’t have two words of the language to stick together. There were huge, derelict cinemas with grand, ancient signs punctuating sets of blocks ahead of me – I felt like I was the only person for miles who had absolutely no idea where they were going. Moving blue dot on a digital map or none, there was so much happening around me that walking fast wasn’t an option.
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