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To Michelle, my family,


and all those whom I’ve met along the way.


Keep going and keep growing.











Preface


In the interests of strict honesty, I can honestly say


that all of what follows is strictly honest.





However, in the interests of strict accuracy, it’s important to state that not all of what follows may be strictly accurate.





I’ve written it exactly how I remember it.





What my memory has done to it in the meantime is anyone’s guess.





Best of luck.











One



Should I Stay or Should I Go?


(The Hamlet dilemma or Gwyneth Paltrow in Sliding Doors and the unintended consequences of cause and effect.)


I’m not going, I said.


Aren’t you? he said.


No. I’m fucked.


That’s fair enough then. Don’t go.


I won’t.


Good.


I was having this conversation with a mate and colleague of mine in the mezzanine lobby of a theatre in Letterkenny. It was a June morning in the summer of 2016 and below us the theatre café bubbled pleasantly with the chatter of locals who, for the most part, were completely unaware that at this very moment, in this very building, people were learning to fly.


By learning to fly, I don’t mean planes or helicopters or any kind of typical aviation. I mean aerial circus. Aerial circus is anything that happens in the air using traditional circus apparatus like trapezes and ropes and the like. When you think aerial circus, imagine something as impressive and inspiring as Cirque du Soleil but, in the case of people like me, done on a much smaller scale.


This was why I’d made the trip to Letterkenny. I had been learning to fly for a few years now, and the two-week training festival that takes place here every year is the best place to do that in Ireland.


But right then, I wasn’t thinking about flying. I was thinking about exhaustion.


We were discussing whether or not I should drive back to Dublin to take part in a photoshoot for a new circus show in which I’d been asked to perform.


I didn’t want to go, I was too tired, and my mate was agreeing with me.


Fuck ’em, I said.


I mean, he continued as he paid most of his attention to his laptop, they’re just acting the bollocks, aren’t they?


They are acting the bollocks.


Cheek of them, like. Not even paying your petrol!


I know. And I’m knackered.


You are. You need to look after yourself, Ronan. You’ll end up doing yourself an injury.


I needed to look after myself because I was a circus performer – sort of.


I say ‘sort of’ because I was still very unsure of myself at that time. For a while, since I first began to noodle around with circus back in 2012, I’d been nagged by the idea that I would like to become a circus performer. For real. Not just for fun or as a hobby, but as a profession, as a living. This idea had led me to a place where I’d taken a year-long career break from my position teaching engineering and metalwork in Swinford Secondary School. A year out to go and explore this performing thing.


I was only at the start of the career break, but already it was beginning to dawn on me that I didn’t think I even wanted to go back teaching. Not just yet, anyway. To hell with my bank balance and the prospects of a steady career. Here, with this circus stuff, things were just starting to get interesting.


The festival I was attending is the best opportunity to train and learn new skills for circus each year. But it’s tough. It demands everything you’ve got physically, mentally and creatively. I was almost at the end of the first week of its two-week run, and it had been a long week; a long month, really, in a long year that we were only halfway through. Already my body was beaten and I felt exhausted.


Added to which was the fact that I’d been forced to make the trip by car from Dublin to Donegal twice already in the previous three days – four hours each way. I’d done this because when the opportunity for temporary employment and the training festival collide, as Murphy’s Law dictates that they must, this puts performers like me in the unfortunate position of having to attempt to do both things at once. This is the circus world, after all. We’re supposed to be good at juggling, aren’t we? I could worry about sleeping at some other time, in some other life, maybe. For now, I had to work from each end of the candle, take the opportunities for work and try to fit the festival around them.


I’d managed it. Twice. Just about. I was shattered, but I’d managed it. Then the possibility of this photoshoot cropped up and made things complicated … more complicated.


Under normal circumstances I wouldn’t have hesitated to accept. But these weren’t normal circumstances. All I wanted to do was train and sleep. Which is why I was seriously considering saying no.


No, however, is a problem for people like me. There is a fear of saying no that haunts all performers, just as it does all the self-employed people of the world. Self-employment is an unreliable mistress and saying no is dangerous. If you say no to the wrong thing at the wrong time, then, who knows, you might be unwittingly saying no to the biggest break of your career, something that might help pay the mortgage or, as was the case for me, give me the opportunity to even begin dreaming of something as fanciful as a mortgage.


This photoshoot, though, I said in an attempt to talk myself around. It might be a bit of craic.


It might, my mate allowed as he continued to work at his laptop. But …


He left the word ‘but’ to hang in the air between us like a bad smell. He didn’t need to say what came next because we both already knew.


You see, in practice, my previous two trips to Dublin that week had required getting up extremely early and, first, attempting to unknot the mess of my body so that I might be able to face the day ahead. It’s always like this. I need to get myself moving to flex the joints, to chip the rust off the hinges, to work out the kinks in the muscles that have begun to settle and ferment since the previous day’s abuse.


I’ve always been a physical guy: strong when it comes to sports, stubborn and forceful when it comes to circus. I come in at just under six feet in my socks, and I weigh somewhere around fourteen stone. A solid slab of the rarest Roscommon meat is what I am and, as such, my natural tendency is to throw myself – some would say recklessly, others would say enthusiastically – into whatever I’ve set myself to.


By doing this over the course of my life so far, I’ve managed to ding myself up quite a bit. It means that I often wake up in that middle ground between being sore and being in actual pain. I need to get up early and start moving in the hope that, once the juices begin to flow, I’ll be able to ignore my moaning body.


Following that, and after a quick dose of caffeine and food, I’d make my way to the festival to do as much of the training that day as I could before the time to head to Dublin arrived.


Circus is a wonderful world of ropes, fabrics, trapezes, hoops, harnesses and wheels, all of which are custom-designed to inflict as much discomfort as possible on anyone stupid enough to attempt them.


Don’t misunderstand me, they’re fantastic. They allow for a freedom of movement and a joy of expression that’s not easy to find elsewhere, but they’re also cruel and unrelenting. You’re grinding skin and muscle off wrought steel and iron, aiming for speed and grace, but usually ending up with failure and a fall. There’s not a single circus performer out there who doesn’t have a dubious relationship with pain. It’s part of the job. You cannot avoid it.


But I was eager to learn, and every piece of new apparatus was another opportunity to test myself and find out what I could do.


So I did as much as I could.


Once the day rumbled into the afternoon, I’d leave the festival and cram myself, my circus gear and some other per­formers into my clapped-out VW Golf. Then we’d eat road towards Dublin in time to perform.


Once there, I did my bit: a full-on, physically demanding circus act that brought me deep into the Dublin night-time. Afterwards, I’d turn right back around and make the return trip to Donegal. In the wee hours of the morning, I’d drive with my fellow performers collapsed unconscious in the car around me, arriving back in time to do it all again the very next day.


I’d done this twice already this week, and now this photoshoot was trying to coax me back there for a third round trip. I didn’t know if I could.


Right so, I said. Fuck the photoshoot. That’s the decision made.


Good, he said.


I feel better now.


I’m glad.


Thanks for your help.


Not a bother. Any time.


Cool.


The photoshoot I had now decided to skip was to help publicise a show that would be part of the Dublin Fringe Festival. The Fringe was great, and this show would be a big deal for me, though I was not entirely sure what it was about, who the people who had asked me to participate were, or how involved in it I would actually be. It was an opportunity, for sure, but it was not the be all and end all, and since they were not paying for my time or my fuel to get myself to and from the event, I was feeling pretty good about my decision to say no to it.


I got up to leave the theatre lobby, planning to go back to my accommodation and take a snooze. Even if I skipped the photoshoot, it was only morning and there was still more work and more training scheduled for today right here. I needed to rest before I tended to that. My eyes were already closing.


I meant to ask, my mate said while he tapped away at his laptop.


Yeah?


What’s their name?


Who’s name?


The company. For this photoshoot. What are they called?


Dunno. This is Baby. Baby Pop Pop. Something like that.


As I turned to go, I noticed that my mate had stopped typing. For the first time in this conversation there was a pause.


I half-turned back to him. A strange look passed across his face. I was pretty tired, so I could have imagined it. I’d invo­luntarily fallen asleep more than once already today.


Do you mean Thisispopbaby? he asked.


Oh! You’ve heard of them.


I was surprised. I’d never heard of them. But performing was still relatively new to me. I’d no idea who was supposed to be who within the Irish arts world. This mate of mine had worked in the arts for years. He had a better grasp of these sorts of things than I did. But still, I had just assumed the company was small and unknown. After all, they were asking me to perform for them, and I was a nobody. They couldn’t be big. If they were big they’d be working with somebody else, anybody else.


There was another pause, enough to make me feel a little uncomfortable. I turned back fully to my mate.


I’m sorry, Ronan, he said.


Sorry for what?


I need you to completely disregard everything that I’ve just said to you.


Excuse me?


You have to go to that photoshoot.


No, I don’t.


Yes. Yes, you do. This photoshoot could be a massive opportunity. You have to go.


I grunted like I’d been punched. This was not what I wanted to be told.


No, I said. I don’t!


Yes, he said, you do.


My mate didn’t realise it, but I was beginning to get angry with him. Defensively angry, like he was to blame. Like it was him who was personally denying me my hard-earned rest. I squared up to him, my shoulders set to menace. Thankfully, he was not paying any attention to the fire in my eyes or the crackle in my knuckles.


Look, I said, the words grating through my bared teeth. We’ve been through this already.


No, he said. I didn’t realise that this shoot was for This­ispopbaby. You should have told me that first. That changes everything.


No, it doesn’t.


Yes, it does.


Why does it?


This is a big opportunity. This shoot will go everywhere.


What do you mean everywhere?


I mean everywhere.


But I might not want it to go everywhere.


My mate shook his head at me like I was just not getting it. Which was true. I wasn’t.


I’m sorry, he said. I really am. But you’re going to this photoshoot. You have to. There is no other option. I’ll drive you there myself if necessary.


That was a lie. He wouldn’t be driving me anywhere. He was knackered too. He helped run this training festival. He was not really working on his laptop, he was just trying to look busy, so nobody came to bother him. But I looked at his face. He was not messing about the rest of it. He looked sad for me. He understood how tired I was. If he’d been looking at me in any other way I don’t think I would have taken this sudden change of advice seriously. I think I would have just ignored him. But there he was, sat back from his computer, his hands folded in his lap, looking for all the world like the Virgin Mary, eyebrows creased and upturned towards me in a vision of care and understanding.


I felt that sinking sensation of things being decided for me. I was just a passenger here, along for the ride.


Fuck, I said, my shoulders slumping.


Sorry, he replied.


I’m just so tired.


I know you are. But it’ll be worth it. Trust me.


I didn’t trust him. Not right then. I was too tired for trust. But I’d do it anyway.


***


A few hours later I was in my car. My body was going through the motions, changing the gears as Lifford turned into Strabane, then Sion Mills, then Omagh, then Emyvale, then Monaghan and on and on. I drove from habit, my body sore and cramped in the driver’s seat.


You can always tell when you cross the border between north and south. It’s not the signs and the brickwork that are different, or it’s not just the signs and the brickwork that are different; there’s a distinct feeling between the two places, a palpable shift in atmosphere. One place is a little looser around the edges than the other.


I’ve always thought this, and noticed it dimly again as I passed from one to the other and back again. I began to wonder, as I always did, if this was a cultural thing or a historical one or maybe even both, but my mind quickly reverted to blankness, without the energy to support such higher brain function.


So I drove, steadily making the distance between myself and Dublin shorter, keeping myself alert because, as the road signage scoldingly reminded me: Tiredness Kills.


No shit.


The photoshoot was scheduled to happen in some old Georgian house near King’s Inns in the city centre. I didn’t know who else was going to be there. I didn’t know what I was walking into. And I was doing my best not to think about it. I was going. That’s all that really mattered. I’d deal with what I found and who I found once I got there.


One thing I did know is that I’d received an email request for measurements from a costume designer a week earlier. I’d never met this person before, but it was a terse communication containing a laundry list of demands: height, chest, waist, hip, leg, thigh, knee, calf, waist–knee, waist–floor, nape–waist, cross back, collar, top arm, arm length, wrist, head, hat, shoe. I had no idea that this was the sort of thing other performers had on hand, ready to go at the merest hint of a need. I’d had to ask some of the people I knew at the training festival to help me out. They’d clucked at me, making me feel all the more like the country-boy rube I was. Then, with tape measures in hands, they had helped me put my body down on paper; every last diameter, girth and length of it.


I had thought that I was pretty okay about my body: measuring it, tracking it, improving it. I used to train every day for football, which involved minding my calorie intake, monitoring my recovery, tracking my reps and my progress. But for some reason this felt different: worse, more invasive. I’d even felt mildly violated just being asked for such information.


Sullenly, I allowed myself to be measured, then sent back the list to the costume designer with a suitably terse reply, just so they would know that I too could be brusque. But I was not happy about the whole affair. Which set me to thinking: why was I so put out?


As the drive meandered its way to Dublin, I began to think about this again. There was a little pit in my stomach that was churning with tiredness and something else that I could only identify as fear.


I had to admit to myself that a lot of the negative feeling I’d been experiencing about this photoshoot, and about the arts world in general ever since I had given this career break a go, could be put down to fear: my fear about the choices I’d made, the direction I was pursuing and the people who surrounded me. It was not the first time that I’d felt like this, but it was stronger this time. And I thought I knew where it was coming from.


This performing world was a strange one and, in all truth, I didn’t know what to make of it. All these new and supposedly ‘arty’ people. I just didn’t know how I felt about some of them. I really didn’t.


They were certainly different from the people I grew up with around the rural communities of home in Roscommon, or during my college course in Limerick, or in the staffroom of the school I taught at in Swinford, or in the ranks of the FCA when I was part of the army reserve.


Rationally, I could understand that, beneath it all, everyone is basically the same. We are all human. We all act in more or less the same way. We are all driven by more or less the same motives. We all feel more or less the same things in more or less the same way. All that ever changes is how we dress these things up.


But these arty people really did dress it up differently. I mean, they were not fucking around.


Sometimes it could be like staring at a different species. Which was really confusing. All the people I knew from school, home and football, they were all recognisably similar to each other, if not quite the same. But these arty people almost seemed like they’d intentionally scrubbed out every last ounce of familiarity just to make people like me, country boys from the boglands, understand how little we comprehended about them or their world. It was like they were saying, ‘Well, we never belonged to your world so, by God, you’re not going to belong to ours either.’


That’s an entirely unfair thing to think, of course, but this didn’t stop me from thinking it.


All of my steps into the circus world so far had been small and sequential. I was that nervous kid on the beach, hands clasped to his chest, skin puckered with goosebumps as he lowers his body into the sea one gentle wave at a time, letting the chill settle through his skin before lowering himself a little bit more.


First I did a class in 2012. It was a small, contained class in a warehouse on the edge of Carrick-on-Shannon, where I learned some of the basics of aerial circus. It seemed like fun. I was recovering from a football injury at the time. My body was pretty banged up from years of playing and training with Elphin for club and Roscommon for inter-county football. It had gotten bad enough that I’d decided to take a year out to let my body catch up with itself. I’d found out about the circus class and thought that it might be a bit of craic. I’d get to learn to use my body differently, while still letting my injury heal and keeping my fitness up.


Before that, my only previous contact with the circus was probably similar to that of most people in Ireland. As a child, I’d occasionally been brought along to one of the traditional touring circuses. I’d watched the clowns, circus tricksters and the animal processions from a flip-down, plastic seating bank while I stuffed my face with popcorn and candyfloss, then I’d gone home, high on sugar and awed by the spectacle, and not really thought about it again. That’s no slight to traditional circuses. They do some amazing work, but I was a young kid from a rural home. The circus was a brief delight of my childhood that came in between the serious business of sports, sports and more sports.


This aerial circus thing seemed a little different, though, and I was intrigued. I’ll come back to this properly later on, but, in brief, I did the class and enjoyed it. Then I did a full-length course and enjoyed that. Then I did the training festival in Letterkenny – the Irish Aerial Dance Fest, or IADF for us veterans – and found myself eager for more. This continued, one thing rumbling on to the next, until I suddenly found myself performing: a short sketch here, a small act there, nothing too scary. Nothing that might have frightened me off. Nothing serious enough for me to have said at any time that I was making a conscious decision to pursue performing – that is, until I was actually doing it, performing more and more until I was almost entirely separated from my old life. I had entered into this new one, this arts one, while only sort of acknowledging that it was happening at all.


And even with that drip feed, that cautious approach, still the world and the people who inhabited it were strange to me. They were fascinating, but strange, and they took a lot of getting used to.


Even my first IADF had been a shock. It was great, but it was a shock. Coming from my ‘normal’ world, it looked to me as if I had entered into this strange-smelling, strange-eating, strange-looking, hippy-dippy, touchy-feely community that clung to the edge of a town, on the edge of a county, on the edge of a continent. They seemed a fringe of a fringe of a fringe.


I mean, what the fuck was quinoa?


I didn’t know. I’d never considered anything without meat to be a proper meal, and yet here were these entirely plant-based people. I just thought that they were weird. I can’t say it any plainer than that.


Yet their strangeness was alluring. It was something I wanted to learn more about, to understand and, where possible, to embrace.


But there was a cost to my curiosity. A large one that I had never, would never, have been able to foresee before I began this journey. The cost was that I was going to have to slowly rip out my internal wiring and reinstall it. I had preconceptions and biases and learned behaviours, a whole myriad of attitudes, all of which were completely normal for me back where I came from, but which were entirely inappropriate for this new world and these new people with whom I was circulating.


As I drove towards the photoshoot for Thisispopbaby, in this strange place with these strange people, I was struggling with all of these things.


Because, and here’s the crux of the matter, a good deal of my discomfort stemmed from the fact that these were people that a past version of myself would not have liked. These were people that a past version of myself would not have associated with. These were people – a lot of whom grew up being mocked, bullied and largely led to feel excluded because of their differences – that a past version of myself would very likely have ridiculed for those same exact reasons.


Would I have bullied them? Probably.


Did I bully them? Probably.


It’s hard to remember, but it seems safe to assume that I did; at the very least, I definitely did not stand up for them when other people did. But I don’t want to fudge it. I don’t remember bullying them because most likely it simply did not seem important enough for me to commit it to memory at the time.


Of course you would bully them. Why wouldn’t you? They were different. They were hard to comprehend. They were just easier to put under the boot than everyone else while we all squabbled with one another within the mad social scramble that is growing up through a conventional schooling system. I was just the same as everyone else; I was largely concerned with figuring out what was generally thought of as normal so that I could become it, attain it and then maybe find the comfort, and the privilege, that accompanies it.


And now I was trying to embrace these people?


Why?


What was I doing to myself? Why would I ever give up all that I had worked so hard to achieve: my position as a teacher, my sporting ambitions as an inter-county footballer, my life in general – why would I sacrifice it for something I didn’t properly understand and could only partially explain?


I didn’t know. Which made me afraid. Which made me defensive.


This fission between the stasis of my old life and the change of my new one was having its best lash at me, and it was doing a pretty good job of it.


I drove on, regardless.


***


I arrived into Dublin at some point in the early evening, my car travelling against the home-time commute of all the other ‘normal’ people.


I eyed them in their queues and tailbacks as I drove by. I could still be one of them, I thought. It was not too late. The comfort of a good car, some drivetime radio, an evening spent doing whatever the hell I felt like, free from worrying about the solidity of work and where my next rent payment might come from – it was all deliciously alluring.


And I could go back there if I wanted. No problem. My teaching job in Swinford was waiting for me. There was no bother. I could slip back into my old life and commit myself to the position I’d worked so hard to attain. I was reasonably good at it, and I did enjoy it, mostly.


Some things were certain with it. Thanks to the glories of the Irish payroll system, I wouldn’t have to worry about assessing and paying my own taxes. That was a major boon compared to life as an artist. I would also know exactly how much I was going to earn in any given week, which was currently impossible. Things like mortgages and pensions would all be real and achievable things for me, which was not going to be the case in my new profession.


Banks look at performers the way doctors look at genital warts; they are something to be quietly removed and then never discussed again. Did I really want to spend the rest of my life as the social equivalent of a crotch infection? Surely not.


Just turn around and go home, I thought. You can finish the career break, knock a bit of craic out of it, then go home and do things properly.


Michelle was at home, back in Athlone. She is the woman I love. I could just go home to her and put this all behind me. After all, she had been somewhat putting her life on hold for me. We had been talking about homes and families and the future before this circus lifestyle that I had suddenly chosen came along. It wasn’t exactly part of the deal. Not that there was a deal between us, but when we’d first met she had been training as a scientist and playing as an inter-county footballer with Leitrim, which isn’t a million miles away from what I was doing. We never actually stated to each other that we wanted to be a conventional couple with traditional jobs and hobbies, but for a long time it did look like that was going to be the case. This new life of mine, however, meant that I would often be poor and have to be away from home for long periods of time. Rarely has work cropped up where I could be based in Athlone, which is not exactly the cultural capital of Ireland, I am sad to say.


She was there now, living her life, probably not entirely sure where exactly in the land I was. I mean, sure, she knew about the training festival, obviously. And she knew that I’d been complaining about this photoshoot, but she didn’t know that I’d decided to go, that I was tired and on the road and missing her. Increasingly, this was our life together. And it was hard. For both of us, in different ways.


I drove on, fuelled by stubbornness rather than conviction, and arrived at the photoshoot tired, sullen and thoroughly pessimistic. After abandoning my car in an overpriced multi-storey, cursing the fact that here was another fifteen euro I would never see again, I found my way onto a street of terraced Georgian houses that stood proud, three-storeys tall and lording it over the plebs on the pavement. The door to one was open, with plenty of suitably strange-looking people flowing in and out. There were glitter and wigs aplenty. This had to be the right place.


I approached and attempted to introduce myself to someone climbing briskly up the steps with an armful of bric-a-brac, hurling helmets and sequinned underpants that I presumed – that I hoped – were for set-dressing.


Excuse me, I tried, but they ignored me and walked into the house.


I looked around. Everyone else had disappeared inside. I had no choice but to follow.


The house was a grand old darling: wooden floors with rugs running along the corridors and up the stairs.


A harried-looking man dressed in black, but wearing a pair of sparkling emerald runners that Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz would have been proud of, came barrelling around a corner. I decided to try again.


Excuse me, I said.


He stopped and looked me up and down, seeming mildly disdainful of what he saw.


Yes? he replied impatiently.


I’m here for the photoshoot.


Who are you?


Ronan. I’m the circus guy.


Ugh, he scoffed, turning away. Second floor.


Well fuck you! I thought. Fuck. You.


Thanks, I said, shouting after him as he disappeared into the depths of the building.


I trudged upstairs, my circus gear slung over my shoulder.


Then I walked into what I could only describe as barely contained pandemonium. There were make-up artists, drag queens, half-naked performers, tracksuit jackets, statues and old portraits of stern-looking white men, sequins, food tables, shouting, people running to and fro, and, crawling all over it all, photographers, three of them twisting themselves into various interesting positions in order to set up shots and work out angles.


I stood for a moment in the doorway and tried to take it all in. I was used to a certain degree of chaos. You could not teach teenagers or be part of a football team without being open to it as a general concept. But I was so tired, and this was all quite a lot.


Suddenly, the guy in the emerald runners from downstairs appeared again.


Ronan? he barked.


I spun around in a daze.


Yes?


I’m James, the costume designer.


So this was the guy of the terse email, who, from my point of view at least, had tried to make me feel bad about my body. At least something was beginning to make sense.


Did you get my measurements? I asked.


Whatever, he said, dismissively.


Fuck you twice, I thought. Fuck. You.


Cool, I said, coolly.


He stuck out his hand, at first, I thought, to offer it in greeting, so I raised mine in response, until I saw that he had produced the smallest, tightest set of pink underwear that I had ever seen.


Put these on, he said, turning on his heel and disappearing once again.


I held the pink pants between my thumb and forefinger as if they were soiled.


What the fuck are these? I mean, what the actual fuck are they? Is this a joke? Is it just a prank for the country boy who wouldn’t know any better? Do they really expect me to put these on and parade around in front of this room full of people I don’t know, people I am rapidly beginning to intensely dislike? What were all those goddamn measurements for anyway? What on earth did they have to do with anything if all he was going to do was try and pack me into a pair of underpants sized for a flamboyantly confident ten-year-old boy?


Just then some dude wearing assless chaps and a hurling helmet walked by me.


Hey, he said.


Fuck you, I thought.


How you doing? I responded from reflex.


He strode off and I watched him go, buttocks flexing as he moved.


Fuck this, I said to myself. I’m not doing this. No way.


I turned to leave.











Two


A Country Lad


(Or jelly raids, horse handling and dubious child safety in rural Ireland.)


I had great craic growing up where I came from. And where I came from was Mantua in the county of Roscommon.


There are two Mantuas in the world. One is in Italy, a place I assume to be exotically warm and beautiful. The other, my home, is definitely not warm or any more picturesque than your average bogland, but it is beautiful all the same. And I had a lovely childhood there.


I mean that. It was a good time. I am who I am because of where I grew up.


It was brilliant. I loved it. But not everyone thinks that way about country life.


Being Irish you already have that underdog mentality deep-wired into you a little bit. Call it a hangover from our colonial past, but, as a nation, we tend to look askance at other countries and moodily complain about the things they have that we don’t.


The Celtic Tiger, with all its gaudy excess, did its level best to fatten us up and coddle us out, but even that couldn’t kill an attitude that has been hard-baked into us for centuries: that we are downtrodden and that this is someone else’s fault.


When it wasn’t a tar-stripping recession, it was the Brits. When it wasn’t the Brits, it was the Normans. When it wasn’t the Normans, I’m sure it was the fierce Atlantic weather or the Druidic spirits of the forests or something, anything that we could view as an oppressor.


And that feeling goes deep, because it’s not enough for us to play at being the underdog in a national sense. We have codified it into our social strata as well, meaning that coming from the country you look towards the towns and cities with a be­grudging, bitter and barracking sense of under-privilege and suffering.


And deeper still, we do it within our rural communities too. You can be sure that the tribes from Westmeath look across the Shannon with disgust at us devolved masses rolling around amidst the turf in the bogs of Roscommon. One of our county nicknames is ‘The Sheepstealers’. The Sheepstealers, for Christ’s sake! Doesn’t that say it all?


Fuck those guys, we say. Look at all the shit they have that we don’t. Fuck them. We’ll steal their sheep. That’ll show them.


Not a great image to be carrying about for yourself, but you work with what you’ve got.


Which then, of course, goes in the opposite direction as well.


Culchie. Bogger. Hick. Bumpkin. Even redneck on occasion. I’ve been called all of those things. Sometimes fairly. Most times not.


I’ve heard the rural life being called boring. I’ve heard it called simple and backwards and basic. I’ve had people slow their speech down when they find out that I’m from Roscommon, like I might not be able to quite catch the speed of what they’re saying. I’ve had people begin to speak louder at me, like I might be a bit hard of hearing. I don’t know. It must be the chunks of peat turf that I have wedged into my ears that cause it.


Whatever it is, it’s part of our national character. Which is a shame.


Growing up in the country is great craic. It is. I’m not talking about some Enid Blyton, lashings of lemonade and raspberry jam kind of rural idyll. Not at all. There’s plenty wrong and there’s plenty right with rural Ireland. There are aspects of my character that I’ve chosen to keep along the way, others that I’ve had to learn to leave behind, and more still that I’m still trying to figure out.


It’s a work in progress, I suppose. Always will be. But it remains true that I fucking loved my upbringing. Which isn’t to say that it was always pleasant. It wasn’t. But the rough-and-ready nature of it all was most of the attraction.


Like this.


My Uncle Robert, who died recently, used to be always messing around with horses, going off to pony drives, acquiring animals to race, and generally filling his time with anything that had the smell of tack and horse feed emanating from it.


There was this one time that he had a horse called Cleo out in the front field of our house. We had a farm attached to our house which we worked as a family, so we were mostly surrounded by fields over which we had free reign.


Robert fancied Cleo as a bit of a goer, an animal that might be able to do some damage at the various pony drives he attended, maybe even get the better of a bookie or two, so he was training him up.


Sometimes Robert would enlist us to help him with his horse training. We’d be let onto various horses to help break them in, to give them a trot and get them used to their tack. Not a race, mind you. Nothing so dangerous as that. Just a trot. Maybe a canter, if we were lucky.


I would have only been about ten years old, but even then I was already fond of a bit of speed, so letting me up onto a horse that had any bit of spirit to it at all was like giving me the keys to a Formula 1 car and telling me to have a lash around the circuit. I was going to do damage, no matter what way you looked at it.


This particular day, Robert wanted Cleo to go out the field on a trot with the trap behind him, so he’d begin to get the feel of it. And it was this – a ten-year-old boy perched on a rickety trap, trying to pilot a horse around a field at half-tilt – that passed for top-quality training in Robert’s eyes.


He’d dropped me on top of the trap and was trying to coax the horse into moving, but Cleo, the stubborn auld fecker, was having none of it. He didn’t feel like going out the field today. No. He was fine and happy right where he was. Robert pulled and tugged and cajoled and pleaded, but Cleo ignored it all, choosing instead to duck his head and begin picking at some of the grass between his hooves.


Robert stood back for a second and looked the horse up and down, his keen eyes appraising the situation. After a short while he nodded to himself and then glanced up at me.


You have a hold of them reins, do ya? he grunted.


I nodded, the leather straps firmly gripped in my sweaty palms.


Good, he said. Wha’ever you do, don’t let them go, ya hear me?


I nodded again, silent and focused.


I might have been dressed in tracksuit bottoms and some knock-off football jersey, and wiser horsing folk than Robert might have been able to tell me that I was already too solid of frame for a racing life, but none of that had any importance right then. I had decided that no matter what happened next I was going to be ready for it. Cleo could buck and kick like a wild stallion, but I was not going to let go. This was it. This was my grand national; a chance to prove that I was in fact the ‘hardy young fella’ I was always being told I’d one day become.


Robert nodded and, with a meaty paw and no further word of warning, he gave Cleo’s rear a mighty slap, hoping this would give the animal a bit of a scare and jump-start him into a trot around the field.


Cleo, to his credit, took off like he’d been interfered with.


He bolted and the reins snapped taut with a whip crack forceful enough to impress even Indiana Jones. If I’d had anything other than a death grip on the reins, then this whole farcical situation would have ended right there. The straps would have been swiftly yanked out of my hands and Cleo would have been free to gallivant down the field far from Robert and his high-minded notions of equine training.


But I held those reins like my life depended on it, because it sort of did.


Cleo headed straight down the field, going from naught to gallop quicker than either myself or Robert would have thought possible. He covered the length of the field in record time and I was feeling pretty good about myself. Terrified, but grimly focused and happy to be experiencing such speed.


As we neared the ditch at the bottom of the field, I tried to pull on the reins so we would slow down a bit. The trap was old. It was imperative that we slow down enough to allow the trap to make the turn. Otherwise it would be like a train jumping its tracks, we would overturn and I would be thrown out.


By that stage I’m not sure whether Cleo was even aware that he had a child bouncing along behind him, because he paid neither me nor my reins the blindest bit of heed. Instead he chose to continue at full speed, headlong towards the ditch, before banking sharply left just as the first strands of briar threatened to tickle his flank.


This is where things started to go really wrong.


We took the turn at too steep an angle for the trap, causing it to rear up onto its side and spill me out onto the ground, though I was still holding the reins. Robert, who had been tearing after us with all the pace that he could muster, started yelling at me from behind.


Hold on to them reins, he bellowed. Whatever you do, hold on to them reins, for fuck’s sake.


Robert’s fear was that, if I were to let go, Cleo would take off on his own and we’d then have to spend the rest of the day trying to bring him back under control.


My large and furiously insistent uncle was barrelling down the field after me, yelling instructions and obscenities in equal measure. I was in no position to contradict him, so I did as I was told: I held onto the reins as Cleo dragged me along the grass behind him like a lowly extra in the final shoot-out of a western movie.


Now, unbeknownst to either Robert or myself, earlier that day my dad had put an arborist to work in this very same field. The arborist had been set the task of trimming various low-hanging branches, and felling one old and teetering tree that lived in the ditch along the far end of the field. As Cleo raced for all he was worth, and I clung desperately to his reins, we now came to this part of the field.


Cleo started ploughing through the fallen branches with abandon, crunching them beneath his thundering hooves like they were nothing more than dried autumn leaves, sending showers of bark and splinters raining down across my head and shoulders.


Hold on to them fucking reins, Robert bawled.


And so I did, blissfully unaware of what was fast approaching.


As he drew near to the tree trunk that blocked his path, Cleo didn’t even bother to give me a second’s warning before he gave a fine leap and cleared it with air to spare.


Think of the whale jumping the seawall at the end of Free Willy. Think ET sending those kids and their bikes floating over the heads of the cops and across the face of the moon. It was a thing of grace, that jump. It would have done Robert proud had it been at the point-to-point or pony drive proper. It would have caused people to clap and cheer and rush towards the bookies with their winning slips clutched tightly in their jubilant fists. Cleo would have been lauded as a fine animal, the best there was, a dutiful beast born from good breeding and the steady hand of my wise uncle Robert.


But this was not the case. By cresting that freshly felled tree trunk in our front field that day, Cleo spent his prizewinning jump too soon. Afterwards, he had nothing left to give. He would never be a champion. His day had come and gone, unseen and unheralded while he dragged a small boy through the grass behind him in a field in Roscommon.


And I, for my sins, was doomed to be just as unlucky.


I came over the trunk belly first and caught my leg on the nub of a broken branch which promptly snapped off and lodged itself deep within my shin, meaning that Cleo, to his credit, was now succeeding in hauling an overturned trap, myself and the large branch that I was impaled upon in his wake as he continued at full gallop around the field.


Hold on to them reins, Robert tried again.


Finally, I decided that Robert might not have had the right of this one. Perhaps he didn’t have my best interests in mind.


It was exactly for this kind of delayed intellectual insight that I wasn’t considered a leading academic light at school.


I let go and gave Cleo his freedom.


He galloped off across the field to pastures new, the loose reins trailing behind him. He was not to be seen again for some hours, as Robert came up behind me, panting heavily in the sunshine.


What did you let them go fer? he asked. Didn’t I tell you to hold on to them?


I turned over slowly, revealing the wound in my leg. I felt that I deserved at least some concern or maybe even an apology. I’d done right by him and had paid dearly for it. I was still thinking pretty clearly at that stage, having settled into that shock period that descends for a while after an injury and before the pain comes.


Robert looked down at my leg, and inhaled.


Well, he began, you’ll be better by the time you’re twice married anyway.


This joke was undoubtedly intended to make me feel better, but Robert’s flippant disposal of so much of my future youth, coupled with the fast-approaching pain in my leg, smashed into me at once.
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