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Aidan Higgins is a very strange man.
JOHN CALDER


 


 


I am consumed by memories and they form the life of me; stories that make up my life and lend it whatever veracity and purpose it may have. 


AIDAN HIGGINS, Donkey’s Years


 


 


Long ago I was this, was that, twisting and turning, incredulous, baffled, believing nothing, believing all. Now I am, what? I feel frightened, sometimes, but may be just tired. I feel depressed quite often, but may be just hungry.


All but blind


In his chambered hole


Gropes for worms…


AIDAN HIGGINS, Scenes from a Receding Past






PREFACE


This is a memoir of the years that I spent living with the writer Aidan Higgins. I did not want to write a biography, nor a work of literary criticism. I wanted to write the book that only I could write, an account of his life from the age of fifty-nine, when we first met, to his death twenty-nine years later. 


Aidan was one of the great stylists of the late twentieth century, generally acknowledged as the true heir of James Joyce, Samuel Beckett and Flann O’Brien – a risk-taker, learned, jocular, bawdy, ironic, disdainful, unpredictable. He made up his own rules as a writer as he went along, abandoning the conventions of fiction for a multi-stranded form that combined autobiography, anecdote, letters, diaries, lists, quotations and essays in a whirlwind of words, the whole presided over by his authorial alter ego, Rory of the Hills. All his life he was obsessed by memory: ‘Is the memory of things better than the things themselves?’


My aim was to shed what light I could on the books and other pieces that he wrote while we were together, and to describe his working methods. I also wanted to record watching someone you love develop and live with dementia, in the hope that what I learnt from that experience might be useful to others. 


I soon realised that I would need to read Aidan’s diaries and consult other papers of his that were now in the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas. Thanks to a fellowship from the Center’s Director, Stephen Enniss, I was 


able to travel to Austin and do this. While we never read each other’s diaries and journals while he was alive, I felt that this was justified, as Aidan’s diaries are largely records of fact, rather than private thoughts, and some have in fact been published in full. 


At certain points, to protect the privacy of other people, names have been changed. The course of the twenty-nine years that we spent together has at some points been simplified or otherwise altered in the interests of readability. This is not the place to look for hard facts, but I hope it does justice to a man who enriched my life immeasurably. 


 


 


Alannah Hopkin
Kinsale, Co. Cork
November 2020









PART I
The Thunderbolt
1986–88





Where to start? At the beginning, naturally, in 1986, with the thunderbolt – the coup de foudre.


I was thirty-seven, living near Kinsale, earning my living as a writer, sharing a house platonically with an amiable American piano technician and five cats. I had recently parted from Stan Gébler Davies, a fellow writer and journalist, originally the third member of our household, to whom I had, rather quaintly, been engaged. Somehow, in spite of the fireworks, we had remained good friends. I was happy with my work: having published two novels with Hamish Hamilton, I had recently signed a generous contract with another London publisher for a non-fiction book, and was supplementing my income by book reviewing. I enjoyed my independent life in the country, and did not miss London, where I had lived until 1982. I had a wide circle of friends in Kinsale, and several cousins, as it was my mother’s home town. I also had a couple of boyfriends, both Dubliners, who visited occasionally. After some turbulent times with a married poet (English), who broke my heart, and then with my chaotic on and off ‘fiancé’ Stan, who had an increasingly serious drink problem, I was glad not to be in love, to be footloose and fancy free, captain of my own ship.


My friend Derek Mahon had been awaiting the arrival of ‘Higgins’, his friend the novelist Aidan Higgins, for some weeks. After many years out of Ireland – London, South Africa, Berlin, Spain – Higgins was living in Wicklow. Seamus Heaney had told him that if he chose to return to live in Ireland he could be a founder member of an association of writers and artists called Aosdána, and the government would give him an annual income, a stipend known as the Cnuas, provided he dedicated himself full-time to writing. He was on the next plane, and after a quick visit to Dublin to seal the formalities and open a bank account, he headed for Wicklow, where his brother Colman was living. 


Higgins was not happy in Wicklow. He was living three and a half miles from the town, and did not drive. His landlady, who had promised to be away most of the time, was instead in residence most of the time, making him feel awkward, crowded. He had no like-minded friends in the area apart from Colman and his wife Sylvia. Derek immediately solved his problem: he should move to Kinsale, a small town with twenty-three pubs and several resident writers, artists and other congenial, well-travelled companions. He gave Aidan my number, as someone who knew Kinsale well and might be able to help him find a cottage with a sea view at a reasonable rent. He rang me one evening. His voice was a pleasant surprise, what you would call an educated voice, more English than Irish, soft and gentle, a highbrow, ever so slightly superior voice, definitely the voice of a reader of The Times Literary Supplement, a man who would know a hawk from a handsaw.


Derek asked if I would help him to entertain Higgins, who was due any day. It was late October, but still dry and sunny. Kinsale looked gorgeous in its autumn colors, grey stone buildings against a blue sea. ‘He’s coming down by helicopter’ was the latest news from Derek, followed by 


‘No sign of Higgins,’ and days later, ‘Still no sign of Higgins. And now they’ve cancelled the helicopter service.’ Another week went by. Stan rang to let me know he’d be back from London on Wednesday and invited me to dinner that night in the Captain’s Cabin. Minutes later Derek rang. Higgins was arriving on Wednesday, could I join them for dinner? I apologised, and said I’d see them on Thursday. We agreed to meet as usual in the pool at Actons Hotel around six o’clock.


I remember having wet hair after my swim, and being too impatient to dry it, suddenly curious to see what this Higgins looked like. Suppose, I thought idly, he turns out to be someone significant in my life, and his first view of me is of an otter-like wet head. I dismissed this uncharacteristic romantic thought from my thoroughly rational mind and headed for the bar. 


And there he was, in a wine-red wool sweater, medium height and build, long reddish-brown hair, granny glasses, slightly stooped, engaged in close conversation with an enormous bear of a man called Sven. Derek must have made the introductions, I do not remember, but I do remember Sven’s handshake almost breaking my bones, while the touch of Higgins’ hand was like velvet. Neither Sven nor Higgins was entirely sober. Sven was a sea captain, Higgins told me in that extraordinary voice, who had killed a man at sea in the course of his duties. 


Derek had chosen to dine at the Shipwreck, a new place just behind the hotel. He did not drink, so Higgins and I quickly agreed on a bottle of Rioja. The pizzas were the worst any of us had ever tasted, tomato gloop topped by processed cheese and ham. Derek knew Aidan and I both had strong opinions about the writer Malcolm Lowry. I listened to Aidan telling me the theory that his Canadian friend had about Lowry – that in Under the Volcano he had completely misunderstood the political situation in Mexico – and I liked the way he stood up for his friend’s insight when I contradicted it. Lowry’s fictional version of Mexican politics in 1937 is, in fact, totally accurate, and I had proved that in my MA dissertation. I liked the way he took me seriously, and didn’t flirt. Higgins ordered another bottle of Rioja, at which point Derek politely said good night and left. 


We first kissed in the car park, and Aidan’s glasses fell apart. Mine often did the same, and I was able to retrieve the pieces and put them together. Aidan was struck dumb with admiration by my technical wizardry. I noticed that his eyes were hazel, exactly the same colour as mine. It was like looking into my own soul. The thunderbolt struck. I took his hand and led him to the car and drove the mile and a half home. We stayed in bed until the following afternoon, and did not see Derek again until the Saturday.


‘A nice pair,’ was his amused greeting, as we knocked contritely on his door. We had come to collect Aidan’s things. We were moving in together. 


It all sounds so simple – fall in love, move in together. I remember the first few weeks with Aidan as a time of euphoria, but that is not what I find in my journal from the time.




Thursday, 19 November 1986 


All this emotion. I should be happy, should I not, and instead I feel like bursting into tears of rage – because the house is such a mess and stinks of cat piss, not to mention the cold – because I’ve lost a day and a half’s work, and my whole hard-earned rhythm, because my concentration is absolutely shot – in short because I’ve met Aidan Higgins. An attack of cowardice perhaps, but also a long howl of ‘Do I need this?’ … Can I live without it?’ Certainly, get out quick is one reaction. The other is this terrible sense of things being pre-ordained, there is no escaping this fate … ideally he should go back to Wicklow while I finish the St Patrick book and get on with quiet, sane living. But I’m sure he can be quiet too, once he gets off this bender, and he seems to respect my need to work. Hell! I haven’t written a word of the book since last Friday. I have three weeks and a bit left before I go to visit my parents in London, thank God for London, it’ll calm me down. 


 


Aidan’s Diary, 18 November 1986 


Kinsale. Woke to raised voice, Mahon on phone to London. I left. Meet at Swedish Chef at midday. Pubs open at 10.30am. Into Armada. Mahon swimming at 7pm in new pool at hotel, meeting Alannah. Armada landlady English – London Irish. Child at bottle, I doze off before coal fire. Hours pass. Soup. Driven out by mixture of radio and TV news very loud. At hotel bar met Sven Jensen of Norwegian ship. Derek to pool – more bumping around than swimming due to smallness of pool he says. Bumperini. Sven a trout catcher. Watcher of fish. We are asked to move. Sitting when Derek returns. Then out of corner of eye, the femme fatale Alannah. Mixture of Hanne Vong and Nuala McAllister, old flames of yore. She had been swimming in the hotel swimming pool. I’d seen a photograph of her where she looked like an Italian lesbian (not that I have ever encountered one). The hair at the nape of her neck was damp; I thought she had something of the otter in her. She had the delicateness of a cat, something quiet and feline, the voice pitched low, no discernible Irish accent, certainly not Cork. Skin. Drinking red wine. Survives bone-crushing handshake from sailor Sven who wants to be marine biologist. Shipwreck wine bar for 8pm. Follow Alannah. Place run by Englishman Jeff and Galway wife. Music off. A kitten and a red setter by turf fire. Derek departs as others arrive. Three Spaniards, Angel and amigos. Banter in Spanish with Alannah. Buying lobsters for export. We drink at counter, Cuban cigars, out to car, undecided. Lens falls from left eye. Alannah fixes. Stay until 3am. Back to her place. House shared with 4 or 5 smelly cats and American piano tuner. Encountered already in Swedish Chef. Undressed her, she me. Say 4.00am. Long dalliance. Darkness. 





The next morning, driving into Kinsale, I had a very strong flash of intuition about Aidan, which led to a firm resolution. I was not going to let him, or the affair, become the most important thing in the world. He was a new part of my life, but all the rest was still there too. I was much stronger than before. I had learnt how to live in the present, enjoying what I do now, without worrying about the future, long or short term. I was getting to know him better, and liking what I saw. But if he were to disappear, I would not be distraught or feel let down. We were just testing, that’s all, and very nice it was too. One step at a time.


A week later I moved out of the ramshackle house I’d been sharing with Tom Rourk and our five cats. It had started as a three-way rent share with Stan, whom we had evicted after a matter of days for being disruptive and uncooperative (less house-trained than the cats – they at least did not smoke slim panatellas in the bath). I felt shifty leaving Tom to pay the full rent after only a year, but it was a large house with four bedrooms, a short walk from the sea. I was sure he could find another housemate if he wanted to, and he was gracious about it. He kept my two cats for the time being, and I let him keep my furniture. 


We were walking along Market Street a day later when it occurred to me to ask Aidan how old he was. I honestly had no idea. When he said ‘Fifty-nine,’ I thought at first that he was joking. ‘Don’t you mean forty-nine?’ In fact, he could have passed for thirty-nine. But it didn’t matter. If anybody had told me to think long and hard before getting involved with a man twenty-three years older than me, I would have told them to mind their own business. Aidan and I were obviously destined for each other, and what was a bit of an age difference in the face of true love? ‘Love is not love which alters when it alteration finds…’


Aidan and I found a simple apartment in town, two rooms, kitchen and bathroom under the eaves of a tall narrow house known as the Dutch House because of its front gable. It was across the road and up a bit from a ruined stone tower house, Desmond Castle, also known as ‘the French Prison’ since fifty-four prisoners had perished in a fire there during the Napoleonic wars. The front windows of the Dutch House looked up a hill lined with pollarded plane trees leading to a church called the Friary, while the south-facing back window had a distant view of the harbour. A side window in the kitchen let in the western light. We told the landlord’s wife, who was showing us around, that we’d take it. The rent was a very reasonable £340 a quarter, payable in advance – just under £25 a week. ‘What sort of a deposit would you like?’ Aidan asked. ‘A fiver will do.’


I worked on my book, known at that time as St Patrick and the Irish People, at a table in the bedroom, where I could close the door on the rest of the apartment. I had a large electric typewriter that hummed loudly, and the closed door also suited Aidan, who liked his silence. The typescript was due in mid-March. I had finished most of the research, and was now writing it up. Aidan nicknamed me the Great Patrician Scholar. I do not usually answer to nicknames, but I couldn’t resist that one. 


Aidan gave notice to his landlady in Wicklow, and made a trip up by train to bring back his stuff. After more than two years living in Ireland, his ‘stuff’ consisted of two small suitcases of clothes, a manual typewriter and two cardboard boxes of books, notebooks and files. He travelled light, and left hardly a trace behind him. He was by nature tidy and unusually graceful, with small feet and hands. He moved around with the silence of a cat, and had the poise of a natural athlete. When young he had been a scratch golfer, and Captain of Cricket at Clongowes. After school he played for Phoenix, a well-respected Dublin cricket club. He often stood like a slip fielder, leaning slightly forward, hands cupped in anticipation. When he sat in an armchair with his legs crossed, reading, as he often did, he pointed the toe of his foot in an almost lady-like way. There is a portrait of his mother sitting reading outdoors in exactly the same posture.


In no time at all it seemed as if we had always lived together. There was an oddly continental feel to mornings in the Dutch House which began with a half-strangled cock crow that Aidan identified as a bantam cock. This was followed by tinny church bells and the cooing of pigeons. We enjoyed the ever-changing views over grey-slated rooftops to the harbour on one side, and the stone-built ruined castle keep on the other. We had to learn to negotiate the wooden roof beams, or eaves, one beside the cooker that made the kitchen feel like a ship’s galley, and others in the bathroom and sitting room. On rainy nights we liked to listen to the rain drumming on the roof as we lay in bed, both on our backs, like effigies of a knight and his lady on a medieval tomb, holding hands.


We were both by nature quiet, prone to long silences, and we both liked to read with great intensity. Neither of us wanted a television, and Aidan persuaded me to do without my bedside radio. He had a small one for rugby matches, but it was not up to music. If I wanted to, I could listen to cassettes on headphones. Both accustomed to living alone, we continued to keep to our own daily routines. I liked to go from bed to desk, with only a shower and a quick stand-up breakfast in between. Aidan was usually up before me, and would often leave his socks soaking in the hand basin, as if he had forgotten that I would be following him through the bathroom. I liked his high level of personal hygiene, but was puzzled that he did not remember that I would be using the bathroom next. Reluctant to set a precedent by washing his socks myself, I called out ‘Socks in the sink’ and waved my toothbrush at him. (Start as you intend to go on.) I had to go through the same routine several times before he remembered not to wash his socks until I’d finished with the bathroom.


Apart from the socks in the sink, he was highly domesticated. He insisted on sharing the cooking, and made a meal from scratch at least twice a week. This would either be spaghetti bolognese, pork chops or roast pork fillet. In Wicklow Town, where he did his weekly shopping, the butcher would greet him with a cry of ‘Here comes the pork fillet man.’ Together we kept the Dutch House clean and tidy. I assumed his awareness of the chores that needed doing and his willingness to pull his weight were the result of his years with his first wife Jill, and their three sons. He had continued living in the family flat long after the marriage was over, partly to help with the children: three boys, the youngest of whom was five in 1970 when they moved back to London from Spain. 


He liked my habit of picking wild flowers on our walks and arranging them in vases around the house. We bought some dark varnish to smarten up the furniture, and some adhesive red gingham to brighten up the kitchen table and disguise the fridge. 


Once I got to the desk, I stayed there for most of the day, working on the book, venturing out around five to buy food and wine, and maybe dropping into a pub on the way home for a sociable drink. The last post left Kinsale at 5 p.m., and if I was sending off a review I would often run into a fellow-writer at the post office, and go for a drink. Besides Stan Gébler Davies, the poet Robert Nye reviewed for The Times of London and The Scotsman. An American, Howard R. Simpson, reviewed for the Sacramento Bee, Derek Mahon reviewed for the Irish Times, among others, while the poet Desmond O’Grady and his writer and poet girlfriend Ellen Beardsley were also regulars at the post office. 


Aidan had his own routines, often disappearing in the morning, and not reappearing until evening. Sometimes he’d be walking, getting to know the new territory, and sometimes he’d be amusing himself in one or other of the town’s twenty-three bars, or joining Derek, Tom Rourk and the blow-ins (as we call non-natives) who had coffee together in the Swedish Chef. There was Adrian Walker, an Englishman who had made a film about Antarctica that was narrated by Aidan’s hero, Orson Welles; Rourk was a notorious raconteur and lover of the outdoors, whose home town was Thoreau’s Concord; and Howard R. Simpson, a retired diplomat and military historian. The Spaniard, a spit and sawdust pub on the road to Summercove, was the lunchtime ‘office’ of Desmond O’Grady, a bibulous, well-travelled poet from Limerick. 


Aidan had also made friends in a bar known as the Captain’s Cabin, a late-night drinking den in a back street behind Actons Hotel, known, jokingly, as ‘the bad part of town’. It was run by a colourful man orignally from Cornwall, Tom Menhennick, generally known as ‘Mad Tom’, and his beautiful but contrary wife, Miranda. It did not have a spirits licence or a beer licence, and was officially a restaurant. Mainly people bought wine by the bottle. Sometimes ribs or steaks were grilled over an open fire, but generally there was little food, and much drinking. Because it opened late, it was popular with staff from the town’s restaurants. Kinsale had more than half a dozen bistro-style restaurants, mainly run by owner-chefs, unusual in 1987. So the crowd in the Cabin, as it was known, tended to be well-travelled and cosmopolitan, exactly to Aidan’s taste. He enjoyed the banter between Tom and Miranda, June Pope’s lovely smile, and discovered a couple who had lived for a while in Nerja, where Aidan had lived in the 1960s. There were the Spanish lads who were trading in lobsters, a Breton fisherman, Jean Marie, who both caught and exported shrimp, and the big blonde, Pat O’Mahony, a larger-than-life character who lived a couple of doors away in a house called Foxwell (try pronouncing that in a Northumberland accent). Pat, like many people who gravitated to Kinsale, was a versatile worker. She could run a restaurant as chef, manager, waitress or all three, and she was also a hairdresser. A plain-spoken woman, she told Aidan his beard needed trimming and his hair was a disgrace. She would come over the next day at five. 


‘How do you know where we live?’ 


‘Everyone knows where you live, darling. The love-birds of the Dutch House.’


She took me on too. I’ve always hated going to the hairdresser, so it was a treat to have someone come to the house, much more fun than the salon ritual, and also much cheaper. Every six weeks or so we were ‘tidied up’ by Pat at home, with the bonus of a full briefing on the latest town gossip over a glass of wine.


Aidan had been working on a new radio play, Assassin, based on the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in 1914 by Gavrilo Princip. Now the Abbey Theatre was showing interest in a stage version of the script, and he was corresponding with the Abbey’s director, Vincent Dowling, about this. He was also tinkering with a couple of stories.


There was a coin-operated payphone in the hall of the Dutch House which we shared with the occupants of the two other apartments – Stan Gébler Davies on the ground floor (Kinsale is a very small town) and a musician called Frank Buckley in the middle. Frank made wine, and a great waft of fermenting matter belched out of his front door whenever it opened. He had a piano in his apartment, and gave private lessons to beautiful young singers. On weekdays he taught music in the local school, and on Saturdays he conducted the music for weddings and on Sundays the church choir. No wonder he was usually seen running, briefcase in one hand, car keys in the other, coat tails flying out behind him as he made his way from one engagement to the other. Aidan noted in his diary at this time, ‘Buck leaping downstairs humming “Where the mountains of Mourne sweep down to the sea” after thirty minutes piano of same.’ Frank also composed, and there was always a pile of hand-written music manuscripts behind the front door, as if Haydn had been working on his symphony. 


On Wednesday 3 December, soon after moving into the Dutch House, we began a Scrabble tournament. We played every evening around six, and Aidan kept a record in hardback school nature notebooks of every word played in every game. He won the first one by a respectable thirty-one points. We were well-matched, but I had the edge on him for vocabulary due to my interest in gardening, cooking, sailing and horses. We were competitive, but agreed not to become Scrabble bores and memorise lists of unusual two-letter words. Rather than consulting the official Scrabble-players’ dictionary, Chambers, our authority was my two-volume Shorter Oxford Dictionary, because it was what we had in the house. If a word was not found in the Shorter Oxford, it was not allowed. The game was usually over in an hour, but sometimes it could last longer, which tried my patience. Before meeting Aidan this time of day had been reading time. But Aidan obviously relished the ongoing Scrabble rivalry, so it seemed churlish to refuse. It was also a good way of continuing to get to know each other, as we competed for word-domination. What began as a casual pastime turned into a serious tournament, and Scrabble-time, 6 p.m., became a fixture in our daily routine.


Within days of starting the Scrabble tournament, we both had Scrabble nicknames. He had trounced me in a game by putting ‘squid’ on a double-letter score with the Q on a triple-letter tile, and I took to calling him ‘Squid’. I liked the familiarity of it, the way it made him mine. ‘Aidan’ in contrast seemed formal and remote, a little like his voice, someone older and perhaps wiser, whereas Squid cut him down to size, made him seem human. 


I acquired the nickname Zinnia in a similar way, putting the letter Z on a triple-letter tile, and the whole thing on a double-word score. But Aidan challenged the validity of zinnia, claiming that it was a proper noun with a capital Z and therefore not allowed in Scrabble. It’s a flower, I protested, it’s the national flower of Mexico and it doesn’t have a capital letter, but still we had to look it up. If it was in the OED I would win tonight’s game of Scrabble. 


I checked the OED: There it was: zinnia! I had won. He gave me many nicknames, but the only one that stuck was Zinnia, often shortened to Zin.


Aidan noted in his diary in December 1986: ‘They played the word-game called Scrabble. She put down Zinnia, he put down Squid. She put down quim, he put down swived. She: obligato, he: muzzle, she: atremble, he: susceptible, she: warm, he: somnolent.’


 


Early on Aidan and I had agreed not to use the ‘L’ word. We seldom referred to it, and when we did we preferred to use the ‘A’ word: amor. We were so obviously smitten with each other, there was really no need to break the spell by putting such strong feelings into the usual banal words – clichés, words already used with other people, scarred by past betrayals, words that for all their oath-like qualities do not belong to the moment which needs no saying. Words give no protection against the future, reducing the sublime to time-worn old phrases. Better the purity of silence. Show, don’t tell became the rule. Somehow it made everything more exciting, two almost-silent people taking each other totally on trust. We kept terrible hours, because we could, and often gave more importance to making love than to turning up at the desk. There were always weekends on which to catch up. We talked a lot in bed, probably more than anywhere else. There’s a terrible fear when something starts off so well, that it can only go downhill. But not us: AH + AH. Or AH².


Obviously destined for each other. 


 


Talking in Bed


Early one morning, I named my ex-love, the last one that mattered. The English poet. Four years ago. Before Stan. I said he had pursued me with every trick in the book.


‘Every trick in the book?’ asked Aidan, solemnly. ‘I didn’t know there were such books. Books containing lists of tricks?’ It was the start of a long-running campaign to encourage me to stop using clichés, and to choose my words with more precision.


Aidan had named three other women. Three in the course of so many years. Elin, Nanna, Anastasia.


‘In retrospect, perhaps I’m susceptible. But nothing like this.’ 


Rain coming down sideways outside, gale howling for the duration. Roof threatening to lift off with the force of the storm. Never had there been anything like this.


 


He asked me to keep telling him that I was happy with him. Lo soy. Estoy muy contenta. He liked me to talk simple Spanish, and seemed to understand it. He had what he called ‘bar Spanish’. His favourite word was ‘Depende’, which cleverly gave the impression he knew a lot more Spanish than he actually did.


But ‘Roll with the punches,’ he kept saying.


(Will that help when they come, as come they must?) 


He was worried about being so much older than me, but while I saw it as a long-term worry, and therefore not important at the moment, he saw it as an immediate problem. He said that I reminded him of a lot of people, meaning other women; did he remind me of anyone? Yes, I said firmly, with no hint that I would add anything to it. I think that he was nonplussed. Like the man who had used every trick in the book, Aidan had a full beard, glasses, dark brown hair and was a brilliant talker who made me laugh. Aidan was older than his predecessor, and his eyes were not as mad, but there was a definite resemblance, extending even to corduroy trousers, suede shoes and a Donegal tweed jacket.


Sometimes being of a certain age, thirty-seven, is no help at all. Falling in love was almost as incapacitating as it had been at nineteen, except that this time round you know it can suddenly turn bad, you learn to anticipate it, even in the midst of great happiness. As a prophylactic against dullness, I was determined not to become too close, not to share everything with the new beloved, to keep some secrets. Co-dependency is the enemy of romance, that much I knew. I told him I would never read his letters or his diaries, unless he wanted me to. He agreed to respect my written privacy too, and I asked him to extend it to all work-in-progress. I have a horror of people reading what I’ve written before it is properly finished.


 


*


 


I was hoping Aidan would like my work. That was the main thing. But when I took another look at my first novel, A Joke Goes a Long Way in the Country, I discovered that on the very first page the narrator has abandoned a book by Aidan Higgins on the floor beside her sofa: ‘The floor around her was littered with discarded books, Seamus Heaney, J. G. Farrell, Aidan Higgins, Bernard MacLaverty, Desmond Hogan, Julia O’Faolain, Jennifer Johnston, most of them resting face down, open at the page where she’d lost interest. She preferred to look at the burning turf and listen to the rain.’


I wrote in my journal at the time: ‘My fear is that all of a sudden he will hurt me, turn on me, not abandoning me like X did, but the same level of hurt in the end. Let’s face it (oh, horrible expression), I’m afraid he might dislike my writing, or refuse to take it seriously. Question is, do we get it over today, or do I let it drift on?’


Next day’s entry: ‘Aidan read A Joke – as far as page 67. Verdict: “Not interesting.”’


It was a cold verdict, it hurt, but I tried to preserve a professional façade. It was, truth to tell, very much a first novel, self-obsessed and rather pleased with its own effects. I had written it purely for myself, to see if I could, and to keep me busy on quiet weekends when I was living alone in Soho. What he said when pressed was ‘too many muletas, not enough piquetes’, i.e. too much cape work, and not enough thrusts to the core – the place where it hurts. I fought back of course, while half-agreeing. He also said that Alex (the main character) is not me. He said I am probably too nice to write a good novel – which I thought (a) showed how little he knew me and (b) was a very strange notion. I said, ‘I can be very nasty on occasion,’ and he said, ‘That’s the spirit,’ which I found patronising. He then added that I did not need praise and flattery – I had had too much of that. I needed to be told what’s wrong with my writing, not what is good. 


Then he told me an anecdote from Lauren Bacall’s autobiography about a Broadway producer who always sent away impossibly bad playwrights loaded with praise – the script is wonderful, perfect, you’ll be hearing from me, etc., while those that he liked, who had promise, he utterly tore apart and sent off to rewrite, because he knew that would get good results.


He should have told me that story first. It would have hurt less.


As I thought it over, I could see that from my supporters all I ever got was praise, which really didn’t help. In fact in less than ten minutes Aidan had given me more constructive advice about my work than I had ever had so far.


Is it any wonder that I was falling in love with him? 


 


One evening, after Scrabble, I was doodling with pen and paper, and discovered that Aidan’s name contained a perfect anagram: Diana Gishing. He was delighted with it, and immediately characterised her as a fastidious retired headmistress. He often used the name to sign letters to the editor, of a complaining nature. This appeared in Michael Viney’s column in the Irish Times on 2 June 1990:




An Eye on Nature


How many bluebottles will breed out of one dead mouse? The dead mouse cannot be reached inside the wall and bluebottles emerge at an average rate of, say, 80 a day, now a week old. How many maggots from the corpse and what rate of reproduction, and when does it end?


Diana Gishing, Kinsale, Co Cork





Michael Viney replied:




Very soon now. The eggs laid by one bluebottle vary according to food supply, but often weigh more in total than she does. They hatch within a day or two, the maggots grow a few days more, and the pupa releases the full-grown fly after that. Each female bluebottle now buzzing at the window will lead to several more generations during the summer. 





The best I could come up with for Derek Mahon was a Dutchman, Mark de Hoen, not nearly as successful. Derek took to addressing the postcards he and Aidan often wrote to each other to Diana Gishing, and they were duly delivered. 


 


In spite of dropping his name on the first page of my first novel, I had not even read Langrishe, Go Down (1966), Aidan’s best-known novel, before I met him. I had read a lukewarm review of Balcony of Europe (1972) many years ago, which classified it as a failure, opining that Aidan had spent too much time drinking in the bars of southern Spain, and not enough time editing his novel, which was far too long, and unfocused. As a result I had not felt the need to seek it out. Nor had I read his subseqent novel, Scenes from A Receding Past (1978), nor his most recent one, Bornholm Night-Ferry (1983).


Aidan had an unusual publishing history. He was first published by John Calder, to whom he had been recommended by Samuel Beckett. When lack of money forced his parents to sell the family home, Springfield, a Georgian house with stables and seventy-two acres in Celbridge, County Kildare, they had moved to a modest suburban house on the Burnaby Estate in Greystones, an upmarket estate popular with affluent Protestants in a seaside village on the railway line between Wicklow and Dublin. The family next door were typical – Gerald Beckett was a doctor working as Medical Officer for Wicklow County Council, a post based in Rathdrum, in the far south of the county. His wife, Peggy, a native of Sandymount in Dublin, wanted to live as close to the city as possible, and as a compromise they chose Greystones. Their son John and Aidan were the same age, and became good friends. John (later a musican and composer) was as passionate about music as Aidan was about reading and writing. John loaned Aidan four books; three of them made no impression at all on him, but the fourth, John’s cousin Samuel Beckett’s novel Murphy, ‘raised the hair on his head … It was the business’.1 When John’s mother Peggy found out how much he liked the book, she sent him to visit the composer Walter Beckett in Donnybrook, who gave him a copy of More Pricks than Kicks, discreetly wrapped in brown paper. Aidan wrote an admiring letter to Samuel, but John told him there was no use posting it, as Sam never answered letters. This time he did, but alas, Aidan was unable to decipher the handwriting. But Peggy managed to make it out: ‘Despair young, and never look back.’ It was the start of a long friendship, much of it conducted by letter. When Aidan’s first collection of stories was ready, Samuel Beckett recommended it to his publisher, John Calder, who immediately took it on.


During my last years in London I had been friendly with Gary Pulsifer, a young American, who was running John Calder’s office in Brewer Street. When it was closing time at the French pub, Gary and I and a few others would sometimes go back to the office with more wine to continue our conversation. I’d end up browsing the bookshelves, but I don’t remember ever seeing Aidan’s books there: Samuel Beckett, yes, and John Calder’s excellent book on his work; Raymond Queneau, Nathalie Sarraute, Alain Robbe-Grillet yes, but Aidan Higgins? Images of Africa? Felo de Se? Langrishe, Go Down? Balcony of Europe? Scenes from a Receding Past? No. I can’t say I noticed his name or his books.


When Aidan came back from Wicklow with his stuff he gave me a copy of Langrishe, Go Down, which would have to wait until I had more reading time, and a much shorter one, Images of Africa, a book of travel writing that appeared in John Calder’s Signature series of shorter works. My copy of Images of Africa has a hand-written dedication, For Zinnia, then the line drawing of a wine glass filled with a blob of red ink, which always accompanied his signature among family and friends, and the word ‘Aidan’. 


I far preferred this slim volume to what I had glimpsed of Langrishe. I immediately loved the spareness and precision of his prose, and the fact that he had written a very short book about three years spent touring Africa with a puppet company, not the long boring tome that most aspiring writers would have produced. This is what Calder wrote for the dust jacket of Images: ‘A writer’s private thoughts – which are at once perceptive, detached and compassionate – are set down here at random to make a unique documentary. Individuals, sketched in the briefest of phrases, explode into life. A diary this may be but it has all the ingredients of a stylistic masterpiece.’


The epigraph is that chilling paragraph from Robinson Crusoe in which Friday and Robin discover the natives on the beach ‘eating the flesh of one of their prisoners’, while another bearded white man lies nearby, trussed up, waiting his turn. I read the opening paragraph of Aidan’s text, a chapter called ‘The Voyage’:




The plunge over the equator. Flying fish sink, porpoises rise, and evening after evening the sun goes down in formations of cloud, furnace-like, dramatic as anything in Doré’s illustrations to Dante. The approaches to a new continent. Such lovely leewardings! They must lead somewhere.





The hairs on the back of my neck rose up. For once a book lived up to its publisher’s claims. Now I understood why people praised Higgins as a stylist. Here indeed was a maestro. I noted in my journal ‘Read Images of Africa on Friday evening, a most beautiful book. Such economy, such strength, so much left out. So many beautiful scenes. For once the blurb got it right, “perceptive, detached and compassionate”.’ 


In fact, this extraordinary little book only came out because there was a printer’s strike in between the appearance of Aidan’s first collection of stories, Felo de Se, and Langrishe, Go Down, which created a two-year gap. As his publisher, Calder wanted to keep Aidan’s name before the reading public, so he asked if he had anything that would sit well among the slim volumes of the Signatures series. Aidan dug up an old notebook which became, pretty much word for word, Images of Africa.




Alannah’s Diary, 11 December 1986 


Aidan read The Out-haul in one sitting, and talked to me at length about it yesterday. It was a hot-whiskey day, dark, with a high wind, so we walked to the Dock for three of them. It’s a good bar in winter, almost empty except for a few silent locals, the dark green Godin stove throwing out heat. He says I must change my angle of attack, watch the adverbs and adjectives – they are too cosying. He recommends using simple declarative sentences, paying more attention to the olfactory sense – only one smell mentioned in the whole novel, the smell while untacking the horses. Pay more attention to all the senses, write with all of them. Which means taking more notes. It was all said in the kindest possible way, he believes that I can write ten times better. He praised my poems, especially ‘The Gift of Woodcock’: they showed what I could do; the novel did not.


It would have been good if he had liked it, I cannot deny I am disappointed. And I am not quite sure he was reading it with an open mind, open to what I was doing in the novel, not what he thought I should be doing … But look, it’s only my second novel, he’s been writing so much longer than me. The age gap is not about him being 23 years older than me, it is that he has been working as a writer for 23 years longer than I have: I am still a novice by comparison. He is the best, and I must not get discouraged by comparisons. 


There was much talk in the Dock about ‘our house’. The one we are going to buy together. It is so long since I’ve used the first person plural. There has been too much ‘I’ and not enough ‘we’ in my life over the past ten years. We want a big Godin stove which also heats radiators, and a small wood burning stove in each work room. We will spend January and February of each year in Spain. He is very confident of his ability to earn more money. He has a play, ‘Assassin’, which is being considered by the Abbey, but could still be produced as a radio play as well. He has a travel script that might make a film for Lindsay Anderson, and two collections coming out in London next year, travel writing and stories. ‘Keep sending it out in all media,’ he says, ‘And we shall have a house.’


How wonderful to know someone who is not broke! 





Some three weeks after meeting Aidan, I went on a long-promised trip to London to spend Christmas with my parents. I would have preferred to stay with him in our new home, but I had promised to visit my parents, and could not let my increasingly frail mother down. Also I needed to do some work on St Patrick in the London Library. I took the copy of Langrishe, Go Down he had given me to London, and I read it in in my parents’ flat, with its familiar view across the River Thames to Battersea Park. It was a way of staying close to Aidan, though physically absent. 


While it certainly had some extraordinarily vivid passages of writing – the masterly opening sequence of a queasy Helen on the Celbridge bus at twilight, for example – it was too traditional for my taste, with its intricately worked sentences, and leisurely narrative pace. I preferred writing that came fresh off the page, as if new-minted, writing that had no respect for literary conventions nor highbrow references – like the writing I had found in Images of Africa. 


I remember being in a state of total euphoria for the whole of that trip, and I probably spoke of nothing but Aidan. When my father heard soon after I arrived that I had ‘met someone’ he immediately opened a bottle of champagne. I had Bizet’s Carmen, the full opera, on cassettes that I played constantly at full volume through the headphones of my Walkman: 




L’amour est enfant de Bohème, 
 il n’a jamais jamais connu de loi, 
si tu ne m’aime pas je t’aime, 
et si je t’aime PRENDS GARDE À TOI….





In the London Library that December, while taking a break from Patrician studies, I found a well-worn copy of Bornholm Night-Ferry, an epistolary novel published in 1983 based on Aidan’s affair with a Danish poet, and I was immediately enthralled. This was more like my sort of thing, a bold experiment in language, that was also a compelling love story. It was a bizarre experience, to be reading this vivid account of the man I had just fallen in love with, falling deeply in love with someone else. But the writing was so wonderful, so strong and so strange that nothing else mattered. The voice in the letters, written by an Irish novelist called Fitz, was essentially his own voice; there were none of the convoluted literary sentences that had spoilt Langrishe for me. And I could cope with my conflicted feelings, the natural inclination to jealousy when reading about someone else who had been in his life before me, because I knew that it did not matter any more: it was he and I who mattered now. We had agreed from the start that, meeting at the age we did, there was no point in retrospective jealousy. We had both lived lives before we met, been in love, married, had affairs, and in his case three children. Now we were starting again, starting anew.




Aidan’s Diary, 23 December 1986


Taken up with Anglo Irish lady Alannah Lee Hopkin born in Singapore, her Dad a doctor at the Fall, Changi internee. Wedded to Mexican photographer who wants to be architect. Lived in Mexico City for two years before marriage broke up, speaks fluent Spanish, good (fair) French. Published two novels, not proof against the mildew of the stock phrase. 37 years. An evening swimmer. Never (rarely) lachrymose. In appearance: a mixture of Oja Kodar and Tusse Silberg. Wears contact lenses. That look you get from myopic eyes. 





I rang the Dutch House at lunchtime on Christmas Day, wishing I could be in Kinsale instead of cooking a turkey in my parents’ flat in Chelsea. Aidan answered. He and Derek had been for a walk on a cold, sunny day, and now they were having lunch together. What were they eating? 


‘A fry.’


 


*


 


I got back from London on 3 January 1987. It was bitterly cold, but I insisted on a walk out to the lighthouse on the Old Head of Kinsale. This was a popular walk along the rough grass of an exposed headland, past a ruined de Courcey castle across increasingly high ground, to a narrow promontory, lashed by crosswinds, usually blowing west to east. At some points the grass, ungrazed for many years, was so springy that you could bounce on it, like a trampoline. If the wind was strong enough, you could lean into it with your full weight, and remain upright. The gulls and cliffs of the Old Head reminded Aidan of the Aran Isles, while the sea on either side recalled the long voyage out to South Africa on an ocean liner, sixteen days at sea, and the boredom of shipboard life. The walk to the lighthouse was a ritual, to be performed as soon as possible after getting home from London, to blow away the bad city air and ground myself again. 


Aidan often told me about the long, Benzedrine-and-wine-fuelled walks he used to take in Andalucía, in the hills around Nerja with his friend Harry Calnek, a Canadian journalist, and other pals. He had a habit of talking about his friends, usually by surname only, as if I knew who they were, and I often had to ask for explanations – remind me again who Calnek is. Poole – was he the one your wife had an affair with? Who is Donal? John Deck? There was never any mention of a woman on these walks, and I suspected he thought women would not be up to it. I became competitive in my walking, and would never admit to being tired or wanting to turn back, to show that I was as good a walker as any man.


So I would not admit to finding the Old Head walk unusually cold and windy on that day, though perhaps it was. Aidan came down with a heavy cold that laid him low for ‘a fortnight’ as he always said, an approximation, I soon discovered, indicating a long period of time, not specifically ‘two weeks’. He had no hesitation in blaming the Old Head walk for his illness. ‘Then why haven’t I got a cold?’ I asked, and he had no answer. It was the start of his wariness of taking walks with me, and I have to admit the walks were sometimes challenging. But he was a strong, healthy man, surely he was well up to anything I could do?


 


After Christmas we continued to rent the Dutch House but moved for the rest of the winter, at my parents’ suggestion, to my mother’s house, their holiday home, beside the sea in a village a mile down the coast from Kinsale called Summercove. The house was on three floors, and had four bedrooms, which allowed us to spread ourselves out and have a work room each. In return, we paid the heating bills, and kept an eye out for storm damage. In the summer, or whenever my parents or other family members would want to use the house, we would retreat with our books and papers to the Dutch House.


I had lived in the Summercove house alone for my first two years in Ireland while I found out whether it was possible to earn a living so far from London. It was just across the road from the sea, looking out on a small stone-built pier, and right next door to a pub, the Bulman. The landlord was a keen card player, and there were regular good-natured games of poker, ten pence in and half the pot maximum bet, among a small group of locals. Aidan was immediately accepted, and spent many daytime hours in there, taking the notes that he used eventually in his Battle of Kinsale story, ‘Sodden Fields’.2 Meanwhile, I was working steadily towards the 17 March deadline of the St Patrick book. By then I had to have a good first draft in the post to London in order to get my next slice of the advance.


Summercove was my territory. I had spent most of my childhood summers in the village, where my mother had gone to school and lived until 1932, when she went to study nursing in London, where she met my English father. I knew everybody in Summercove, and their story. Many of the characters in my second novel, The Out-haul, were composites based on originals I’d met in the Bulman. For some time now I had been working on a short story set in the pub, eventually published as ‘An Explanation of the Tides’.3 Our neighbours Joe and Fred Revatto, an idle younger man named Thomas O’Leary, Helen Fair the bar person, and Willie O’Brien the landlord, were all recreated on the page by Aidan in ‘Sodden Fields’. We were there too in ‘Sodden Fields’, Peter Storm (named for the make of Aidan’s oilskin jacket) and his dark-haired fancy woman, striding out in all weathers to take the air after a long day at the desk. Or not at the desk. Thomas became Tomás following an impassioned conversation about the Irish language, and then ‘the Great O’Leary’, which was somehow related to Yeats’s poem ‘September 1913’, with its famous line ‘Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone, / It’s with O’Leary in the grave’. 


O’Leary had long blond hair down his back, and was missing most of his front teeth. He had moved out of the family home and was living in a caravan up the lane behind the pub. He had lived and worked in Israel and Iceland and on off-shore oil rigs, and was still only thirty-two. He was currently living off a generous insurance payment from the oil rig for a broken thumb. The older men who came to the Bulman an hour or so before closing time for their couple of pints disliked O’Leary for his bad language, and if he was still in the pub, they always sat as far away from him as they could. His language was indeed blue, but he had a sharp wit, read the Irish Examiner daily from cover to cover, did the cryptic crossword, and played a good game of poker. Aidan and he enjoyed a kind of verbal jousting, and there was often loud laughter from their corner of the bar. 


 


*


 


Even though we were living together, we still had separate lives, and did not do everything as a couple. I did not want one of those symbiotic relationships where you live in each other’s pockets and become so close that romance goes out the window. A little difference and a few mysteries are good. As already agreed, we did not read each other’s mail, nor necessarily share whatever news the post had brought – and this was a time when all serious news arrived in a letter or on a postcard. I did not read his diary, ever, or his notebooks, and in theory he did not read mine. Nor did we read each other our work-in-progress, ever. The very idea made me feel queasy.


One of the things I most liked about Aidan was that he showed no signs of expecting me to change my way of life to suit him, nor did he impose his company on me all the time. We were both quiet, not inclined to chat. Though when out walking, I had learned to exchange casual small talk, Irish-style, and had perfected a technique of shouting ‘Shocking!’ or ‘Diabolical’, ‘Fine day!’ or ‘Great to see the sun!’ to people as I walked past, without actually stopping to chat. Aidan had a reputation in Dublin literary circles for being difficult and contrary, partly because he simply did not do small talk. I had been so silent as a child that for many years my mother feared I was a bit strange. 


True to my determination not to change my way of life just because I had a new partner, I continued to stay out late at night when I felt like it, usually with Stan and other friends, going back to his flat which had a TV and a stereo (unlike ours) after pub-closing time. If I woke Aidan by accident when I came home, he could be tetchy, and we might have a minor spat (as he called it), but we always made it up quickly, and we never let the sun go down on a disagreement. He and Stan were pals at this time, having long conversations in the afternoons in Stan’s local, the Armada. Occasionally they stayed up all night together, playing chess and smoking slim panatellas. We could always tell when Stan was back from London by the smell of these permeating the hall outside his door. Following an occasion on which Stan gave Aidan a detailed explanation of his Bohemian ancestry on the Gébler side, Aidan nicknamed him ‘the Baron’, and never called him anything else. 


I was not back from London for long when I ran into Tom Rourk, my former housemate, as I was leaving the post office one evening. Unusually, we went for a drink. I did not dislike Tom, but I’d had more than enough of his company during the year and a bit we’d shared a house, and felt no need to socialise with him. He was prone to leisurely anecdotes, for which I had little patience. He seemed to have some exciting news, a smug air of ‘I know something that you don’t know’ about him.


This time the anecdote concerned a conversation between Aidan and Derek while enjoying a roast chicken that Tom had cooked for them while I was away. Derek had said something complimentary about The Out-haul, and Aidan had countered it with a total demolition of the novel. It was a terrible piece of writing. He picked up the book and opened it apparently at random. He read out a sentence, part of a description of a quiet Christmas Day in BallyC (the fictional village in which the novel is set): ‘Small, thoughtful presents were exchanged.’ He then lectured the company on why that was an atrocious piece of writing – the use of the passive voice, the lack of specificity, the cosy narrative tone. According to him, the novel was a terrible piece of work, and I was a terrible writer.


I was aware of Tom studying me closely to see how I was taking his piece of news. I was damned if I was going to let him see how much it angered me. ‘Well, everyone’s entitled to their opinon,’ I said, draining my drink in order to make a quick getaway. It was not as if I was going to dissolve in tears; I didn’t do that sort of thing. I was angry rather than hurt: Aidan could say what he liked about my work to me in person, one to one, and I could take it. I could take anything that would help me to write better, that was the one thing in life that interested me. But I could not take someone who apparently loved me, going around and poisoning one of the few admirers of my work against it.


Or could I? Was I going to challenge Aidan about his disloyalty or not? The obvious next move was to have no more to do with him, to walk away and renounce his company for ever. But did I have the nerve, did I have the steel for that? 


 


I had left a promising freelance career in London and moved to Ireland in 1982 in the belief that I would be living mainly on what I earned from writing fiction. When it turned out that Hamish Hamilton were not going to commission a third novel, given the disappointing sales of the first two, I reverted to earning a living from journalism. Seán Lucy, professor of English at University College Cork, kindly gave me some hours tutoring first-year students, in the belief that contact with a working writer would be good for them. In whatever spare time I had, I worked on a novel set in eighteenth-century west Cork.


I had been finding it very hard to survive on what I earned from tutoring at UCC, plus reviewing and writing occasional travel or arts features. Life was fun and full of variety, but there was just not enough money coming in, even though I was writing for the Financial Times, the Irish Times, The Guardian, the Mail on Sunday’s magazine You and Time Out, as well as updating Fodor’s Guide to Ireland every year. If I could qualify for membership of Aosdána, like Aidan and Derek, I would be eligible for the same basic income that they both lived on, the Cnuas. It seemed like a logical next move. Ernest Gébler, Stan’s uncle, a successful commercial novelist, who had been mentoring me since I moved to Ireland, proposed me, and I was seconded by Derek Mahon, one of a new wave of Northern Irish poets including Seamus Heaney and Michael Longley. It seemed a good combination, the older prose writer and the younger poet. I would be coming up for election at the next annual general meeting.


Several times after first moving to Ireland I was reduced to returning to London for a few weeks, and staying with my ever-patient parents in order to work in-house at my old job with the listings magazine, Time Out, and save some money. I hit a particularly low point over Christmas 1985 and was persuaded to change agent, from the excellent but rather staid literary agency, A. D. Peters (chosen because the company had been Malcolm Lowry’s agent), to the more commercial Reg Davis-Poynter. Within weeks, Reg had secured me a low five-figure advance from Grafton Books for a book about St Patrick. My money worries were over, for a year or so at least.


Aidan had enough to live on simply from his Cnuas, but the problem was, we were not living simply. I paid my share of the bills, and we kept separate bank accounts. But he was not as well off as he thought he was. I soon realised that the illusion that I had met someone who was not broke was just that. Too much money was being spent in bars, on bottles of good Rioja, and restaurant meals. One of Aidan’s favourite sayings was ‘May the giving hand never waver,’ and certainly his never did. He had an overdraft in Wicklow, due to the punitive sum of money demanded from him by his landlady for repairs and cleaning when he left the cottage, and in no time at all, he also had an overdraft in Kinsale. He was still writing radio plays, and offering pieces of prose to the London Magazine and other literary reviews, but he seldom earned any money. Realising how much Derek, Stan and I were earning from reviewing, he started to introduce himself to the editors of national dailies and weekly magazines with the hope of picking up regular work. At that time he was trying to locate two typescripts he had lost track of in London and also chasing a backlog of royalties due to him from his other publisher, John Calder, who still had several books of his in print. After hearing his sorry tale one night in the Armada, Stan and I suggested that he ask our agent, Reg Davis-Poynter, to sort out the mess. Reg, who was familiar with Aidan’s work, willingly took him on, agreeing to find him a new publisher, possibly Liz Calder (no relation) at Bloomsbury, which was just starting up. 


 


Aidan read constantly, often rereading books that he liked – Karen Blixen’s Out of Africa had come down from Wicklow with him, and also the stories of John Cheever and V. S. Pritchett, a couple of novels by Saul Bellow, Paul Theroux’s travel writing and early novels. Soon after we met he gave me a copy of Nightwood by Djuna Barnes, a work that he greatly esteemed. At one time he had been able to recite by heart the opening three or four pages, and could still manage the long opening sentence. But he told me he had wrung Nightwood dry, read it too often, and it no longer gave him the pleasure it once had. He had done the same, he said, when he was younger, with Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. The first time he read it, he imagined it had been written specifically for him, so he read it over and over again. But alas, Nightwood’s high baroque style did not appeal to me, and while acknowledging that it was a remarkable book, I could not pretend that I loved it as he did. One of the few writers we had both read and liked was Cyril Connolly. New editions of Enemies of Promise and The Unquiet Grave were soon up on the bookshelf to be reread and savoured afresh, the best bits read out loud: ‘… the true function of a writer is to produce a masterpiece, and no other task is of any consequence.’ There was one thing at least that we could agree on.


Once settled in Kinsale, besides making notes for ‘Sodden Fields’, Aidan set to work rewriting and expanding ‘The Bird I Fancied’, a story about Mary, the woman who had been his girlfriend in London intermittently for around two years. The last week he spent in London, the start of a bender that would lead him, ten days later, via Cootehill, Cavan, Dublin and Greystones, to Kinsale, had made him realise that, much as he liked Mary’s high spirits, her chaotic lifestyle, which included a large and possessive biker husband, made her an impossible long-term companion. Having met someone else, and moved to Kinsale, he could now look back at their long relationship from a new point of view. He was also reappraising himself in advance of his sixtieth birthday, which was coming up on 3 March. 


As well as tapping away at his manual typewriter, Aidan would spend hours with his notebook, a hard-backed A4-sized one, in which he jotted down anything that caught his interest in his reading, as well as phrases and stories that he came across while eavesdropping in daytime bars or talking to locals, including his pal Tomás. Dole day was always a good source of stories from the many locals who had served in the merchant navy, and celebrated dole day by having a few pints. One afternoon he came back amazed to recount that he had been drinking with a man who had been the purser of the Warwick Castle on the same voyage on which he and Jill had sailed back from South Africa. The ship had left East London on 28 July 1960, and called at Port Elizabeth, Capetown, St Helena, the Canary Islands and Tilbury Docks. There had been a burial at sea off St Helena on that voyage, an unusual event marked by a simple ceremony presided over by the captain, which they both remembered. This odd coincidence confirmed Aidan’s feeling that Kinsale was the right place for him to live. He was far more superstitious than I was, and had a hippie-like belief in star signs (he was proud of being a Pisces, the water sign). He played this down when I, being sceptical of astrology, was around, but shared it enthusiastically with fellow believers.


 


*


 


In January I drove us to the bus station to collect Carl and Carlota, unsure who I was about to meet. Aidan spoke of his eldest son as if he were a law unto himself, but also with warm affection. He liked to say that Carl should have been born in another century: he was like a character out of The Three Musketeers in his optimism and enthusiasm. 


Through one of those flukes that often seem to happen when you fall in love, Aidan’s eldest son Carl was married to a Mexican, Carlota, and I had spent time in Mexico, where my sister lives, and been briefly married to a Mexican. Carl worked as a film projectionist near his home in Muswell Hill. They had met in London, where Carlota had gone to improve her English. They were about to return to Mexico City, where Carlota’s father had promised to set Carl up in business. Before they left, they wanted to come to Ireland to say goodbye to Aidan.


Aidan’s sons had been brought up to call their parents Jill and Aidan. The two eldest, Carl and Julien, had grown up mainly in Spain, and were fluent in Spanish. Carl was almost exactly ten years younger than me. The family moved back to London in 1970 chiefly for the sake of the boys’ education. Through a friend, Jill had achieved the impossible, and managed to rent a spacious unfurnished flat on the fifth floor of a mansion block on Muswell Hill Broadway, with a panoramic view over the City of London. Carl, who was then eleven, had been to school mainly in Spanish, and for a year in German, but never in English, which he did not speak as well as he spoke Spanish. He could hardly write at all in English, laboriously spelling the words out phonetically, as he had learnt to do in Spanish. He was thought to be severely dyslexic. Julien, two years younger, a quiet, thoughtful boy, also struggled with the discipline of formal education, but had no trouble reading or writing. Both were talented artists. Elwin, a cheerful, out-going character, aged five on their arrival at Muswell Hill, settled in immediately, acquired a wide circle of friends and did reasonably well at school. 


There had been some confusion about the bus schedule and the pair had been sitting arm in arm in the bus station in Cork for an hour by the time we got there. But they were not at all cast down, and Carl’s obvious pleasure at being reunited with Aidan was good to see. It was high tide on the wooded creek beside the road approaching Kinsale, and the gorse was a brilliant yellow. The combination was breathtaking in the dry sunny weather, but I kept quiet as we drove home, letting Aidan and Carl exchange news of family and friends.


The visit went well enough, considering that it was January. Carlota complained of the mud on the roads and footpaths, which she called ‘caca’, never having encountered rural mud before. One rainy afternoon Carl decided to make rock cakes, causing total chaos in the kitchen and resulting in inedible, aptly named buns. He roared with laughter, delighted at the mess, and we fed the inedible cakes to the seagulls. Another day, when Aidan and I had left them asleep in the house, we came back to find a note on the kitchen table in Carl’s child-like handwriting, ‘Gone for a lovely walk!’ It became a family joke, an oft-used formula, and a reminder of Carl’s innate optimism. I was glad that he accepted me without question, not of course as a step-mother, he was already twenty-seven, but as a friend of his, as well as his father’s new partner.


 


*


 


Soon after Carl and Carlota’s visit, I heard on the grapevine that Frank Buckley was out for my blood. He was accusing me of taking his music manuscripts to the dump. I noticed that they had gone from the front hall, but it was nothing to do with me. I asked Aidan about the missing manuscript mountain, and he explained that he had got tired of looking at the untidy heap every time he came in and out, and had put them out for the bin men. 


‘But they were the Buck’s compositions, didn’t you think to ask him before you threw them out?’ Apparently not – they had been there so long, Aidan had assumed they were discards.


Luckily Frank was able to trace them to the Civic Amenity Centre, as the dump was now called, and reclaim them before they were thrown into the incinerator. But he had assumed that I was the tidy one who threw things out, not Aidan. I asked Aidan to explain the facts to Frank and apologise, which he did. ‘It wouldn’t have happened to Beethoven!’ was Frank’s aggrieved complaint. He gave Aidan a bollocking, but somehow they ended up friends again.


Some weeks later, on St Valentine’s night, Aidan and I were having dinner in Max’s Wine Bar, our favourite restaurant in those days. No sooner had we taken our seats when someone lunged dramatically across the floor and threw himself on his knees in front of me. It was the Buck, pleading forgiveness for having made the terrible mistake of blaming me for the binning of his manuscripts. I assured him all was forgiven, and he kissed my hand in an operatic gesture. 


Max’s was a very small restaurant, and the other diners had watched this touching scene with interest, none more so than the couple at the next table. When Frank had finished, the man stood up and approached our table. I recognised the American author, Howard Simpson. He asked if he could introduce his wife, Mary Alice. 


It was the start of a warm friendship between the four of us. The Simpsons were even older than Aidan, and had four daughters. Howard was a Californian of old stock, and Mary Alice had been born in Las Vegas before it had casinos. Howard was retired from the American Foreign Service. He was posted to Saigon in the early 1950s as adviser to the prime minister, and was present at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu. Other postings included Paris, Canberra and Algiers. But his favourite one was US Consul in Marseille, where one of his annual ‘duties’ was to attend the Cannes Film Festival – the opposite of a hardship posting, as he liked to observe. In his retirement he took up writing, alternating serious military history with potboilers featuring a French detective called Bastide, to supplement his pension. Locally he was said to be an undercover CIA agent.


Shortly after our meeting in Max’s, a couple of Russian factory ships anchored up the river near the Simpsons’ house, giving rise to a local rumour that they were there to keep an eye on the American ‘spy’ – that is to say, Howard. 


 


Eventually I challenged Aidan on his public rubbishing of my work. He looked sheepish – a downward glance to the side, and an upward look through pleading eyes – and asked who had told me. 


‘Rourk.’


‘Do you care that much what Rourk thinks of your work?’


‘It’s the principle. You shouldn’t bad-mouth my work in front of other people.’


‘That’s a terrible expression, “bad-mouth”. So is “rubbishing”. You shouldn’t use Americanisms.’


This was the start of a campaign to encourage me to talk – and therefore write – in a better way, less sloppy and slangy, more precise. Clichés, tired or not, were outlawed. 


Words that I was told to eliminate from my vocabulary:




Loads of 


Spectacular


Huge





Once he picked up on them, I was amazed at how often I used them in conversation. When I commented on this, ‘amazed’ was immediately added to the list.  


To soften the criticism he told me a story about Jorge Luis Borges in Buenos Aires in 1927, shortly after a failed eye operation had left him totally blind. A friend offered to take him out for an evening with the young poets of Buenos Aires, how would he like that? Borges agreed to the excursion, and his friend took him to a quiet bar downtown. They had a few drinks and talked to various people. Then his friend suggested it was time to go home. ‘But where are the young poets of Buenos Aires?’ Borges asked. 


‘They were the people we’ve been talking to all evening.’


‘Well, they didn’t talk like poets,’ said Borges. 


 


One afternoon, when we were living in the house in Summercove, a Garda squad car parked on the quay, and Guard Paul Doyle knocked on our front door, looking for Aidan. I answered, and was intrigued. I left the pair of them in the kitchen, where they talked for about half an hour. Aidan then walked with him across the quay, and politely saw him into the squad car, closing the door for him.


‘What was all that about?’ I asked when he came back in. 


‘He wanted a formal statement about Colman’s car crash.’


I looked blank. ‘Car crash?’


‘The last night I was there after Christmas, when you were in London. Colman drove out of the car park of Lil Doyle’s pub at closing time without looking, and his car was hit by another one. It was a write-off. Luckily none of us were hurt, but Sylvia was a bit shaken up.’ 


‘Why didn’t you tell me about it?’ 


‘I did, the first night you got back from London. We were in bed.’ 


‘I was probably asleep.’


‘Maybe so. I wondered why you didn’t say anything.’ 


 


I introduced Aidan to my friends Katherine and Joachim Beug because I knew they would like one another. Katherine was an American artist, with Irish grandparents. She and Joachim, who was from Hamburg and twelve years older, had met at Northwestern University in Chicago. When he was offered a lectureship in the German department at University College Cork, Katherine urged him to accept. She had been to Kinsale when travelling as a student, and had been tempted to stay, so she decided they would live there, within commuting distance of the college.


Aidan had a liking for all things German, and he and Joachim became friends. At the Beug’s house we met Joachim’s friend, Gerry Wrixon, UCC’s professor of micro-electronics, and his American wife, Marcia. Both Katherine and Marcia were strong women with opinions of their own, the sort of women Aidan liked, while Gerry and Joachim were also good, occasionally argumentative company. 


For the first six months that he lived in Kinsale, Aidan got on well with everybody, including the poet Desmond O’Grady. It was generally agreed that O’Grady was a handful, OK on a good day, but inclined to drink too much, and become overbearing. He cultivated the persona of a poet, always wore a dark red Kinsale smock (a long-sleeved canvas top with patch pockets across the lower front) and a black-and-white keffiyeh around his shoulders. His black hair was greying, and his face could politely be described as ‘lived-in’, being both wrinkled and scarred, but there were still the remnants of a good-looking charmer. Born near Limerick, he had gone to Paris after boarding school, and spent most of the 1950s in that city, living and working at the bookshop Shakespeare & Co., eventually meeting Picasso, Samuel Beckett, Sartre and de Beauvoir and whoever else you care to mention. His stories seemed outlandish, but were usually true, for example his claim to have lived in Venice as secretary and factotum to Ezra Pound and Olga Rudge. When his first collection of poetry was published in 1956, he had sent a copy to Ezra Pound in St Elizabeth’s Psychiatric Hospital in Washington, D.C. Pound took one of the poems for his review, and on his return to Europe, O’Grady became his secretary. He spent most of the 1960s between Rome and Venice; Fellini gave him a cameo in La Dolce Vita, playing, inevitably, an Irish poet. His charmed existence included some years at Harvard as a teaching fellow, where he completed a PhD, a rare achievement for someone who had never been an undergraduate. He taught at American universities in Cairo and Alexandria, and spent summers in Greece, usually on the island of Paros. He moved back to Ireland, like Derek and Aidan, in the early 1980s when the establishment of Aosdána guaranteed him an income. He was a showman, had known many literary and artistic characters, and could be very entertaining; but he could also be a real pain in the arse when drunk. I preferred his girlfriend, Ellen Beardsley. She was in her late twenties, intense, seriously interested in Korean poetry, which she translated, as well as writing her own work. She was often very funny, and as mad about Desmond as I was about Aidan. They had met on Paros, and she was taking a break from a promising academic career to spend time in Ireland with Desmond – whom I always called Desmondo, as a nod to his well-travelled status. 


We first met when Aidan ran into Ellen and Desmond one evening in January 1987 in our local pub, the Bulman. They were living in Desmond’s cottage on a hill above the village, and had just got back from a long stay abroad. Aidan knew Desmond slightly, having given a reading with him and John Banville at the Poetry Society in London during the ‘Sense of Ireland’ cultural festival in 1980. Desmond’s daughter had filmed the event, and from what I could gather from Aidan’s account it seemed that Desmond had hogged the limelight, lying as if in his coffin, lit by tall candles, and taking more than his share of their allotted time. However, it seemed Aidan bore no grudge. We invited them to supper the night after we met, and they invited us the following week. Ellen disappeared after serving the meal, leaving Desmond to hold the floor and entertain us with anecdotes now over-familiar to her. Desmond showed us around his library. It seems he had known everybody – each book he pulled down contained a handwritten letter from the author, an exotic postcard or a newspaper clipping of a review. Among the names were Robert Lowell, Pablo Neruda, Yevgeny Yevtushenko, Allen Ginsberg, Dylan Thomas. It was the first time I had seen a library like this, and I was fascinated. Aidan was quietly sipping red wine, O’Grady’s tipple at this time of day. He kept large bottles of Valpolicella in his hot press beside the immersion heater. His cottage, while picturesque, could be cold and damp, even in summer. 


Derek was surprised to hear about our convivial evening at Rincurran Cottage. He had not expected Aidan and Desmond to get on. Derek had known Desmond for much longer than Aidan. When Aidan dismissed Desmond’s work as ‘not interesting’, Derek stood up for it, claiming that whatever about his personal manner, Desmond had published half a dozen very good poems, and you could not ask more than that of any poet. When Aidan actually got around to reading Desmond’s work, he had to agree. He particularly like the poem ‘Tipperary’, with its reference to ‘those Limerick Junctions of daily resolution’. Limerick Junction is a stop on the Cork–Dublin railway, way out in the middle of nowhere, where you change for the branch line to Limerick City. It was known for extremely long, unexplained delays.


 


*


 


Aidan and my father Denis, known as Pa in the family, got on well right from the start. Aidan refers to him in his diary early on as ‘a jolly decent old cove’. I had told my father that Aidan had been a scratch golfer when he was younger, so my father immediately invited him for a round at Kinsale’s nine-hole golf links. Pa admired his long, straight drives, and the accuracy of his putting. He had read Images of Africa, and commented on the similarities between the precision of Aidan’s writing, his choice of exactly the right word, and the precision of his putting. Not inclined to chat himself, he enjoyed Aidan’s quiet company. This was new territory for me – a boyfriend who could be friends with my father. Born in 1911, my father was only sixteen years older than Aidan. He had wanted to do an English degree before studying medicine, but he was one of six children, all needing professions, and the idea seemed an outlandish indulgence to his father, whom he quoted: ‘If you’re doing medicine, go and do medicine, none of this messing around with English. Plenty of time to read books once you’re qualified.’ Of course that was a lie, but Denis never lost his love of reading, especially George Eliot who was born in Nuneaton, near his home, nature writers and diarists like Richard Jefferies and Parson Woodforde, and English poetry. Like many people of his generation, A. P. Wavell’s Other Men’s Flowers was a favourite anthology. Every Christmas from the age of twelve I found a hefty poetry anthology, usually an Oxford one, among my presents, which soon found its way back into my father’s hands. His career as a consultant anaesthetist, who also taught, with a wife and young daughter to entertain, did not leave much time for reading. 


My mother, Angela, was not so easy to win over. Even before meeting Aidan, she had decided that he was too old for me, and was unreliable, having left a wife and three children. He obviously had no money. He could not even drive a car. But after meeting him, she seemed to soften. The Simpsons gave a drinks party for my parents, whom they knew slightly, inviting half a dozen other friends, most of them ‘old colonial hands’, who had retired to Kinsale after a career overseas. My mother felt at home in this elegant gathering of people, all of whom had a high opinion of Aidan.


After the party, we went for dinner to Jim Edwards’ restaurant. Relaxing as we took our seats, Aidan started to tell them the story of how his youngest son Elwin was conceived in Dublin, because Jill’s friend had forgotten to post the contraceptives from London. If I could have kicked him under the table I would have, but I was too far away. He went on, ‘We even thought of an abortion, another child seemed an impossible prospect, but I’m so glad we went ahead, an abortion would have been a terrible mistake. Elwin is the most cheerful of all my sons, and he will go far.’ 


I had explained that my parents were practising Catholics, my father a convert from low Church of England, my mother the president of the Chelsea branch of the St Vincent de Paul Society: what was he thinking? Perhaps I was the only person listening to him: nobody else made any comment. My mother, whose mind was already fading, often lost track of Aidan’s elaborate sentences, and quicksilver changes of topic, and would turn to my father and ask quietly: ‘What’s he on about now, dear?’


This became an expression I sometimes mimicked to tease Aidan when he got carried away by magnificent flights of fancy. ‘What’s he on about now, dear?’


My parents had made friends in Summercove, a Protestant couple of roughly their age. Ashley Good, from a well-known local farming family, had been a dashing young RAF pilot when he had married an Englishwoman, Joanna. They had stayed on in Egypt after the end of the war, where he worked as a flying instructor. In retirement he ran a ship chandlery in Kinsale, and pottered about in boats. Joanna never really settled in Ireland, and was known for having a sharp tongue and speaking her mind. She would have been much happier living on the south coast of England, and often said so. She and my mother, originally a native of Summercove, got on famously. When Joanna’s face was disfigured by surgery for skin cancer, my mother arranged for her to come and stay with her in London and have special classes in make-up for cancer patients. The four of them had drinks together at least once a week, either at the Bulman, or at a smarter cocktail bar up the road in Scilly. Occasionally they went out to dinner together; neither Joanna nor Angela ever went to coffee mornings, a popular pastime with Kinsale ladies, nor did they meet on their own to go walking or shopping in Cork, only as a foursome.


 


My father found Aidan’s insistence on the ingredients of his gin and tonic most amusing, and added to it, we never knew why, the stipulation that the glass should be cooled in the fridge beforehand. If we were coming over for a drink he would always say, ‘Jolly good, I’ll put a glass in the fridge for Aidan.’


The Higgins Gin and Tonic is actually quite simple: Gordon’s gin, Schweppes tonic, slice of lemon, some ice. But in Cork people prefer Cork Dry Gin, Schweppes is not universally available in pubs, ditto lemon, and out in the country ice used to be a rarity. If you ask for Gordon’s, a bottle can usually be found, but the same is not true of Schweppes tonic. On one occasion, lemon cordial was offered instead of a lemon slice. Ice used to be a problem, but nowadays it can usually be found, if you insist. I remember in particular a small country pub on a very hot afternoon. The elderly woman tending the bar walked, with difficulty, a considerable distance into the back quarters of the pub, and returned with a slice of lemon on a saucer. ‘And ice? Is there any ice?’ She looked at him despairingly, and when he did not relent, she stoically repeated the trek, to return some minutes later with two ice cubes melting on the saucer. 


 


*


 


The Great Patrician Scholar had set herself a deadline of 17 March to finish the first draft of the St Patrick book, and she made it, just. These were pre-computer days: as I finished each chapter I passed it on to Ellen, who could type, and was glad of the money. She retyped it, ready for copying. She delivered the 280 pages to me as a gift-wrapped package, a huge brick of white paper decorated with green ribbons and orange crocuses. 


St Patrick’s Day was a holiday, but I avoided all celebrations. Aidan and I walked around Compass Hill, one of our favourite town walks, calling in for a drink with Derek en route. It was a long time since we’d had a walk together, as I’d been concentrating on the book. It was a mild day, clear and sunny, and for the first time, I noticed that the daffodils and primroses were out. It was wonderful to contemplate a St Patrick-free evening which could be spent playing Scrabble and reading a novel. I felt fresher than I had for a long time, but a bit dazed, as if I had burnt up a large quantity of brain cells. 
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