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Born in Dublin in 1959, the novelist, playwright and poet Dermot Bolger is one of Ireland’s best-known writers. His fourteen novels include The Journey Home, A Second Life, Tanglewood, The Lonely Sea and Sky and An Ark of Light. In 2020 he published his first collection of short stories, Secrets Never Told. His debut play, The Lament for Arthur Cleary, received the Samuel Beckett Award. His numerous other plays include The Ballymun Trilogy, charting forty years of life in a Dublin working-class suburb; and most recently, Last Orders at the Dockside and an adaptation of James Joyce’s Ulysses, both staged by the Abbey Theatre. His ninth poetry collection, The Venice Suite: A Voyage Through Loss, appeared in 2012. He devised the bestselling collaborative novels Finbar’s Hotel and Ladies Night at Finbar’s Hotel, and edited numerous anthologies, including The Picador Book of Contemporary Irish Fiction. A former Writer Fellow at Trinity College Dublin, Bolger writes for Ireland’s leading newspapers, and in 2012 was named Commentator of the Year at the NNI Journalism Awards. In 2021 he received The Lawrence O’Shaughnessy Award for Poetry.
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For Diarmuid and Donnacha, and for Helen.



Other People’s Lives


I
Begin Again


The Unguarded Moment

At my age, the hardest part of restarting to write poems

Are the terms and conditions in the zero-hours contract.



Prose may be ground out on dreary Tuesday afternoons,

But you must let poems ambush you when least expected,



On a street corner or midway down a supermarket aisle,

In the unguarded moment when you find yourself writing



Without being aware that you are even trying to write;

When a single thought sparks with a jolt of electricity



That short circuits all cognisance of any task you are at

And ignites the dry undergrowth in your subconscious,



Undergrowth that lay dormant during years of drought,

Waiting for a wind to blow up, for a random stranger,



Lost in thought on a parched headland of yellow gorse,

To carelessly toss aside a smouldering cigarette butt.


Heron and Poet

Beneath the bridge, both statuesque,

It’s just you and I, one mid-stream, one

Anonymous on this briar-strewn path.



Both seemingly inert, but equally alert

For any fleeting image, any darting trout

That might try to flit past our patient eye.


II
One Life
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The Valley Hotel, Woodenbridge, 1944

August sunlight dapples the orchard behind the hotel,

Its proprietor so besotted by my mother’s bliss

That he insists on picking a bag of apples as a gift

For her to enjoy with her groom on the journey back,

From the luxury of this brief honeymoon, to embark

On the mysteries of married life in a small attic flat,

In the house in Herbert Place where Elizabeth Bowen

Spent childhood winters gazing down at a canal lock.



My mother accepts his parting gift with a shy smile,

Then the hotelier’s wife appears, piqued by jealousy

At such attention bestowed on a bride who, by day,

Worked in the Moira Hotel as a mere chambermaid.

She grabs the bill from her husband with sour spite,

Altering it before it is shoved into my father’s hands.



Few reminders survive from a marriage foreshortened

By her brain tumour. But all his life my father kept

This bill, cherishing the secret encrypted in a receipt,

Written by an hotelier, then changed by his enraged wife; 

The jealous stabs of her pen adding, as an addendum,

Two extra shillings for this unsolicited gift of apples,

A surcharge for my mother’s captivating ebullience.



How young they are back then, how little they know of life

Despite his ship being attacked on treacherous voyages,

Despite her guarding secrets only shared with her sisters.

In this moment their future is a blank canvas of joyfulness

As they depart the hotel, bags packed, to walk to the station.

Let us leave them there, luxuriating in that sunlit air,

Lips tasting of kisses, foreheads bent so close they touch

As they study the bill, then gaze at each other and laugh.


The Broken Bread Van

Allow me to introduce myself, Grandfather.

Fate never permitted us to get acquainted,

Though surely my imminent arrival was noted

By the mourners who attended your funeral,

Just weeks before a midwife delivered me.



Was I referred to as a sign of consolation

As all your emigrant offspring returned

To mix at the graveside with neighbours

Who drew comfort, amid the burial rites,

From the fresh start offered by my birth,

Wondering if I might inherit your features

And what journeys life would take me on.



Your children mostly took the same journey:

A rickety bus from Castleblaney to Dundalk,

Then the train to rented flats in a Dublin

That offered ill-paid jobs but enough freedom

To fall in love. They knew their only possibility

Of raising families was to emigrate and clock in

For long shifts in Leicester or Luton factories,

Where hands once skilled at winnowing chaff

Grew accustomed to assembling Vauxhall cars.



You turned fifty before you inherited the farm

And could marry, making up for lost time

In a fraught contest against your ageing body

To father eleven children who knew you only

As an old man. Your sole excursions to Dublin

Were to attend wedding breakfasts in the café

Opposite the church beside Westland Row Station.

You crossed that wide street with them twice:

Once in the morning, descending church steps

Amid confetti, congratulations and photographs,

And later, at dusk, when all the wedding party

Left the café to accompany the bride and groom

To the station to catch the boat train to England.



Your train home charted your known universe,

Ticking off a smudge of lights at each small town:

Skerries and Balbriggan, Drogheda and Dundalk.

Then Hackballscross, Cullaville, Annadrummond:

Villages that drew your bus closer to Castleblaney –

A town sufficiently big to conduct any business in.

Three more miles to Annyalla, the lane to the farm

Seeming ever steeper, but rising through fields

You’d tilled for decades to one day call your own.

After each child’s wedding you felt more exhausted,

Glad to be back, inspecting the byre and haggard,

The shed door only you knew the knack of locking,

The darkness broken by lamplight from the kitchen.

Here was the sanctuary of home, but did part of you

Yearn to see wider worlds that existed out there,

Further even than the cities your children lived in?

Worlds so vast as to be beyond your comprehension,

But which unknown grandchildren might explore:

The grandchildren whom you knew were too young

To truly remember you, amidst vague recollections

Of having endured treks to a hillside farm to meet

A smiling old man who only travelled in his mind.



Your features did not disappear from this earth

The day I was at your funeral while in the womb.

Scattered descendants mimic your mannerisms

In London tower blocks and Bedfordshire estates.

At dusk a young woman who possesses your eyes

Stares from the balcony of a Southmere high-rise

In Thamesmead, London, surveying evening traffic:

Her gaze mirroring an unknown great grandfather.



Not everyone left. Descendants still work those fields;

The kin with whom you would have most in common

If you returned to walk your acres, shrewdly observing

Advancements in irrigation and increased milk yields.

But maybe you and I also possess some shared traits,

Both voyagers who have travelled mainly in our minds,

Even if the imaginative journeys that I embark upon

Might not fit your definition of an honest day’s labour.

But you were similarly not averse to concocting fiction,

Shaving five years off your age in the census returns

You had to fill in, because your mother, the householder,

Could not read or write, but still exercised ownership

Over those fields, making you endure a lonesome wait

To bring under that roof the bride who would bear

Those eleven children. Your delayed race to procreate

Exhausted her and transformed you into an old man,

Shuffling to the doorway to watch your youngest son

Busy himself with the daily tasks now beyond you,

Cows to be milked, fields ploughed in neat furrows.
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