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Author’s Note



To protect their privacy, the names of my birth mother and foster mother, and any family members, have been changed.


In this book I have used the term ‘birth mother’ throughout, though I know that it has its critics. I did so for reasons of clarity and consistency, and because this was the term most often used as I was growing up to describe the woman who bore me.










I am afraid he will prove an awful handful.



—An adoption worker, referring to one-year-old me


What came from my mouth


was not word but bawl –


as I think now


of pain of course,


but also triumph –


Still here! Still here!


—from ‘After the Fall’ by Mark Roper















Prologue



7 October 2017


Uh-oh.


This is not good.


Here I am, in the centre of Europe, 3,000 metres above sea level. And about to plunge down a snow-covered mountain gully.


This can’t end well. But before all the bad stuff, my life ripped apart and all that, a strange thing happens. Time shuts down. My mind takes a step back from my body. I get to observe my own predicament, suspended above the snowy wastes.


I sneak a glance at one hand, then the other. Both are detached from any connection to solid earth, both pawing the air uselessly. Stretching in front of them, a solid steel cable that represents safety if I can grab it but is, sadly, just out of reach.


And there, below me, are my feet, dangling, useless. Now it hits me: I am about to plummet into the icy wastes below.


The moment is a cartoon that has replayed in my mind ever since. In it, somehow, I am watching someone else’s drama, rather than playing the lead role in my own. A curiously familiar feeling.


All too soon, the illusion ends. The frame in the cartoon unfreezes. I begin to slide down Zugspitze, Germany’s highest peak.


I fall feet first down the precipitous mountain, belly and face thrust into the snow, lathered in spindrift. Splaying hands and arms, I try desperately to arrest my plunge. With all the force I can muster, I ram the toe caps of my boots into the mountain. Kick, kick, kick!


My efforts bear fruit. I slalom across the slope, losing speed. Muscles burn painfully as I dig in even harder. Slower again. Now I can ease off. I allow myself a relieved exhalation, through clenched teeth.


Alas, the respite is short-lived. In one smooth movement I sail over a lip on the slope and am flipped onto my back. The gradient steepens sharply. I take off down the slope once more. This time, gravity brooks no dissent. The mountain is merciless, tossing me from hummock to hummock like a projectile in a pinball machine. Thunk, thunk, thunk, I bounce across its high flanks.


While my body is being thrown about, my mind remains oddly clear. I relinquish hope. There is a time for everything under the heavens, I tell myself, even a time to die. Mountains like these take no prisoners. Gravity will dictate the pace of my slide down the gully. I will gain speed even as I lose altitude. Farther down, the snow will thin out, exposing the rocks beneath. Inevitably, I will be flung onto these boulders and smashed to bits. The end will be bloody – and quick.


I resolve to accept my fate. Random thoughts flit through my mind, mere flickers of brain activity. I give thanks for the beautiful day I have just enjoyed: the precious hours spent with old school friends, until the moment of my fall; the life I have led up to now; my wife and children.


But there is a darker hue to my mind’s wandering. A sense of something missing, or incomplete. A job not done; a question left unanswered. It’s like that dream of falling you wake up from – only this time I am falling. No thoughts I have time to put my finger on, just a question: who exactly is this happening to?


Suddenly, the unexpected. My movement slows. The terrain has flattened out. A vertical cliff-face to my left jerks back into focus. With one exhausted effort, I force my heels down into the snow and lurch to a tentative halt.


Silence. I lie crumpled on the snow. Random quips and song-titles flit through my disordered mind. Well now, what fresh hell is this? There must be some way out of here. That’s another fine mess you’ve got me into. I laugh mirthlessly.


Enough. I am conscious, stationary. I can move my fingers and toes, even lift my head. Wriggling from side to side, I manage to shuck off my backpack and lever my mobile phone out of a pocket. The screen is blank, the battery dead.


There is an emergency whistle in the pocket. I blow it without strength or conviction. I am too far away from anyone to be heard.


As my breathing slows, pain rises up within me. Something is wrong. Something is broken inside me.


I don’t want to dwell on it. I need to be positive.


I am not dead. And – the thought strikes me with remarkable clarity – I will not die.


Well, probably not.


My fall started in Germany. By now, I may well be in Austria. Perhaps my left side rests in one country and my right rests in the other. It does not matter. Things work in this part of the world. Yes, I tell myself, I will be rescued. If help arrives soon enough. If the cold doesn’t get me first. Yes, I will see my family again.


All I have to do is wait. And as I lie here, I think about my life, and what I have made of it. If I get to enjoy more, what will I do with it? I think about my beginnings, those questions that have been lurking beneath the surface for so long. Who am I? Where did I come from? Where was I in those unrecorded early years before I was adopted?


It’s a lot to take in, what with the shock, the pain and the uncertainty. And yet I know I shall never feel time as keenly as I feel it now, in this awful moment. I may be teetering on the brink of existence but I sense every second as precious. I resolve to use each one wisely, to order my thoughts.


Dusk is approaching. The light is draining out of the day, any remaining heat too. Another night’s freeze is setting in. As the pain worsens, I keen softly in the snow. It is well below freezing now.


As my body starts to shiver, my mind teems with thoughts. I have been in scrapes before. My life has been a procession through the cat’s nine lives. On every occasion, I came out unscathed. Not this time. Even if I survive this, I am likely to pay a big price. There won’t be any more lives to use up if I get out of here. There may not be any life worth living.


Enough self-pity. Amid the gloom, my thoughts are more real than they have been for years. How I love life! I want so much to survive, to go back to my old existence with family and friends. But I know everything has changed with this Saturday afternoon calamity. I daren’t think of returning to normality after this, pretending nothing is different. I daren’t shirk the questions that have been lurking just beneath the surface for so long.


As I have up to now. There isn’t time now for the detail – weariness is spreading over me – but I tell myself I will face those questions and answer them. Things will have to change. But first I need to get out of here alive.


I find myself sliding again, a few inches at first, then slightly faster. By digging my heels into the snow, I manage to come to a halt again.


Lying inert and helpless on the freezing slope of the mountain, all warmth ebbs out of me. The snow greys as the sun slides behind the mountain. The valley is readying itself for the desolation of night. Yet I cling still to hope from the sky, still faintly blue, so vast above my petty predicament.


I yearn to sleep, because sleep will bring rest and make me forget what has just happened. I might dream myself back in time, before this mess occurred. Back even farther, to the start of my life, where the mystery began. But sleep is dangerous, I know. I might not return from it.


So I try to shuffle my arms and legs, the working bits of me. I am a small child once more, creating an angel in the snow that no-one can see.
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I am adopted. This is the central fact of my life, one I have been running away from for so long. Yes, I have always known about the fact of my adoption, along with a few sketchy details of how I was shunted hither and thither as a tiny baby. But even now, decades later, I know so little about where I came from. And what happened to me after I was born. Not just for minutes and hours, but for months and years.


I am the jigsaw with missing pieces, yet I have done all I can to avoid completing the puzzle. Now I ask: how can I know where I am going without knowing where I started?


I know what I have achieved. Despite those mysteries of my early years and the undoubted jolt of adoption, I flourished. Blessed with the love of others, I built a successful career and a happy family. I had a life.


Yet I have lived that life in denial. Something has always been lacking. Rootedness, a proper sense of myself. An ability to live in the moment, to take satisfaction from my accomplishments. At times, an emptiness as vast as the mountain on which I now find myself, all warmth slowly seeping out of me.


Over time, this perception has got worse, not better. I have tried to quell the doubts, to tell myself that I am just like everyone else. But I am not. I look and talk like others. To look at me, I am just another middle-aged dad, pushing swings and driving teenagers around. I head to work in the morning and return each evening. On the face of it, I am an insider in society, a journalist for a national newspaper, the numbers of government ministers and celebrities on my mobile.


Yet that is not how it feels to me here, now, at the sharp end of existence. At the core of my identity, my understanding of who I am, is a void. Owing to my fractured past, I feel like an outsider.


Finally, I know it is time for me to put the pieces together, to make sense of it all. The irony isn’t lost on me – the dawning has come as I stare death in the face.
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My mother is expecting to adopt a newborn, fragile and quiescent and malleable. Instead, she gets me.


It is September 1965 and, at age two years and four months, I arrive in my new home a stomping, fully formed toddler. I look as if I have taken a short cut through a sweet shop, or overdosed on infant formula. Coarse-featured, said the doctor. Huge, really gross, exclaimed the social worker. Gauche, big, loose-looking, she added for good measure. Likely to be an awful handful.


Relatives and neighbours turn up, expecting a cute baby they can dandle and hug, not the bawling terror who has been dragged through the door. Behold my red and raw bottom, my dowdy, worn-out clothes. The tattered little sandals on my feet, which have been painted and repainted with varnish to make them last longer. The enamel stripped from my rotting baby teeth, which will soon require extraction under general anaesthetic.


There is so much more to my eventful short life, but the adults present are strangers to me. If they only knew – the constant crying, the persistent bronchial infections, the chickenpox, the measles, the hole in my heart. It is a wonder I have made it here at all.


The lady who drove me here, I remember her from before. I am certain she could tell them all about me, where I have been. But this woman, a social worker, has left already with her secrets, out the door with her serious face after the cup of tea that was offered. Prising my tiny fingers out of her skirt as she makes to leave, pushing me towards the small, dark-haired woman with the terrified look on her face. Mary, your new mammy. And, beside her on the settee, say hello to Patrick, your daddy. At least he is smiling, unruly eyebrows peeping up above black spectacles.


I start the visit upset, and stay that way for the entire day. No words, just roars and screams, audible on the street outside. God love him, the people say. Poor mite. Who are you people? I want to say. Where has my mammy gone? Why are you not calling me by my proper name?


Exhaustion, finally. ‘Patrick put you on his lap and you buried your curly locks in his chest as you cried your heart out,’ according to Teresa, my first cousin once removed. ‘There you stayed. You couldn’t be moved. We didn’t know what to do. Poor Patrick couldn’t even get his jacket off. Eventually, he went off to lie on the bed with you still on his chest, and had to sleep the night in his clothes.’


Finding my voice the next morning. ‘Mammy gone,’ I wail over and over again, crying for four days straight. Around the garden I run, searching behind the yellow privet hedge and among the rhubarb stools for ‘my other mammy’. Mary watching me from the kitchen sink, sucking on a Carrolls Number 1; Patrick out working, not seen until evening time.


After two weeks, the social worker comes again. Mary whispers to her at the kitchen table, while I play with blocks in the corner. The lady makes notes in her book. Hands full. End of her tether. Nerves gone. Needs vitamins.


I keep my eye on this lady all the time, afraid she might disappear like my other mammy. In bed that night, I wake up crying, another nightmare where I’m looking high and low for my mammy. Mary and Patrick arrive together to comfort me and change the wet sheets.


The lady visits again, and then another time too. The two women talk in low voices, but I can make out some words: All fine. Settled. The lady is smiling broadly as she takes her bag and leaves.


Except that she arrives yet again the following week, and this time Mary is doing the crying. Told a fib, I’m very sorry. Afraid you might take him away from us. Like this from the start. Just can’t do it.


Suddenly, Mary has an idea, she tells the lady. The spell must be broken. Turning to me: ‘Would you like to go back to where you came from? Do you want your other mammy?’


‘Yes!’


Yes yes, I say, bobbing around the room. Gathering my toys immediately and putting them into a plastic shopping bag. But Mary is crying again, even harder than before. What have I done? I do not want to hurt her. I only wanted to find my mammy.


The lady is shaking her head. She stands up, turns to me, hands on hips. ‘No. That’s enough now.’


Both of us shocked out of our jiggering and crying.


The lady turns to Mary. ‘Never mind the fierce temper on him, it will pass.’


The force of her voice. My little bag crumples to the ground. Sobs rise up within me, wave after wave. I am going nowhere.


Time does pass. Things settle down, as the social worker predicted. I take on a new first name – Paul – as well as a second name – Cullen. I go to the shop with Mary each day for an ice-cream. When a dog scares me on the street, it is her leg I clutch. The road outside is packed with children of all ages, whose games I join. I make friends with another Paul, who is my age and lives nearby.


One Sunday, when he is not working, Patrick gets down on his hands and knees and tells me to climb onto his back. Up I clamber, and the two of us lumber around on the swirly patterned carpet, him making horsey sounds and me yelling. Faster, faster! Faster, Daddy! For the first time, I laugh.
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High above me, two hawks circle in the thermals, the last rays of sun illuminating their plumage. How tiny and insignificant I am in this vast, white arena. I am shaking, increasingly fearful of the approaching dark. Help cannot come soon enough.


Despair is setting in, a feeling that my race has been run. My breathing is growing shallow. The earth’s chill is rising up within me, dulling pain but also the will to live. I cease bothering to raise my head and scan the skyline.


And then the silence is broken. A low sonic boom bounces around the valley, the unmistakable sound of a helicopter. I count on my fingers as the whup-whup of my potential saviour nears: one-two-three-four-five, the rotors still thrumming up from the valley floor; six-seven-eight-nine-ten, and the bellowing mechanical beast soars abruptly into view. In no time, it is hovering over the gully where I lie. I wave frantically, shouting uselessly amid the din. No need; one of the crew signals with a thumbs-up that he has spotted me.


The helicopter circles a few times, its pilot evidently sizing up the terrain. Darkness is falling but there is still enough light to work by. I will him to land quickly but he holds his height. He must think it is not safe to descend beside me.


The door of the cabin slides open and a man in a bright red jumpsuit emerges. The man clips himself into some sort of harness, which the pilot lowers slowly to the ground. Landing just a few metres away from me, he unclips himself.


The man walks over to me and lowers himself gently by my side. He shouts something in German that I cannot make out above the racket, then whispers in my ear. Now I can hear his beautiful words: ‘My name is Daniel. I am going to save you.’


Accidents happen in a second, recoveries last a lifetime.


My journey back from the abyss begins with Daniel attaching himself to me using the harness. I am brought from the horizontal to the vertical. Hugging me tightly, he signals with a spiralling gesture for the pilot to ascend. I am drifting in and out of consciousness by now, no longer sure what is happening. With my likely injuries, I know, he cannot risk moving me too much.


The helicopter lifts off into the sky, the two of us swinging from a rescue cable below the cabin. Initially, the pilot flies out horizontally from the mountain and we soar into pure air like trapeze artists suspended on a wire. Travelling at a constant altitude, he tracks the line of the valley below. We sway along underneath him, our distance from the ground increasing as the terrain falls away. The earth beneath us changes in colour from white to black, as snow is succeeded farther down the mountain by ominous, dark rocks – the rocks I might have clattered into had my slide gone on. Despite all that has happened, I am stunned by the view.


The pilot banks left and descends towards the wide floor of a valley. In the distance, an ambulance is waiting for us in the misting twilight. The helicopter lands on solid, snow-free ground, now thankfully flat again. From the vehicle, a trio of manly paramedics, all moustaches and bright uniforms, materialises. One man unclips me, then lays me flat on a stretcher. Daniel and his colleagues push me through the open doors of the ambulance and get to work.


It is clear they have done this often before. The four of them are operating in a confined space, but each man moves with quiet efficiency, cutting away my garments, attaching an oxygen mask to my face and a drip to my arm, treating my surface injuries and prodding me with gloved fingers for internal damage.


I remain conscious and alert throughout, answering the questions fired at me, babbling a bit. One of the team, on hearing I am Irish, tells me he has just seen U2 play in Berlin. Within minutes, I am returned to the Red Cross helicopter, this time securely strapped to a gurney in the cabin. The pilot takes off again over the lights of middle Europe, flying north, away from the fateful mountains. There is talk in the cockpit of heading to the hospital in Garmisch, a town I know from skiing trips. The painkillers take effect. I drift off to sleep.


I come to in a hospital bed, the room bathed in warm fluorescent light. Multiple tubes and wires run from my body to the medical equipment around the bed. Monitors blink and beep. My old school-friends, my companions for this weekend away, are standing at the back of the room. All of them, thankfully; two had taken a cable-car to the top but one, I remember now, was standing beside me as I fell. He got safely to the top with the help of other climbers but suffered frostbite in his finger-tips.


The sun has gone down and come up again since my accident. It is Sunday, the end of the weekend. My friends are telling me almost shyly that they need to go home. I am not going anywhere.


After they leave, a doctor tells me about my injuries, but it is hard to take anything in. In my head, I am replaying the exact moment when I missed a hold, clawed the air and lost contact with the mountain. Over and over, it plays out, this cartoon clip I cannot stop.


The accident happened at the end of a long day’s walking, just under the 2,962-metre peak of Zugspitze. I slid more than 150 metres down the slope, the medic is telling me. There are broken bones, collapsed lungs, multiple wounds and bruises, the effects of hypothermia. The fall caused a catastrophic break in my spine, rendering it highly unstable. Emergency surgery was the only option, he explains.


The doctor is brisk and matter-of-fact. Though the medical team operated on me immediately, and are happy with their work, he thinks a further operation might be required. They have inserted a rod in my back, secured in place with titanium screws, where the vertebra had burst. With luck, my spinal cord will remain unaffected, he tells me, smiling as he heads out the door.


I drift back to sleep, under heavy sedation. The nightmare re-enactment of the exact moment I fell continues to play in my dreams. A simple misjudgement: a misplaced hand; end-of-day fatigue and the effects of high altitude, perhaps. Again and again, I can’t help thinking: what if?


When I wake, it is evening, or so the staff tell me. I am stable enough to be wheeled down a corridor to a recovery ward, with numerous medical supply lines for company. I ask the nurse how the skiing is in Garmisch, but she gives me a blank look. We aren’t in Garmisch, the nearest hospital to Zugspitze, it turns out. Because of the severity of my injuries, she explains, the helicopter pilot was directed to fly farther north, to Murnau, an hour south-west of Munich. There I was deposited at a regional trauma clinic, specialising in complex back surgery. This, for now, is my home.


I lie and sleep and wake and think and sleep again. It feels like I am lying with a block under my spine. The pain is getting to me. My emotions are a jumble. Relief at surviving. Anger at my stupidity. Guilt at the impact on others. Fear for the future. Questions, hovering.


A phone is put to my ear. Dee. My wife had been driving around Dublin, buying shoes for the children, when she got the news. The message was staccato. ‘Are you driving? Pull over,’ said one of my walking friends. He and another of our foursome had taken the cable car to the panoramic restaurant at the top of the mountain and they had, with the other customers, witnessed my fall with horror. Then I slid from their view. The outcome of my fall was unknown, though some stranger in the restaurant who witnessed the accident declared to all present that I was ‘a goner’. ‘Paul fell down the mountain,’ my friend told a silent Dee. ‘A helicopter came and we think they got him, but we don’t know where they brought him.’ Long pause. ‘Or if he’s alive.’


After that call, an hour passed, maybe two. She went home and made a cake. Said nothing to the children. The delay, the lack of clear information, was excruciating. She didn’t call anyone else, she said, because she wouldn’t have known what she was telling them. Eventually, further details dribbled across Europe: I was ‘responsive’. Her not-dead, or not-yet-dead, husband had been found. His condition was unknown. Better, but so many bleak outcomes still possible.


More hours passed. More news trickled home – about my late-night flight to Murnau, followed by the emergency operation – before it became clear I would survive.


Our conversation is brief, fitful. One moment, I am sobbing hard into the phone; the next, I have drifted off under the influence of the morphine.


The following day, the surgeons appear. Good news, they say. The surgery has been a success. No second procedure will be needed. They show me scans of my spine and its new metal insert. The head of the team predicts a full recovery, then moves on to the next patient, his work done.


Between the bouts of pain and sedation, I am elated. I have cheated death and, I hope, disability. The nurses hand me an information sheet that sets out a generic road map for recovery in cases like mine. From the seventh week, it says in black and white, I can resume sports. ‘Cross-country skiing, cycling, jogging, hiking, swimming and Nordic walking’ are permitted. No vibrations or load-bearing for my spine for the next three months, but all activities allowed after that.


I cannot look at the sheet often enough. By Christmas, I should be able to resume my normal life. It is barely believable.


The physiotherapist pays a visit. She encourages me to sit up in the bed. It is an effort but I can do it. I want to do it. I want to get better as soon as possible.


The next day she brings a walking frame. I take my first halting steps. I can’t go far from the bed because I am still hooked up to so many tubes. These, I am told, will be removed one by one over the days to come.


The physiotherapist arrives again the following morning. Unhooking my tubes, she leads me and a portable drip for a shuffle down the corridor. It is three days since my operation. Again, I manage it, one tiny, feeble step at a time. But that evening my legs are on fire. The pain is excruciating. I plead with the nurses for painkillers. It is the first indication that my recovery will not be straightforward; that the battering my body took was more comprehensive than the doctors assumed; that complex injuries entail a complex recovery.


I sleep by day and lie awake at night. Often, it is the discomfort that keeps me awake; at other times, the tubes running awkwardly under my back. But I am also restless. I think of the questions that reared up when I was lying on the snow, waiting to be rescued. Where did I come from? What have I made of myself? What now? Why have I never wondered about these perfectly obvious things before?


For the first time in years, I have the space and time to think. I reflect on the promise I made, lying on the mountain, to make sense of my life, to find the missing pieces. We are all the sum of our experiences, and yet I do not know what those experiences were for me in my earliest years. My book is missing its first chapter; my words begin mid-sentence.


I can’t sleep, so I take to dictating my thoughts onto my mobile phone under the covers. But I’m half-sedated and more than a little morose, so the recording I listen back to the next day sounds like a self-help book. I need to move forward, I need to fix myself up, which I can do, but I also need to analyse, just get it out of my head to understand how on earth this happened to me, I tell myself.


Always busy, always challenging myself, but where has that got me? I seem to be attracted to risk, to danger. Where did that come from? What does it say about my relationship to everyday, normal life?


An overwhelming sense of loss floods over me, but this is not a new feeling. I have experienced it in darker moments over the years. It is time to be honest with myself, to own up to a truth I had begun to intuit in recent years but had not yet acknowledged. Now I understand the reason: it is the pain of not knowing who I am.
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Mam is in one of her moods again. I’m only eight years old, but I’ve become good at avoiding her when she gets like this. Not today, though. She nabs me when I’m dodging out the front door to play on the road.


‘I know what you’ve done. I know you’ve been on to them.’


‘I – I don’t know what you’re saying. What are you talking about?’


‘You’ve been talking to that lady in the agency. Looking for your other mother. I know it; I can see from the look of you.’


My cheeks redden, though what she is saying makes no sense to me. It isn’t true. ‘Honest to God, Mam, I haven’t. Sure how would I, even if I wanted to? We don’t even have a phone.’


‘The devil finds ways. Haven’t I seen the car?’


Although I have no notion what she’s talking about, I still manage to sound guilty as I stammer a response.


‘What do you mean – what car?’


‘Your mother. In a big fancy car. I’ve seen her. Outside our house. Waiting. Spying on us, the hussy. Up to no good.’


Had my birth mother really turned up outside our house? Why would she do that? It didn’t sound possible, but I didn’t know for sure. But if Mam said this had happened, surely she was right?


‘Really, I know nothing about this. I haven’t seen anyone. Even if she was there, nobody told me.’


Heading up to sleep, I can’t resist a peek out the landing window. Holding my breath, scanning the road outside. No car. A feeling of relief that things will stay the same. But disappointment, too.


Lying captive on the hospital bed, my mind is a busy train station of thoughts bustling in from far in the past and departing again. From early childhood, I never questioned my adopted status within the family. I never nourished the thought that my life could have been lived somewhere else. Initially, I never thought very much about the woman who bore me – referred to at home as ‘your other mother’ or, awkwardly, often bitterly, ‘your “real” mother’.


My avoidance of the subject was a survival tactic to help me deal with my mother’s roller coaster emotions. But it took years for me to realise this.


My parents were deeply insecure about my adoption. They had an irrational fear I could be taken from them in the blink of an eye. They found it difficult to broach the subject of my origins. And they probably didn’t want to be reminded of their prior childlessness.


My mother came up with bizarre strategies for coping with this imagined threat. On her good days, she told me hyped-up versions of my origin story, fairy tales populated with the kind of successful professionals she might have liked to become herself.


‘Your real mam was a beautiful woman, with long black wavy hair,’ she told me once. ‘She was a true beauty.’


I looked at her quizzically. I had not asked for this information, which popped out of her while we were on a walk. A minute earlier, we had been looking for the dog, who had disappeared into the bushes that bordered the factory grounds at the end of our road.


‘She was making a career for herself and then she fell head over heels for this fine, strong man.’


She wouldn’t look at me when she told these stories. Today, her eyes were fixed on the greenery in the distance, though she wasn’t that bothered where the dog was. When she got this way, she became sad.


‘They were very much in love. But her parents were dead set against it. They wouldn’t hear of her giving up her career for this man. And then you came along. They were doomed.’


I had questions, but some I knew better than to ask. Like the nuts and bolts of how I had ‘come along’. Still, I couldn’t resist nit-picking.


‘But how could you know this? Didn’t you say the adoption agency wouldn’t tell you anything?’


‘Ah, yes. Officially.’ Mam tapped her nose with her finger. ‘But I have ways … The lady pulled me aside one day, and filled me in. She told me the whole story.’


‘How were they doomed? Did something happen to them?’


She tapped her nose again, and sighed. ‘I can’t say much, I’m sworn to secrecy.’


That queer look again. Lady, our Jack Russell had emerged finally from the undergrowth, an old tennis ball in her mouth, looking pleased. Mam continued to ignore her.


‘Just … a car crash,’ she sniffled. ‘They didn’t survive, the poor things. You were left an orphan.’


I was confused. This wasn’t the first time Mam had told me these stories. But they were never the same.


‘Your father – he was a professor at the university, a very important man,’ I recalled her telling me a year earlier. ‘And your mother, she was a beautiful doctor. They were very much in love. But then you were in her tummy. And they just weren’t ready.’


I wondered too about the tummy business, but my mother moved the story on quickly. ‘That’s why it took so long for you to be adopted, love. They wanted to find the right family. It had to be the best for you. They knew you were special, so they searched and searched. It ended only when they found the perfect couple.’


‘You? You and Dad?’


Mam, missing the note of incredulity in my response, didn’t answer. Her eyes had misted up. She was lost in her thoughts.


Something darker took hold of her as I got older. The fairy tales were dispensed with in favour of direct accusations, delivered out of the blue. A form of madness gripped her, as she took to accusing me of hiding information or secretly trying to contact my birth mother.


On the street, she told anyone who would listen we were the spitting image of each other. It worked when I was a small child; less so as I grew to tower over her.


She often reminded me that I was free to contact ‘her’ once I turned eighteen. But what if I were to do this? I felt she was goading me into tracing my origins, so she could turn on me when I did.










5



The clinic moves me to a recovery ward, and I start eating solid food again. Dee flies over and brings fresh clothes, books and a semblance of normality. I am able to sit up briefly, unaided. Friends start sending me messages, wishing me well. Boxes of chocolates and get-well cards arrive.


My mood lifts. Though I am going through some long, dark nights of the soul, I have hit upon the nub of my worries: my sense of difference, a hole at the core of my being. It feels good to finally have the time to run the rule over myself.


Physically, I make steady progress. Each day, I travel farther with the walking frame, then dispense with it. I begin light exercises to rebuild my strength. I venture up and then down steps. I huff and puff to the entrance of the hospital and breathe in the sharp freshness of late autumn. The tubes and bags attached to my body disappear. My appetite returns. One night, my neighbour in the ward, another survivor of a bad accident, produces a bottle of local wine. Giddy with the medication we are on and a sense that things will get better, we fill tumblers and toast our precious lives.


The hospital is comfortable and spacious, a welcoming world of its own. Friends living in Germany come to visit. I spend long periods sitting outside on a balcony, gazing at the mountains where I came to grief. The late autumn weather is warm and sunny, an astonishing clarity to the light. I can hear, but not see, children playing happily in a wooded glen below. I feel the absence of my own children as an ache, as profound as any suffered by my body on the mountain.


All day, I watch the parasails in the distance drifting on the thermals rolling off the mountains. The screech of motorcyclists on their big bikes taking hairpin bends regularly reaches my balcony. I wonder whether any of these adventurers, too, will have a mishap, or worse. (That week, a young woman is rushed to the clinic with catastrophic injuries. She survives, but her spinal cord was crushed when her parasail crashed.)


After ten days, the surgeons say I am on the road to recovery. I can leave. I am not considered strong enough to sit up for the time it takes to travel home normally, so I will require a medical evacuation. Staff at my health insurer are helpful, but the flight home takes time to organise. Finally, I get the call to say a place has been booked for me on a scheduled flight from Munich to Dublin on the coming weekend. I weep uncontrollably, tears welling up out of some place I didn’t know existed. I am the happiest man alive. After two weeks, I am going home.


On the day of travel, a paramedic arrives to accompany me on the journey. I will travel to the airport by ambulance. On the plane, I will be laid out on a stretcher, over rows of standard seats. Not my choice of homecoming, but then I have no choice. As we are leaving the clinic, I insist that I do not need help, that I am well enough to sit up on a chair in the ambulance. But the pain is too severe. I have to lie down again on a stretcher.


There are further complications at the airport. Ireland had experienced the tail-end of a hurricane while I was in hospital in Germany. A bumpy flight is expected in the storm’s aftermath. The pilot refuses to take me on board without guarantees that he will not be liable for any injuries I suffer during the trip. To my embarrassment, the plane and its passengers stay stubbornly on the tarmac while efforts are made to sort out the issue. I am kept on a bed in a loading unit beside the plane while phone calls ping across Europe between insurers, medics and airline companies. Eventually, my health insurer agrees to accept liability. Staff load me onto the plane like gold bullion. The other passengers gaze at me with vacant curiosity. I don’t have the energy to feel humiliated.


In Dublin, I am transferred to an ambulance hovering near the runway, where there is more waiting while passport formalities are completed. Eventually, cleared by immigration, we set off into the evening traffic. At last, I arrive home to a warm fire, a relieved family and a determination to dig into my past.


I spend the early weeks of recovery in bed, reading nineteenth-century novels between naps, big books I would never normally have time for. Rising for short periods, I move gingerly about the house and do a few easy chores. My strength starts to return. Soon I am able to go for brief walks outside. We get a dog.


As my body begins to come together again physically, I double down on my pledge to recompose myself mentally. Something good has to come out of this misfortune.


I resolve to address the unanswered questions of my early years. In truth, these are not unanswered questions, as I studiously refused to pose them for many years. While most adopted people want to know as much as possible about the circumstances of their adoption, a significant minority profess not to be curious. For many years, I was one of these.


Mostly, this was out of loyalty to my adoptive parents. Mary and Pat Cullen gave me a stable upbringing. To even venture down the path of inquiring into my birth parents felt like a betrayal, dangerous too. I convinced myself I was just too busy to deal with all that messy business from the past.


Millions of people have been adopted across the world, and each of their experiences is different. Yet all adoptees are, in some sense, misfits. As writer and adoptee Jeanette Winterson has written, adoption ‘drops you into the story after it has started. It’s like reading a book with the first few pages missing. It’s like arriving after curtain up. The feeling that something is missing never ever leaves you – and it can’t, and it shouldn’t, because something is missing.’


We have lost our birth parents, even as our birth parents have suffered their own losses. We look the same as everyone else. We all get on with our lives, with varying degrees of success. But we are also expected to get on with our lives, to feel grateful to have escaped an early life in institutional care. All of which suits society because no-one wants to be reminded that children were abandoned, or mistreated.


I had started to look into my background in my thirties, initiated by contact from my birth mother. But then I ran into obstacles; the wall of secrecy around my adoption was a high one. Now, fresh from the shock of my accident, I was determined to learn more. But I also had questions about my upbringing. This was happy for the most part, but there were also periods of intense trauma.


And what about the wider legacy of adoption? More than 45,000 people have been adopted in Ireland since it was put on a legal footing in 1952. Almost as many were informally boarded out in the decades before then. Thus, hundreds of thousands of people have been directly affected by adoption, as children, birth parents, adoptive parents or wider family members.


There are still thousands of us adoptees hidden in plain sight across Ireland. All of us were compelled to take part in a giant experiment designed to preserve and protect the social conventions around marriage that prevailed at the time we were born. Few of us have been asked since whether that experiment worked. Now, with adoption having fallen out of favour, we linger on as uncomfortable reminders of a discredited era.


The fact of my adoption was known, to me and others, but most of the details were not. Secrecy was the hallmark of nearly all adoptions that took place in Ireland in the twentieth century.


Somehow I had come into the world in England but ended up in Ireland, growing up in a Dublin suburb. More questions that needed answering tumbled in after being ignored for so many years. There was the strange move I made between two countries. The circumstances of my adoption. Why did it take so long? Who was my birth father? Where did I spend those early years, before I was placed with a family? Who cared for me? How was I treated?


Most of all, I fretted all these years later: was I loved?
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I can see every inch of the house in which I grew up – every dint in the wallpaper, every swirl in the pattern of the Tintawn carpet, every gewgaw gathering dust on the dining-room shelves. The clarity of my recall extends to the streets outside. The precise curve and elevation of kerbs we bounced balls off. The exact state of disrepair of the white picket fence at the end of the road that served as our tennis net when Wimbledon was on the telly. There, I see the spot where I hit Mr Fortune with a mis-thrown frisbee; here, which of Mrs Reilly’s windows was broken by the football I punted from the road one idle day.


While the first three years of my life were a blank, memories were laid down thick and fast thereafter. My new home was a three-bedroom semi in a quiet cul-de-sac in south Dublin, the address hinting at the tenor of the times. Marian Grove, and the rest of the Marian estate where we lived, was named for the mother of Jesus Christ. The cult of Mary loomed large throughout my childhood. It was my mother’s name, of course. The Blessed Virgin Mary was venerated on numerous religious feast days. There was no ill that could not be cured by the recital of a few Hail Marys. Her image adorned the wall calendars we used to mark the passage of the days. There was even a framed picture of the BVM in our sitting room. I used to imagine her watching the television with the rest of us, her face a perfect oval surrounded by a circle of stars, her lips pursed disapprovingly at this intrusion of modernity into family life.
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