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For Sophia, with love




Part One


You can’t go on forever




I can hear the porridge coming. It’s on the stairs. I can hear it rattling on her tray as she climbs up to the landing. And now she’s outside. She must put the tray on the floor to open the door. 


But who is this with the porridge? Who have we here, this woman carrying my tray? She’s not used to trays. She is uncertain with a tray. 


‘Shall I open the curtains?’ she asks. 


‘No,’ I say. ‘No. Please don’t. I can’t bear the summer sun.’ 


But she opens them ever so slightly, so she can see her way around the bed. 


She leaves me the porridge with honey and the omelette and toast and the mug of tea, leaves it on the bed, beside my legs. And then she goes away. I’m still in the dark, though I can just make out the food on the tray. When she’s gone, I eat, gently, hoping nothing damages my stomach. And when all the food is gone, I place the tray on the floor beside the door, and I close the curtains. 


It’s the second day of June 2011. I am in the bedroom of Shandonagh House, an elegant nineteenth-century building on the outskirts of Mullingar. It’s a long time since I left Leitrim. 


My therapist says that there is something divided in each of us. And I agree. There are two parts; at least there is in me. For example, I am walking on a beach and I like what I am doing. It’s beautiful. But inside me a contrary part doesn’t connect. I like the wind and the surf, but the contrary part won’t engage. Refuses to participate in the ‘now’. A dark brooding shadow within watches me with indifference, or wants to wander in the past, along the laneways of regret and remorse. That is depression.


I thought marriage might protect me from depression. Marriage is a happy thing. It’s something you do in a white dress and a morning suit, with family and friends in a beautiful hotel. She, especially she, looks radiant. Like a swan or a princess dressed up in magnolia ruffles that make the wedding guests dizzy thinking about where you might unfold her, open her and enter her.


That wasn’t quite what we did or thought. The artist and me. We were both forty. She had been married and divorced already and her son was a big man of twenty-one standing at the door of the church, watching his mother move on to another relationship. And I was a vagrant priest and a failed writer.


But, of course, we too were entitled to some happiness. Some part in the fairytale of romantic love. I didn’t want to spend all my life alone, shovelling last night’s ashes into a bucket and staring into an empty fire grate with only myself in the room. I wanted company. I wanted someone to cling to. Someone to love. 


And our marriage didn’t go wrong. But time sucked the freshness out of it, as it sucks it from everything. We became used to each other. We folded around each other. We thought each other’s thoughts and finished each other’s sentences. 


I wanted to leave her, even though I loved her. In my fifties I needed space to myself. Like all men of that age, I felt I was in the last-chance saloon. And I needed to push more. So I did. I pushed hard and bust my gut. I got sick and depressed. I spent six months lying in bed remembering the sorrows of childhood, and how my attempts to find meaning in life had all ended up in failure. I had been a Catholic priest for a short time and I had tried Buddhism for seventeen years. I travelled as far as Mongolia in search of meaning, but in the end I was forced to let go of magical thinking altogether. 


When I was sick, I became so helpless that for the first time in my life I began to rely on someone else. And, ironically, the someone else who happened to turn up was the woman I had left. 




I was fifty-two, and I was desperate to leave her. To get away. And it was all because of the dishwasher. She would fill it to the brim. She would squash the dishes in so tight, they got damaged. They chipped around the edges. She would layer a further row of plates and pots on top of the ones that were in the allotted grooves. And then she would stuff cutlery in, and close the door and turn the knob. She said it wasn’t the dishwasher that chipped the plates. They got chipped because I didn’t put them in correctly.


So I started turning on the machine when it was half-full. That way nothing would get chipped. She’d come home before I had emptied it, and she’d open the door and say, ‘You shouldn’t put the dishwasher on until it’s full.’


So I decided to leave. A man must have his own dishwasher. A man must be free. I should have gone to Paris when I was young. That’s what I told myself, as I looked out on the beardy rushes of Leitrim. I could have rented a space of my own and filled my own dishwasher whatever way I wanted.


‘What are you thinking?’ she asked.


‘Nothing,’ I said, staring out the window. Nothing I could actually tell you. ‘I’m just looking at the donkeys.’ 


At that time our daughter was eleven and used to play in those rushy fields with the four donkeys that lived in a hut behind the German’s house, down at the foot of the hill. Each morning the German woman opened the stable door and the donkeys came out for the day. The male would climb up to the top of the hill, and look around as if he was scouting for dangerous predators that might disturb the tranquillity of the morning. When he was certain that the coast was clear, and there were no tigers or wolves to be seen, he’d raise his head and bare his teeth and let loose a screech that would tear the eardrums off a cat, which signalled to the other three that it was safe to come up the hill. Mammy donkey and the two baby donkeys then joined Daddy at the top, finding grass between the rushes or sheltering beneath a clump of gorse bushes when it rained. 


Our daughter often sat among them, having donkey conversations. She told me once that the Daddy donkey had a special position under the bush, much like my place in the armchair beside the fire in our house. Patriarchy, she was observing, was as rampant among donkeys as it was among humans. 


Not that patriarchy was the order of the day in our compound. Being a sculptor, my wife had a large studio at the end of the garden where she spent endless hours during the time of the dishwasher wars. Being a writer, I worked in a very small studio at the other end of the garden. So our life was based on an equal partnership. We loved each other dearly and our daughter twice as much, but familiarity breeds contempt, and we got slightly bored with one another. We got fed up looking at each other, across the table of chipped crockery, day in, day out, like two ageing donkeys.


But everything changed one winter’s night in 2006. 


My wife had gone away for the week, leaving me at home to mind the child, or the child to mind me. Whatever. The child, in her final year in primary school, lay by the fire all evening, drawing horses and playing with Sam the black Labrador, who was endowed, it has to be said, with enormous testicles. It was the testicles that had put me off short-haired dogs in the first place, though I gave in when the child was six. I had endured Sam’s devotion to personal hygiene for five years without complaining. But I drew the line when he farted in the house. Which he did on this particular evening, as the child lay her head on his flank. She burst out laughing, and I left the room, saying I was going to my bedroom to read my biography of the Dalai Lama in peace and quiet.


A few minutes later, she knocked on the door and asked if she could talk. I put down the book and she lay beside me and we both stared at the ceiling. This was a common event. We called it our Conversation Club. She often talked in a dreamy way about all her hopes for the future as we gazed at the ceiling.


‘I’d love to be in a real show-jumping competition someday,’ she said, only half-joking. Not unusual because she’d had a passion for horses from the age of four, probably brought on by long afternoons spent under the gorse bush talking to the donkeys. And she rode an old pony called Caesar, who was probably older than me, in the local equestrian centre.


‘But I’d love to jump in real competitions,’ she said again.


‘Of course you would,’ I said, engrossed in how the Dalai Lama had got out of Tibet.


‘No,’ she said, ‘I’d really love to jump in those big show-jumping competitions they have on the television.’


I said, ‘To compete at a high level in show jumping, you’d need coaching and top-class horses and lots of other things that are not available in Leitrim.’


‘Where would I get them?’ she asked.


‘Well,’ I said, ‘there are some secondary schools that do equestrian sports, but sadly none of them are in Leitrim.’ 


I thought that was the end of the matter.


‘I’ll go and look for a school,’ she said, heading for the computer in the front room. A few minutes later she screamed, and I ran out wondering had the dog done something terrible on the carpet, or what, but she was at the screen, gazing with awe at a website for Loreto College, Mullingar, and in particular a news item about the school show-jumping team that had won first prize in the Schools Tournament at Hickstead on two separate occasions in previous years


‘Mullingar, Dad,’ she exclaimed. ‘Mullingar.’


Mullingar is a midland town almost an hour and a half from where we lived, but I realised I had opened up a conversation that was now out of control. The following morning after the bus had picked her up outside the gate, I phoned Loreto College, Mullingar and spoke with the school secretary, who told me that they didn’t take boarders anymore, but that if we were moving to Mullingar and wishing to secure a place for our child in September, then we should have her enrolled immediately. 


‘The closing day for applications is Thursday,’ she said. ‘And there’s an open day that evening. So if you want to come and have a look at the school, you could do it all together.’


The wife was in the Tyrone Guthrie Centre in Annaghmakerrig, County Monaghan, that week; a retreat for artists, where she had gone to chill out for a few days and get some new ideas for her work. So obviously I wasn’t going to disturb her there. I drove the child to Mullingar after school on Thursday and we had huge pizzas with lots of olives in a fancy Italian restaurant on Dominic Street, where the waiters had black waistcoats and Italian accents. There was nothing subtle about my tactics: I was hoping that Mullingar life would impress her even before we arrived at the school.


But I need not have worried. The school seduced her. A bright world of carpets, flowers, big smiling girls in blue uniforms, and young perfumed teachers fussing to show her the science lab and the five sinks in the kitchen and the cookers where she could bake apple tarts in home economics classes and, most important of all, the PE teacher, in the alcove of the main hall, who was showing videos of the team’s victories at Hickstead.


‘Are you interested in horses?’ the lady enquired.


‘Oh yes,’ the child said, beaming at her, and I knew there was no turning back.


All I had to do was explain this sudden leap in the child’s career to my wife, who was still over in the Tyrone Guthrie Centre, filling her sketchbook with drawings. She returned on the Saturday evening after a good week of creative work. I opened a bottle of Bordeaux and served up as good a pasta as I could manage, and made sure we were both relaxed at the fire before I brought up the subject.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘any news?’


To my relief she was delighted with the idea of Mullingar and took it with enthusiasm. She too had been wondering what would happen at the end of our daughter’s time in primary school, and where we might find a good secondary that would suit her. She had also been wondering how long we could go on like Mutt and Jeff, at either ends of the garden policing each other’s imaginations. It was one of those moments in my life when I rejoiced in the fact that I had married an artist; a woman open to all sorts of crazy ideas and possibilities. And Mullingar was only an hour and twenty minutes away. I could rent a place there and use it for work, and the child could stay with me and we’d both be home at the weekends. Sure it wasn’t as if I was going to Paris.


‘It’s brilliant news,’ she declared. And, of course, we never mentioned the dishwasher.




I kissed her goodbye, and drove off in a red Ford Ka to Mullingar, where I had an appointment with an auctioneer in the afternoon. It was 16 June 2006, less than two months before my fifty-third birthday. There was nothing selfish in my plan. After all, it was a joint decision. And we were doing it for the child. She needed a good school where she could pursue her equestrian hobby. And we were doing it because we were artists and needed separate spaces to be creative. Of course. In fact, we were getting away from each other to improve the relationship. No way was this separation going to be the beginning of the end. Although as I drove out through Carrick-on-Shannon and onwards to Longford, the prospect of having my own space and my own independent life again after twelve years of marriage delighted me. I even turned off Joe Duffy’s talk show and sang old songs to myself that I hadn’t sung in years.


The auctioneer was a boy in a suit. A grey suit, a pink shirt and a blue tie. Obviously a mandarin invented in the good years of the Tiger. Though neither him nor I knew just then that the Tiger days were about to come to an abrupt end.


The dining room overlooked a gated courtyard. There were blocks of apartments on four sides. Polish children played below. I signed a one-year lease. And the daughter joined me in the first week of September. 


It was the beginning of a new life for me. Mullingar, I told myself, could be the Prague of Ireland, a place close to almost anywhere else in the country. A town of sophistication beyond the wildest dreams of Leitrim’s ageing bachelors.


And it was a genuine Celtic Tiger apartment. There was a kitchenette off the main living area with an air extractor above the cooker – but that was just for show; it didn’t actually extract air. So when frying the breakfast that winter, I kept the window open to prevent the smoke alarm going off. And that let in rain onto the worktop. And the rail for the curtains on the main window of the dining area was screwed into plasterboard and it collapsed after a few days and was never fixed. I never saw the auctioneer again. My money went into his account and that was the end of our relationship. He said he’d get the washing machine fixed, and I phoned him almost every week, but it was November before someone came to examine it.


And none of the doors had been hung right. They were all warped. And they didn’t close properly. In particular, the bathroom door was dangerous, because it had no safety lock. And if the key was turned, there was a great possibility that it might never open again. This didn’t matter to my daughter, as girls of her age don’t lock bathroom doors anyway, and I was ever vigilant. Until the week before Hallowe’en. I was alone in the building, and fancied a shower in the afternoon. I undressed in the bedroom, waddled around with a towel for a few minutes looking for conditioner, hopped into the steaming shower and scrubbed away for ten minutes before it dawned on me that I had automatically turned the key.


In panic, I tested the lock. It wouldn’t open. I was naked, and my phone was outside on the bed. I imagined my daughter coming from school at 4 p.m. and trying to get access from outside, and wondering where Daddy might be. And eventually the police coming perhaps, and finding Daddy in the loo with no clothes on. I was getting very stressed.


Fortunately there was a floor mop in the corner beside the shower. I used the long plastic handle like a lance and took one run at the door, piercing a hole in the MDF. Once I could actually see out, it was only a matter of time, picking bit by bit with my fingers, and then my full claw, until I had a hole in the door big enough to climb through. 


Other than that, the apartment was lovely. 


I delighted in listening to the traffic in the morning as I lay in bed, reminding myself that I was no longer stuck in the wilds of the countryside but in an exciting and vibrant urban environment.


And my daughter was absolutely no bother. We lived in parallel universes, crossing each other’s paths on only the most necessary of occasions. Usually to do with survival. She’d get hungry and I would feed her.


I drove her to school in the rush hour each morning and had the apartment to myself for the day. I strolled about town and drank real coffee made by a girl from Warsaw at a street café. There were two of them behind the counter, with blonde hair and high boots, dispensing lattes and espressos.


‘How are you today, Michael?’ Olga would ask, when she got to know me.


‘I’m good today, Olga. And I believe it’s going to be a nice day.’


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘better than yesterday. Yesterday was rain.’


‘Yes, rain,’ I agreed. ‘But not today. Today just clouds.’


‘Yes,’ Olga said, laughing. ‘Clouds. Today.’


I will admit that it wasn’t a hugely nuanced conversation, but it was music to my ears. The foreign accents and the affability of half a dozen girls behind various counters, in Gala shops, coffee shops, and the newsagent’s across the street, contributed to what I believed was the new cosmopolitan adventure on which I was embarking.


Usually the coffee shops were full of country people from places like Castlepollard and Killucan, and the weather was cold and grey, but I didn’t care. An old lady who always carried Dunnes Stores shopping bags was a regular in the café, for the pot of tea, and she tried to discuss Joe Dolan with me a few times. Nothing very sophisticated about that, but then I didn’t know much about Joe. So I avoided her.


And at least I could say that the apartments around me were very cosmopolitan, most of them rented by Polish or Lithuanian couples. Their children played in the courtyard. And though they weren’t allowed have pets, one of the Polish children had a fluffy little mutt that she walked in the evenings around the courtyard, and brought to the underground car park to do his toilet. In fact, the Irish couple in the apartment above me also had a dog and they weren’t so fussy about where he did his toilet. They drove a flashy car, and I once saw their little mutt on the grille of a balcony relieving himself. They dressed like rock stars, and wore sunglasses, and as far as I was concerned, they were just another example of the cultural vitality of Mullingar and the life that had opened up for me.


My child went to school in her blue uniform, and came home and ate soup and went out to ride a horse in an equestrian centre. She came home again and ate dinner and did her homework and went to bed. And I could manage all that without disrupting my fantasy world. The wife arrived on Friday evenings, and we lived a full and normal life again and she did most of the running around with the daughter to show-jumping competitions. We had an old wooden horse box, which was hitched to the back of the wife’s van, and Annabelle, a sweet grey pony with long black eyelashes, steadied herself within, as the wife negotiated the byroads of the midlands in search of various fields, fetes and ShowJumping Ireland (SJI) competitions. 


But on Sunday afternoons my wife packed her computer into the car, waved to me as the gates under the arch opened automatically, and drove away. I was separated again. A man on the streets of Europe. Almost.


By the summer of 2007, I was pushing myself. I was getting old. I sensed time running out. I was in the last-chance saloon. Not focused about where I should push, but I pushed anyway. For example, I replaced the small Ford Ka with a Grand Pajero Jeep, a black long-axle machine that I believed suited the times we lived in. I couldn’t really afford it, but that didn’t seem to be an important consideration at the time. The country was awash with money. A jeep especially suited me in the fast lane of the urban social jungle. And I was also hungering for more than just a latte and a brief chat about the weather. I was pushing my way socially, trying to find some vague destiny among the well-heeled, four-wheeler, horsy ladies of Westmeath, where the stallions are all prizewinners. 


In July, I was invited to a posh dinner party in a mansion on the outskirts of town, surrounded by flat fields, tall beech trees and the occasional chestnut, bouncing into watery green bloom. The evening sun lit up the green lawns and the low red-bricked walls around the tiled patio. The company included a businessman and a beautiful actress, who stopped everyone in their tracks with her rendition of ‘Ride On’, and the lead singer from a rock band. One guest had a house in Italy. Even before the cocktails were finished, I was overexcited. As we moved inside for the main course – a fish cooked to a Spanish recipe – I was dangerously flushed with Gordon’s gin. 


There was a blonde-haired woman at the table and I could not take my eyes off her. She moved about as if she was sleepwalking. And long after the desserts and coffee, as music played in the lounge and animated guests sat around a table just inside the patio discussing nurses’ pay, I made my approach. She was in the kitchen slicing lemons. I placed a wok on my head and petitioned her to smile for an errant knight. She may not have read Cervantes, but even Don Quixote wearing a shaving basin instead of a helmet could not have appeared so pathetic. I slurred my admiration for her beauty as she twisted the lemon into her glass at the kitchen worktop and the drops fell one by one.


I made a melancholy lament for my lost youth, saying that I had spent too long in remote Leitrim as a married man but was now embarking on the adventure of a lifetime, and that she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen or could hope to encounter in all of Europe. I gushed on about her feminine charms, and in particular her earlobes, upon which I had focused, much to her annoyance.


‘Take that wok off your head,’ she said. ‘It’s not funny.’ She walked away towards the lounge with ice clinking in her crystal glass.


I was sick for three days afterwards and too embarrassed to go out of doors. By Wednesday, I felt strong enough to venture out for a spin in the jeep, wearing sunglasses. Over the months in Mullingar, I had discovered that in such moments of shame, a spin in the jeep could provide great consolation.


It enabled me to connect with my nomadic self. I could hug the steering wheel and escape all relational distress or financial pressure or social shame and head down the N4 like a Mongol on horseback, watching the earth stretch before me. Behind the steering wheel, I embraced a myth and was swelled by an unseen hero. I became a homeless hunter, drifting alone where neither God nor social decorum could restrain me. I was only going to Athlone, which is not quite Route 66, but I had visions of a fresh bun and a good coffee before driving home through Kilbeggan. That night I analysed it all with the barman, an overweight Buddha who pulled my pints; a dour guru with moustache and drooping eyes who had become my only companion in this new world.


He leaned across the counter and said, ‘Your problem started when you threw out the rabbit ears. You’ve too many channels. You don’t get out often enough.’ 


There was a time when I thought the guttural sound of the Russian tongue was like ice breaking and about as erotic as the frosty dead eyebrows of Leonid Brezhnev. But two tall women farther down the bar were changing my mind. My ears were wagging and my libido was going into spasms and I could hardly hear what the barman was saying.


‘Either go back to your wife in Leitrim,’ he said, ‘or else get out more often. You’re just sitting there brooding. There’s more to life than EastEnders.’


‘I watch other stuff besides soap operas,’ I said.


‘Look,’ he said, ‘yo-yoing up and down to the video shop doesn’t constitute a healthy option. You need to get out and meet people.’


‘You mean fuck people,’ I said in a whisper.


Then he leaned over the bar into my ear, and said confidentially, ‘Take a crack at one of them.’ He pointed at the Russians. 


The thought terrified me.


I said, ‘I do go out. In fact, I’m just back from a spin in the jeep.’


‘Where did you go?’ he asked. 


‘Athlone,’ I said.


‘That’s sad,’ he said.




I always hoped I’d fall in love. And if I grew up and fell in love, life would be easy. That’s what I thought. But I grew up in Ireland, and it sometimes seems that Irish people have no hope. We live in despair. For women, the great disappointment is men; for men, it’s practically everything. Everybody lives in despair. Which is odd for a nation so devoted to religion down the centuries. Or perhaps it’s not.


Perhaps it’s because of the weather or the Great Famine or because of the awful things that happen in Ireland over and over again. People grew too cynical to hope in anything. And without hope, I suppose, it’s difficult to find love. Or maybe it’s because the religion we cling to doesn’t work anymore, and we are too afraid to say so. We are not a lazy people, but we are notorious for taking things easy.


That is until the days of the Celtic Tiger. We got our courage then. The nation couldn’t be kept silent at dinner parties and gala nights, baring its collective soul about the need to push. Push the life. Push the job. Push the relationship. Push every button. Push the ATM machine. Push for promotion. Push yourself. Everybody. All together. Push. And I pushed. For years in Mullingar, I pushed. 


Until I exploded. 


Blew up, like an overheated, under-oiled engine. ‘Stormy weather’ is another way of saying it. 


‘I hear you ran into a bit of stormy weather,’ someone said to me, after I had fallen apart. When I ended up in hospital and subsequently at home in bed, depressed for months. Stormy weather. I suppose that’s it all right. Turbulence in the interior. Rain storms in the organics. And mental darkness. The consequences of pushing too much and ending up ill.


Afterwards I cried for a year. It was a good cry. It was a cry that allowed me to remember who I was. ‘I am a bit like Sancho Panza,’ I concluded. ‘I cry a lot and I like donkeys.’ 


I loved riding the big-eared, furry beasts when I was a child, on the beach at Bundoran, with a gypsy boy holding the reins and my father holding my hand. And the cross on the donkey’s back amazed me. I thought it was really put there by God’s finger one morning when no one was looking to mark the donkey as a hero. 


To me the donkey was something especially loved by God, and so it never bothered me when someone said, ‘You made a bit of an ass of yourself last night.’


I did. Last night. And last year. And the year before that. Year after year, I ruined my life. I made the wrong decisions. I took the wrong road. 


When I was in primary school, where the teachers used to beat us with canes and belts, my greatest consolation was to sit alone beneath the stairs in a dark cupboard and recite the lines of Chesterton’s poem about the donkey which I had first learned in fourth class.


When fishes flew and forests walked


And figs grew upon thorn,


Some moment when the moon was blood


Then surely I was born;


With monstrous head and sickening cry


And ears like errant wings,


The devil’s walking parody


On all four-footed things.


The tattered outlaw of the earth,


Of ancient crooked will;


Starve, scourge, deride me: I am dumb,


I keep my secret still.


Donkey. It’s not an old word. In fact, it only came into use in the late eighteenth century. The older word was ‘ass’. And when the r in ‘arse’ was silenced like a stone turned smooth in the flow of a river, the ‘ass’ was for reasons of propriety renamed a donkey. But I’ll stick to ‘ass’. I like to say, ‘I’m an ass.’ And, ‘You’re an ass.’ I like to suppose that the future will be good for the donkey and me. We shall inherit the earth. 


When my health broke down in 2011, people said, ‘You’re the right ass. What happened to you?’ Just the same as they had said it when I was a child. I’d fall into the ditch and someone would say, ‘Well, you’re an awful ass.’ 


I believe my breakdown had been threatening for a long time. There was a flaw inside me from the beginning. In school Fr Fingers called me an ass. He was a teacher. He’d say, ‘You can run but you can’t hide, ye jack-ass.’ I wasn’t hiding. I had my head down. But he said that was hiding. 


‘Where’s your homework?’


It wasn’t done. I couldn’t understand it. But I didn’t say that.


I said, ‘Please, Father, I forgot to do my homework.’


That’s what we all said. No point in saying, Please, Father, you’re such a lousy teacher that no one in the class knows how to do the homework.


‘You forgot?’


And then he’d shove the glasses up his nose and say, ‘Now, tell me this and tell me no more: are you an ass or am I an ass?’


And I’d say, ‘I don’t know, Father.’


Fr Fingers helped hundreds of children to hate school. He had a nickname for the bishop – Fr Eyebrows he called him. When he said it, we were all supposed to laugh. He licked his lips before slapping people and he relished his power over us. 


I farted once too loudly, and he came down to me and said, ‘And who have we here?’ Because he prided himself on not knowing the pupils in his class. 


I spoke my name.


‘And are you an ass?’


‘I don’t know, Father.’


‘Speak up,’ he roared.


‘I don’t know, Father.’ 


‘I told you yesterday,’ he continued, ‘when you forgot to do your homework, to go home and ask your mother were you an ass. Did you ask her?’


‘No, Father.’


‘Or maybe your mother thinks your teacher is an ass. And now you’re farting like the ass that ate the turnips, so I’m asking you again – are - you - an - ass? Or am I an ass? And you still tell me you don’t know.’ He was roaring.


‘I don’t know,’ I said again, stubbornly, because he wanted to shame me into saying, Yes, Father, I must be an ass, because of the way I smell or because of my stupidity or because of my intellectual limitations. Father, I must be the biggest jackass in the room.


‘One of us must be an ass,’ he declared. ‘And it’s certainly not me.’


The class laughed, and it was over. He had delivered a punch line to his own satisfaction. 


But other pupils endured worse. Sometimes when a boy failed repeatedly to achieve any success at his homework, Fr Fingers would oblige him to stand before the class and heehaw, and we would all feel tainted by the shame. So we all failed Fr Fingers. And as life went on, I failed more and more. I failed regularly and to greater degrees. And I failed at everything. Or at least a little voice inside me said that. A little Fr Fingers was sitting inside on his throne, mumbling away around the clock.


Mammy wasn’t much help either. She was always threatening to leave, and so I felt I was constantly letting her down. I remember her in the hallway at home in Cavan, putting on her red coat one afternoon. 


‘I’m going to throw myself in the river,’ she said. This was a common enough threat. 


‘I’d be better off at the bottom of a lake.’ 


It’s not that she was suicidal or anything. It was just a tactical threat; a dramatic way of letting off steam and getting me into line. I realised this later. But I didn’t know it when I was four. I became hysterical and screamed and begged her not to go. So she relented. 


‘If you’re good, I’ll stay,’ she said, and I promised with all my heart to be good and she put her keys back on the hall table and her red coat back under the stairs. 


One day in Clerys in Dublin, she actually did vanish. She went missing. She was heading for the lingerie department in the basement, and she forbade me to come with her. I was left standing at the door, staring at a woman with a pram on the street who was selling newspapers. After what seemed like a week, I turned around and went into the shop to find Mammy. But she was gone. Vanished. She wasn’t anywhere in the lingerie section. I could see knickers and bras and corsets, but no Mammy. I started crying and a staff person in a suit came over and said, ‘What’s the matter?’


‘I am looking for Mammy,’ I said. ‘But Mammy’s gone.’


A few minutes later, I heard my name announced over the Tannoy and saw my mother emerge from the section where the bridal gowns were displayed. It was a long time ago. A time when small cylinders like tin cans shuttled back and forth on wires from the counters to the central cashier with money and change and receipts and women wore corsets and skirts below their knees. But even then it was clear to me that love was the most important thing in the world, and that eventually I must fall in love with someone who would never disappear.


Depression usually got in the way, even in the dance halls where I jived and the carnival tents where I spent summer nights sweating and drinking lemonade with plump girls from remote country areas I had never heard of. I suppose I was always depressed. There was always something inside me which drew me away from the outside world and left me restless and uneasy. In the past year I’ve discussed the subject with therapists, but they say I must find peace within myself. Over the years, I’ve tried two religions and no religion, and nothing seems to bring lasting peace. Although until last year, the restlessness or unease in my heart didn’t worry me. I thought it was normal. In fact, I didn’t even know I was depressed. I thought I was just sad. A melancholic creature with too many secrets.


When I met the love of my life, my sadness dissolved. She had black hair and dark eyebrows. Her mouth was firm and strong. Her eyes explored me in detail, physically, and though she wasn’t smiling, she wasn’t judging me either. It was a gaze of intensity and curiosity. She was very curious, and something in me attracted her attention. ‘That,’ I told myself, ‘is a plus.’ 


I liked her shoulders a lot. They had a firmness where her back curved into her neck. A stockiness in her genes that was reinforced by long days in stone yards and in her studio, chipping dust off limestone with a chisel. She wore goggles and white overalls, like an industrial cleaner handling chemicals or a state pathologist. There was nothing girly about her. She watched me warily as if I were a hunter. Her posture was defiant, and her eyes said I’m a hunter too.


It was a long time ago that I first gazed at her. She was on the grass outside the main door of the Tyrone Guthrie Centre. I could have avoided the moment. Shied away from the encounter. Kept my head down like I did when Fr Fingers hovered, but a voice inside me, akin to a wise man at the back of a cave, whispered, ‘If you miss this moment, you will miss your life.’ I would hardly call it love at first sight. Far from it. But I was staring at her. And she gazed back. It was August 1984. 


‘What are you looking at?’ she asked. I couldn’t formulate an answer immediately. I was poleaxed. In such trepidation that I couldn’t speak. Held catatonic by the interior weather; my life flashing before me, or at least certain moments of it.


When I was seventeen a girlfriend said, ‘Your eyes never smile. Even when your face pretends.’ When I was twenty-three, I went to an island to visit a wise man who was a writer. As we walked on the heather by the ocean he said, ‘Every man must walk over a cliff.’ 


I presumed he meant it in the sense of taking risks. 


‘Oh you’re right there,’ says I. 


‘Blindfolded,’ he added. ‘A man must walk over the cliff blindfolded!’ He was animated. The wind around his head. ‘And regularly,’ he roared. 


To walk over a cliff blindfolded didn’t seem to me such a wonderful idea. To fall into the abyss and accept it willingly sounded daft. To drive oneself to the edge like a mad cow, to seek the cliff, to jump off with blinded eyes! Jesus, I thought, some of these writers are not right in the head.


But I was only twenty-three. I’d had a sheltered childhood and knew very little. In fact, I didn’t even know that women had breasts until I was nine. I had not learned anything about the breast from my mother, except that cows’ teats were apparently dirty. We were in Gowna one afternoon visiting remote relations who farmed by the side of the Arva road, and I was in the backyard tucked underneath an old cow, fingering her udder with fascination. ‘Come out of there this minute,’ my mother declared, ‘that’s dirty.’
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