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Though the character of Martin is fictional, his story reflects the heartache and loss that so many families endure every year.
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Snow falls soft within.


Blanketing the heart in peace.


Winter’s dream takes hold.












Prologue


Oh blessed winter. Oh mysterious darkness in which I find a little light. A flickering flame in the stove. And the kindness of a cat.


A time of ripe fruit, rotting fruit, and all things dying beneath the leaves. The birch, the oak, and the beech. All wet as a soggy carpet where no light shines. Not until the winter is over. Not until the branches fall off the trees and there is a rupture in the world. A rupture at the core of the planet as it spins on its way around the sun. The wind digs up roots and a pine tree falls on the house. And all things bend to their decay.


When the trees are complaining in the autumn wind and the first yellowing leaves are beginning to fall on the floor of the woodland I begin to walk deeply into the winter. It is my favourite journey. I abandon the clock and watch the branches become more visible day by day as the leaves are scattered by rough storms or fall in their sleepy ease to the floor of the wood on quietly grey afternoons. I have arrived once again at the same place as last year.


I have arrived at the ending, in the never-ending cycling of endings that I have experienced in my seventy years of life. And I begin to feel the damp dead leaf beneath my feet like a soggy mat, and the pathway through the trees pockmarked with puddles. A white harsh mist is whipped off the lake where just months earlier I sat on the jetty with a bottle of wine at four in the morning. The mist stings my face, like a mother reminding her child that the fun is over. Year after year I walk more deeply into this bare and rotting world from autumn through the midwinter and back again through January towards spring. A journey through a landscape of decaying leaves, broken branches, dead birds, and the oozing of unnameable liquids from trees and old hives and fallen animals. The badger and the fox and squirrel. There are spores in the air and fungi on trees and a strange slime mould on the windowpane. Such are the obvious changes in the natural world as I journey through the winter. But there are secrets too in this wilderness of despair. There is in me an interior landscape, which mirrors everything on the outside.


The moss and lichen cling like cobwebs to a corpse. And then things bleed, until they bleed no more and the world is the chalk-white bone of things remembered.


In winter young men despair and nobody can explain it. They fall like leaves from the trees and are gone. And in their wake the ones who loved them hold the thunder and the lightning of a winter storm in their hearts. The floor whereon they stand is a winterland of secrets.


And there are secrets.


There are so many secrets. The secret of love. The secret of grief. Things we cannot know from the outside. The secret of pain, and the secret of death. For me the secret is often buried in snow. White frosty flakes falling from the sky on an afternoon in winter.


When the sun blazes in July, I yearn for winter nights. I long for a time to rest and heal. And when winter approaches and scratches at the bottom of the boat, I yearn for the peace that falls like snowflakes. I hold my breath all winter, by the wood-burning stove in my little shed. The season closes in on me, like waves of the sea in a black night, oily and creepy, slithering up the beach, closer and closer, as if this darkness might overwhelm me. But I am secure in my imaginal castle. I am a captive of love in an interior world as real as the world outside.
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PART ONE



November





Winter’s grip takes hold.


Leaves and fruit fall. Skies darken.


Days shrink. I let go.





In Ireland it is the weather that breaks our hearts. It is the floods that triumph. As they say, where I live, it is either about to rain or just finished raining, or else it is actually raining. Rain is absurdly constant; whether it is there or not becomes the foundation of our mirth, our joy and fun and bravery. The brash confidence that other nations display, knowing the sky will remain blue all day, is not available to us. Although the monotony of sunshine can dull a people’s imagination.


But in Ireland the weather is capricious. It toys with us. Even on a summer’s day, when the temperature rises above 24 degrees Celsius for perhaps an hour or so, the nation closes down and becomes emotional.


We cease to function rationally. We gush on television about the wonder of a blue sky or how the light and heat might be an indication of the apocalypse.


I’m at my best in winter, just before dawn. More so when the nights are long and sunlight arrives only after breakfast. I love to mooch around a dark house. I wait for the light, put on leg warmers inside my trousers and thermal vests inside my shirt. I run the tap water until it heats up. It comforts my face and beard. I don’t splash myself with the ice-cold water.


Always vigilant for the light. It’s the most exciting moment in winter. Every day I wait in this darkness. I witness it, a grey formless hill or tree forming outside the window. Waiting for light to reach me is a sacred moment in my winter. Maybe it’s the most sacred moment in my life. And it happens every year. It happens every day. Again and again light fades and darkness blots out the world as I imagine it. Then in the darkness the real world begins like a tiny flame of love in my heart.


When I suffered from depression about a decade ago, or from ill health that has manifested every so often since, I held on to my beloved, and that enduring bond opened for me a space every morning to recreate the universe. The radiant light in her whom I loved was not even a particular point, or source. But by the time she had left the room the light was everywhere. Spilling across the horizon, over the top of the mountain, and dancing on the lake water lapping in the distance, so that eventually God’s all-pervasive luminosity seemed to be everywhere, even under the bed and behind the sofa; light filling the world with love. Love in dark times of depression or on such winter mornings can be a transcendent shining that defies reification; it cannot be objectified. Sunrays battling against a dark sky, bringing an ambient luminosity. This is a moment that every monk that ever woke to greet the morning understood as an encounter with the divine ground of being.


Why would I not rejoice in that? Why would I not embrace all the thermal vests and leg warmers in the wardrobe and run to kiss the long, dark nights and cold days, knowing that even the darkness of winter always yields to an inner light? An intimacy more intense than the kiss of the beloved.


This pleasure of waiting for dawn is well known to monks. I remember someone asking the Dalai Lama how to be a Buddhist. We were in a monastery in Belfast. Someone in the audience put up his hand and declared that he was not yet a Buddhist, but that after hearing the words of the Dalai Lama, he wanted to become one instantly. And he wanted to know what he should do to begin the journey. The Dalai Lama did not disappoint him. ‘Just get up early in the morning,’ he replied. ‘That is a very useful way to follow the Buddha.’


Some beech trees hold on right through November. In fact, they don’t allow their leaves to fall until the following spring, holding them tightly until the new shoots appear. Their clutch on life is fierce and allows me to relate to them. They won’t give up a leaf without a fight, even though each leaf has dried to a copper-coloured flake on the ditch and it is not unlike my own struggle with grey hair and a white wispy beard. I can sit beneath their branches in summertime and feel they are extending to me their sheltering arms, but in winter I hear the rustle of their old copper leaves and encounter them no less than if I was in the presence of another living being. They are not just things out there in the garden; I am entangled with them in a meaningful relationship.


How beautiful their dying leaves become, held forever in the wind, turning copper-brown and crisp before the new shoots burst behind them and they find permission finally to fall. In April or sometimes May, depending on the altitude above sea level, a confetti of rusty-brown leaf falls on stormy days and covers the roof of the shed and blocks the gutters and gullies along the pavement. The patio is covered with a sheet of dead leaf which I sweep away, as I think of old friends. I feel old too, because humans fall like leaves, and not a leaf falls but the universe wishes it so. Rarely do I get the urge to be young again like a young man inventing new things. Making fresh fences for the sheep or mending the paddock or planting new roses. I am too tired. Being old means I sometimes feel a sharp pain in the chest, sudden and unexpected, as I sweep the leaves. I am too weak for this clearing of dead leaf, never mind mending a fence. My limbs wouldn’t sustain the brawn required to root the fencing posts to the ground, and if I do sometimes plant another little rose shrub, it is with the melancholic acceptance that I do so for someone else to enjoy, some unknown stranger to come and sit beneath its flowering branches in a future summertime.


[image: An autumnal forest with orange leaves on trees and blanketing the ground.]


Winter is my season. A moment of wisdom after the busy life, a communion with the elders. A time that consoles me wonderfully because my own seventy years are in tune with the rhythm of the season.


The year almost over, and the words of Psalm 90 still resounding in my ear: ‘Our days may come to seventy years, or eighty, if our strength endures; yet the best of them are but trouble and sorrow, for they quickly pass, and we fly away.’


How strong I am has not yet been determined.


Winter is a comforting moment, a long afternoon that extends for months. A month that extends down the years. A single moment where I find myself rushing home, arriving home, and resting by the fire. It’s the same moment repeating itself continuously.


Trying to reach home.


Getting home.


And then that long rest.


Under the wide and starry sky,


Dig the grave and let me lie.


Glad did I live and gladly die,


And I laid me down with a will.


This be the verse you grave for me:


Here he lies where he longed to be;


Home is the sailor home from the sea,


And the hunter home from the hill.


Perhaps Robert Louis Stevenson composed it when he was sitting by the fire on a wintery evening.


In winter I can let go because nothing can stop what is happening. No one can stop the clock winding down towards the zero of midwinter. No more than they can stop a person’s bones from aging. Or hold the Earth still or command it to stop spinning. As it spins away from the sun. Slanting itself towards the cosmic dark. I don’t even bother to cut the grass after September. I have forgotten about it. It stops growing. Then it turns yellow and lumpy. And the sun never rises above the trees after the autumn equinox and never shines on the lawn anymore, which becomes a lake of shadows, and there is so much more water in the sky, and the rains flood the drains and gullies along the ditches and they overflow for days until the land is soddened, and I need boots to traipse through it.


The cats are anxious. They sense the dying sun. The loss of light in the back yard. The wilderness beneath the trees where once they played scratch and taunted the little birds above them. For them winter is like falling down a hole. They are bewildered. They stare out the window at shaken branches.


And for humans the passing days can be a gravity force that sucks the joy down to human boots and sends hordes of elderly people to the pharmacy for vitamin D tablets.


But I take my winters lightly, on the inside. I look out at the world and feel that the falling leaves are beautiful. How well they die. How elegantly they find flight on the back of the wind. The closing-in night is a blanket of comfort for them.


The flickering wood stove releases me from all looking. The darkness stops me from trying to perceive or worry about the birds outside in the cold.


I am in my nest. I stand my ground. I watch with my heart. A moment of gratefulness opens to me, as I consider that I might indeed be blessed with another year, another cycle, another summer to sit beneath the roses I planted long ago.


And I do indeed let go. From November onwards I surrender. And in that surrendering I find something delicate and delicious, an easeful acceptance of the dying of the world beyond the window in all its autumnal foliage. It’s as if I am with him, falling into the dark. We are both entangled in this winter, and that is truly exquisite. Death is not a lonely journey. In the dead of a winter night everything lies under a blanket of silence. I am bathed in silence. Wrapped in silence. Entangled with all that sleeps in the trees and under the ditches and in the attic.


The sun moves lower and lower across the sky at dawn, drawing me down to the ground. My bones creak as I try to rise from the bed. I am old. All summer I lived with more daylight than darkness and I took it for granted. Now I am on the threshold of the night – that black hole rising inside me though it will not swallow me. Because midwinter is a zero point, and from there I know that it will all begin again.


It is a child within who watches at the window these wonders of winter and rejoices in the stillness.


I am stepping away from the world in winter. Taking a pause. Not just to be idle, but to create in the safe womb of my little shed, beneath the secure sound of my chiming clock, a pathway to the interior, to the snowy mountains of paradise, and to the boy and his teacher who dwell there. I sit at the window looking into the dark, weaving a love story by a fire in the twilight.


And it’s easy to sleep, even in the middle of the afternoon, especially after a solid lunch. It’s easy to hibernate for days without leaving the house. It’s even possible to greet sorrow with equanimity, no matter how it manifests – either as depression, bereavement, or bodily exhaustion. All these things are not just possible in winter but take on a new dimension because they dovetail with the season. Our melancholy is entangled in the space–time event we call winter. In winter people have permission to say, ‘I am tired now. And I am sad. I think I will lie down for a while.’


[image: A fox sits and looks straight ahead. A row of bare trees and a starry sky is in the background.: A grey cat sits looking up at floating orange leaves and a starry sky.]


Such wonderful medicine it is to rest!


Such beautiful dreams arise when we take our place on the sofa with the cat! Like animals, we are exhausted. No amount of vitamin D will keep us going like a train. No amount of free sessions at the gym will keep us away from the fire or the armchair where we can just snooze.


Winter gives us permission to find the refuge where we can sip mugs of tea for an hour as if we were monks between meditation sessions. Winter allows the rosary beads slip through our fingers with ease and forgetfulness. Winter is a space where mantras or prayers or sacred words can fly out of our hearts like larks from their boggy nests, and the armchair allows our bodies a shape and rhythm wherein to dream.


It’s imperative that I never lose my delight in this winter wonderland. I hold it more fiercely than religious belief. This dozing in the half-light. This child within me. Because without winter I would not dream. I would suffer from insomnia. I would turn into a shark, unable to sleep. Unable to fall into the kaleidoscope of memory that dances in the dark. Without winter I could not doze to the soundtrack of a fire in the stove or know the sleepy afternoons as places where I wake inside my dreaming. Without winter I would forget who I am, because it is only in winter that I can experience the memory of summer, of who I was a moment ago. And such memories make for us our identity.


[image: A tabby cat curled up as it happily naps.]




Winter frost bites deep.


July warmth haunts my cold bones.


Frozen memories.





So, my winter is both a siugle moment and an everlasting portal of transition, as I try to reach the light. And I am forever driving higher up the hills towards that lovely fire in the stove and the warmth of those I love. The remnants of last night’s snow lying in drifts of slush and ice along the ditches. The black bogland, the brown heather, the white streaks of fallen ice whizz past as I reach for my destination, driving towards the ones I love. It is in a sense the definition of a life.


And winter is also a door to the imaginal realm; it contains a secret interiority. A metaphysical dimension. A woodland of the soul. A soggy swamp in the human heart. Although we try to move outdoors in summertime, ready to embrace every organic plant with tactile exuberance, the daisy and the dandelion, and kiss them lavishly and pluck them to our bosoms, and emote like helpless children when we see the lambs and foals and young wild goats suckling on their mothers’ milk, delighting to hear their bleat and cry, we know all this frolicking is fragile and conditional. Our true destiny is not to lie in the garden beneath white umbrellas, wearing straw hats or cheap sunglasses to protect us from the sun. This sunshine for us is time off from reality and makes us so uneasy that no amount of barbecued burgers or sausages or tins of lager in the garden can give us peace or joy. We may parade a while in shopping malls with reddened faces and blisters on our bellies from having stayed too long on the beach with only a few skimpy pieces of clothing for protection, but we know in our hearts that winter is our refuge.


Rain is our amazing grace. We are a people who were never naked except in the bath and our destiny is to be forever buttoned up before we venture out in woollen hats or hooded heads along the misty hills.


In summer, so desperate are we to renounce our destiny that we wait impatiently in queues and scramble onto planes going anywhere and everywhere to fry our bodies like they were rashers. We emulate the Europeans while abroad and flaunt our flesh like smoked cadavers in the evening on exotic streets where diners and winers from all over the world mingle with local waiters in uniforms. But it is in winter that we wind down and light the stove and doze away the afternoons in peace. The deckchairs are stacked in the garage, the white patio table and chairs are covered with plastic, and we close the door and stare out the window. And in our minds, we are ready for the metaphysical jump. We are ready to hibernate, to allow our imaginal realm of dreaming become more central in our effort to find meaning. We take to the bed in the afternoon and use the dim light of melancholy to be a lamp for the path we must follow. For it is winter, and we must sleep longer and dream deeper.


‘Who looks outside, dreams. Who looks inside, awakes’ is a phrase often attributed to Carl Jung, who described his inner visions as more real than the external world, suggesting a dreamlike quality to outer life when contrasted with the vivid reality resting in our deepest self. John Moriarty, the Kerry seanachaí and philosopher, used to say that when he went inside – into the labyrinth of his dreaming mind, into the soggy bog of his soul – he was waking up. And when he looked out on the world around him he was dreaming. Both would have been at home on the top of Skellig Michael one thousand years ago among the monks and bees and puffins who abide there.


Ireland was born in rain, and if the prophesies of ancient monks are to be believed, it will end in rain. The saints predicted that a day will come when the flood waters shall rise so high that they engulf us all and the little island will sink into the ocean. That was at least a thousand years before recent anxieties arose regarding climate change, but their prophecies loom over every news bulletin as November sets in.


And how many long afternoons have I relished that journey to the interior, wandering across the bogland of the soul, as I dozed by the stove? In that half-awake condition, at a kind of observation point, a peculiarly Irish form of meditation whereby you pay casual attention not to the real environment around you but to the landscape of your dreams. Sitting by the stove on quiet afternoons, allowing whatever thoughts, emotions, visions or phantoms float up from the dark like flotsam on a river. I am especially grateful when the cat joins me on the carpet for these afternoons of restful silence, with only the wheeze of a burning log in the stove, the fluffy suck of the chimney, and the whining wind on the rafters to disturb my peace.


But in as much as I am attentive to such noises, I am also dreaming them. And the cat is dreaming on the carpet, and ‘the spider is dreaming on the creel of turf’, as Moriarty used to say. And outside in the hills, the birds are dreaming, and the bushes are dreaming, and the mountain itself is dreaming. I am now in an imaginal realm, not just dozing but, by the portal of that moment, travelling a long road into the dark; and by the end of this midwinter day I shall be home. Though my journey be long and lonely through the winding winter pathways, through the darkest days of December, between the ditches, beneath the stars and through the foggy laneways of furry frost, as I try to reach home before the storm.


[image: A fireplace is red hot in the corner of a room. A cat sleeps on a bed in front of a window with a candle on the sill. Above are various images of the cat’s dreamscape.]


November is the month of the dead. It is a notion that aligns me strictly with people I love who have passed through death. People who have completed their time. They have reached the end of the final year. There is no more time left for them.


All over the world people remember their ancestors: the long-gone aunts and uncles, the dead children and beloved partners.


All gone, and yet we know we too will share the same destiny. We are all the same. Some are cremated but the vast majority rest in soft earth, mound after mound beneath manicured lawns. From one wall of the graveyard to the other there is no distinction between them below the ground and us who trample on the grass above them. And by these rituals we bind them to our hearts, so that even in the mundane world as we stand at the kitchen sink, they stand beside us still.


The dead sleep and we imagine them as souls, as ghosts, gently nudging us to boil the egg properly, to put ginger in the stew, or promising us that they will intercede on our behalf with the great unnameable One that is the ground of all this cosmic being. And we put flowers on their graves, or beside some tree that they loved, or on the roadside where they met their death.


All over the world people are proud of their parents and ancestors. They remember them as winter puts its little fingers on the grass during the first days of November. On All Souls’ Day people go in their thousands to cemeteries across the country in an act of remembrance. I go to Coill an Gharraí (the woodland garden), a beautiful sloping hill not far from Cavan town in the soft drumlins of south Ulster. I go each November. It’s where my people are buried.


I once met a Traveller woman whose father is also buried there. Her father fought in the First World War, she said. He married a fourteen-year-old girl who had ten children by him. She died before she was forty and he was left on the side of the road, a soldier rearing his ten little chicks.


‘He would be there at the fire,’ the old woman told me, ‘playing a mouth organ and telling us of the places he had been in: Salonica and northern Italy. He’d sit down and explain that he was in the trenches and that there would be any amount of soldiers shot. And he got frost-bitten hands and feet out of the army. He could put his hands in the fire, and it wouldn’t make a difference. But he was broken-hearted all his life and at the campfire he would sing “My Mary from Murroe” and he would remember his wife in the singing.’


He was buried somewhere in Cavan, she told me, and I was thinking of him recently as I walked around the cemetery where my own family are buried. It was near All Souls’ Day and the sloping graveyard looked lovely despite the storms.
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