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The Ending:
The Mystery of Love




I love washing machines. It’s not that I use them a lot but the spinning world of linen, cotton and wool always assures me that there’s someone else in the house. I am not alone. Especially when it spins and begins to whine like a sean-nós singer reaching a high note.


When the beloved was away, I didn’t use it very often. I abandoned dirty clothes wherever they fell, which led to problems when I ran out of underwear. But briefs, vests and socks are so cheap that it was easier to buy new ones than waste money on washing powder, the only problem being that the mountain of laundry got bigger and bigger.


So the solution was not to use the machine except when necessary and, for months, I rarely washed anything.


The only time it is worth washing clothes is when her stuff is in the basket. That has erotic possibilities. Women’s clothes are overpowering. I remember times in my student days when a naked bra hanging out of a laundry basket in a girlfriend’s bathroom would drive me wild with desire. But at my age, I prefer to avoid that sort of emotional intensity for health reasons.


One day after she came home, I went into the house and said to her ‘I’m thinking of putting on a wash. Do you have anything for the basket?’


She had just arrived from Warsaw.


In fact, she had a whole lot of things.


‘They’re all in my bag,’ she said. ‘It’s in the kitchen.’


The sky was blue and I decided to spend the day working through the lot. The machine was never off and, by evening time, there was a great pile of white things on the kitchen table, which I moved lovingly to the line outside.


But I only did that once. I did it because it was such an overwhelming joy to see her home after being away for so long. To do it every week or every second day would be another matter. I did it because I had been broken-hearted by her absence. And when she came home, I was ecstatic. And the ritual of lifting her items one by one onto the clothesline drove me into a delirium of joy.


I knew a man one time who was broken-hearted by the loss of his wife. He was sixty-one and after she moved out he took up the piano.


I asked him was he any good.


He said, ‘No.’


We were sitting in his drawing room at the time, the same one he had shared with her for thirty years. He played the scales for me.


Then he said, ‘You know, I should practise more.’


I said, ‘You’re sixty-one; it’s time to stop practising.’


‘She went a year ago,’ he said, ‘but the good weather last week reminded me of the time we cycled around Ireland in 1994.’


He’d first met her when he was cycling on the Lynn Road near Mullingar in 1958. Her bicycle had had a flat tyre. That autumn he invited her to a concert.


‘It was the Hallé Orchestra,’ he said. ‘They were playing Elgar – in Mullingar. Imagine that!’


A few years ago, they went to the National Concert Hall for the first time and, about a week later, they were outside SuperValu when she told him.


‘It was so sudden,’ he said, ‘like an amputation! I didn’t even know how to use the washing machine when she was gone.’


My beloved was only gone away to study, and she came back after nine months, but when she saw all her clothes on the line, interspersed with my vests and socks, she knew something was wrong. The line billowed in a warm June breeze. She stood looking at it and then at me.


‘What have you done?’ she enquired.


‘I did the washing,’ I said.


‘But you never do the washing,’ she said.


‘I know,’ I agreed. ‘But you’re home. I couldn’t help myself.’




Solitude is a place I go to sometimes – it’s like a room inside me. In there, I lose all curiosity for anything except my own existence.


It’s called existential anxiety. It’s called philosophy. Sometimes it’s just a way of avoiding other people; but entanglement with others is the most essential condition for happiness. I do it regularly. I drift away. I forget who is in the room with me. And it feels like it will never end. I hug the little fire in the stove. I hug something inside myself and don’t look outwards.


And then spring comes. The beloved comes. The entanglement with others grows under my feet again like fresh grass and I start all over, to love, and cut flowers, and sing in her presence. Others are not so lucky.


I remember walking on the beach at Banna Strand many years ago with another friend whose marriage had broken down.


Everything comes to an end, he joked, but the way he said it was disillusioned and bitter. He felt alone. The beach stretched for miles and we were like twigs under the vast canopy of grey cloud. We walked like old men, hauling ourselves into the wind. The empty space suited us as we staggered over the dunes.


I raked the sand with my fingers at one stage and let it run through them and fall into the wind and be carried away.


I remember him before he grew old and bald. He had a Nepalese cardigan bought in an Oxfam shop in London, and he wore a rainbow-coloured hat on his curly hair and he had a beard. But, over the years, he grew aloof with his insulated wounds.


Eventually, his wife despaired. She ran off with the postman, leaving a declaration of resentment on the kitchen table and a solicitor’s letter which was the opening volley in a decade of litigation.


It’s not quite what they had promised each other when they were teenagers, paddling in the lake, swinging their legs on the wall beside the bus station.


As he drove away after our walk on the beach, he said, ‘I don’t know how your wife puts up with you.’


When he was gone, I thought, Neither do I. But I suppose that’s the mystery.




The Beginning:
A Paradise of Small Things




Maybe it all began to fall apart for me around the time of my neighbour’s death. It was at the end of 2014. He was a good neighbour, and when he died, a part of me died too.


That’s why I started worrying again. Tunnelling into anxiety. Looking at my beloved as if I wasn’t certain of her love. Walking around the garden, worrying if the trees might all die some day, and looking at our little cottage and wondering when it might crumble or if the roof was about to fall in.


I had been living in a solid world. My beloved had been my anchor for years. And our home was a paradise of small things that we could rely on. The open fire. The bottle of wine. The snow at Christmas. The eyes of a child. The company of friends. The regularity of the farmer next door completing his chores season after season.


We lived in an unchanging world and we watched him through the seasons moving cattle or mowing meadows or lodging bales of silage into the rusting red shed to the south of our land. We sat on the porch, holding hands, sipping wine and listening to the sound of the tractor in the distance. I thought about how we would not even have been there if it had not been for him.


My memories of those early years are all sweet and vivid. When we came to the hill for the first time a wonderful world opened up for us. It was a time of mowing grass, of cutting hay, of swallows flying low across the face of the lawn. Of fledgling birds falling out of nests. Of liquid blackbirds leading the dawn chorus at 5 a.m. Of warm afternoons behind curtains, when the birds outside slept so intensely in the trees that I could imagine them snoring little birdie snores. Of the corncrake in the long grass, in the neighbour’s land that bordered ours.


After our neighbour died, I would sit on the patio for hours listening for the tractor that never came. Gazing at the rushes growing in the empty fields.


A shadow drifted across the garden and would not go away. Which was strange as we did not know him very well. We had rarely spoken. But we could never forget the kindness he had done to us. The blessing that he had, by accident, bestowed on our lives.


We were renting an old house outside the village of Keadue. The chimney was cracked and the smoke from the downstairs fire seeped through the walls of the upstairs rooms. We were just married and there was an infant in the cot but, being artists, we had no money and when we went to the building societies and banks in Carrick-on-Shannon the men in suits behind their desks smiled at us politely and asked if we had jobs. We confessed that we were artists and had no steady income at all. And then we were shown the door.


I was convinced that there were only two ways to get money out of a bank. One was to walk in wearing a balaclava and carrying a gun and shoot from the hip, which was something people had done regularly along the border when I was young. The other was to go in wearing a suit and talk from the hip. So I opted for the latter. I would weave a spell around the bank manager about how wonderful I was and how much money I was going to make in the coming years.


I would admit that I was a writer, but would say that film was going to be my future. I would produce figures out of the air, projecting income over five or ten years. I was going to make hundreds of thousands of pounds, I would say.


And then, after a passionate performance, I might ask for a small loan. Maybe £20,000. And since the country was in recession at the time, and Leitrim survived on a black economy and small cottages were being sold off very cheap, that might just be enough to buy a house.


So, in 1994, I sought an appointment with the manager of a bank in Leitrim. And on the day before the meeting I got a call from a junior staff member.


‘What is the meeting about?’


‘I need money,’ I explained.


And she thanked me and said she would call me back to confirm the meeting. But of course when she returned my call, an hour later, it was to cancel. I suppose they thought the manager was too busy to have meetings with an upstart like me: a failed writer who was simply begging for money.


‘The manager is busy on Tuesday,’ she said politely, ‘but it’s really the loans manager you should be talking to.’


‘Oh, that’s fine,’ I said, ‘sure that would be grand.’


I put down the phone, though I was not at all happy with the situation. I didn’t sleep well that Monday night and lay in bed from daybreak on Tuesday, trying to imagine what a loans manager might look like. Perhaps it was just a fancy title for some junior official who had the difficult task of assessing people’s credit when, like me, they came in cap in hand. If I went to a loans manager, I would be processed and dismissed. Because there was no reason anyone should give me money.


So I phoned the bank again.


‘I need to see the manager this morning,’ I explained, ‘and nobody else.’


‘Well, you have an appointment with the loans manager. That’s the person you need to be talking to,’ she said.


‘No,’ I said, ‘it isn’t. And I don’t.’


‘Don’t what?’


‘I don’t have an appointment with the loans manager. I have an appointment with the manager. That’s what I arranged originally.’


There was a pause.


‘I want to see the bossman,’ I said. ‘It’s the only option. Is he available or not?’


I was using my best accent, an affected posh tone, hoping that I sounded like the bank manager might need me more than I needed him.


‘Please hold,’ she said. And to my delight, after being left waiting for a few minutes, she returned to the phone and said that the manager was willing to meet me. I thanked her as if his agreement was the most normal thing in the world. When I got off the phone, I yelped with delight. I put on a green suit, the one I had been married in, and with a briefcase in my hand headed out to battle.


I sat in his office and tried to bamboozle him with talk about the film industry, literary agents and advances for screenplays that I was expecting soon, though I had as yet written no screenplays whatsoever.


He was a stout man with spectacles and a soft, round face. He smiled so warmly from behind his desk that I presumed he knew I was talking rubbish. And when I finished my pitch, we eyeballed each other like gunslingers, each of us waiting for the other to make a move.


He moved first.


‘How much do you want?’ he asked.


Maybe he was trying to confuse me. I mean, why would he ask such an obvious question?


‘20K,’ I replied like I was Paul Newman, and I didn’t flinch.


He took up a phone and spoke to someone in the next office.


‘Joe,’ he said, ‘could you bring me in forms for a loan account, please? Thanks.’


He smiled at me.


‘Jesus, that was quick,’ I blurted out, my affected BBC voice gone completely.


He smiled again.


‘I do a bit of writing myself,’ he explained.


That was all. And so it was done in an instant and I had my money, and perhaps all because I knocked on the door of the only bank manager in Ireland with an imagination and a respect for literature and the guts to give a poor writer a financial start.


I went home to the beloved and we made love against the kitchen table that stood on a floor of bare cement while the child slept in her cot in the only habitable bedroom upstairs.


But we had the money.


When we were young, that’s all we longed for. Money. Because we already had all the love we needed. And of course we longed for a house. Which we found one day when the beloved noticed a small cottage for sale in the local newspaper. It stood on five acres of land that sloped eastward towards Lough Allen.


The owner was a farmer who had inherited the cottage and land from a relation who had recently died, and his interest was in the land but not the little cottage, since he lived in a fine two-storey house with his mother just a mile down the road. It was a white pebble-dashed cottage with tiny rooms and small windows and an ugly cement water tank in the back for harvesting rainwater from the roof. That was the only supply to fill the taps or the bath or the cistern for the toilet. But it had a view of the lake, and that was all we wanted. We bought it and began to paint the walls white and construct a wooden shed for fuel outside, and we bought rugs for the living-room floor and linoleum for the kitchen. We lit the white Stanley range that had not been warm since the previous occupant had died and we looked out at the swamp of wild rushes around the house as if we were in paradise.


We planted hardwood trees around the house the following winter, and as the trees began to grow and fill out with leaf, first to knee height and then beyond the reach of my raised arms, we felt a deep gratitude to the man who had sold us the property. There wasn’t a day that we didn’t see him in the fields around us, tending black cattle or mowing grass or just standing on a headland as still as a bird.


The years passed and the child grew into a young woman and the trees grew tall and green, but the neighbour maintained his pattern as regular as a clock. He was always there.


And after he died, I could still sense his presence in the shadows around the galvanised shed or in the meadow beyond our trees. The hay barn to the south of our land stood silent, but for the wind in the rusty sheets, and Roxie our cat would still go down there and sit in the hay that he had saved the previous year. When I went near the shed, Roxie would come out and rub her back against my leg, pleading with me for attention, as if she were asking something.


Where is he?


He had been a stranger on a tractor when we met him first, a young man who was shy and talked little. On the day we came to look at the house, he was driving his cattle along the mountain road.


He had the keys and he showed us inside, and then he withdrew to the gate and smoked a cigarette, waiting until we were finished.


When we said we loved the house and asked the price, he looked for no enormous profit. When we went back to him two years later and asked would he sell us another small parcel of land, a third of an acre on which to plant more trees, he named another modest price and the solicitors did the rest without fuss. That was twenty years ago. But now he was gone forever.


His fields lay silent all through the winter of 2014, and no sound was heard from his Volkswagen Jetta in the distance. January 2015 came and went in a frozen fog and February was a deluge of rain. I looked out the windows but nothing came up the hill. I never spoke his name, but his absence had become a thing in itself, an emptiness I could almost touch.


The beloved would look at me and ask, ‘Are you OK?’


And I would say, ‘I’m fine. Maybe I just need to go out for a while.’


And then I would get in the car and drive around Leitrim or towards Cavan to pass an hour or two or to cheer myself up by calling on someone I knew.


One morning, I called on a couple I had known for years and who had long ago escaped their middle-class youth to live a new-age life near the lake.


There was no sign of himself when I arrived, and she was standing in the kitchen in a purple dress that smelled of lavender, tea tree oil, basil and marijuana.


As she stirred the basil soup, her partner emerged from the bedroom, a man with long grey hair, wearing a leather biker’s suit, with a helmet and balaclava under his oxter. He looked like he was going out to assassinate someone.


‘I’m going for a ride,’ he said, cool and understated.


When he was gone, I talked to herself, the long cheesecloth lavender woman, about soups and lentils and how to keep healthy. He returned about an hour later. I heard the muffled sound of the exhaust in the distance, and then, through the kitchen window, I could see him floating back over the hill and up the gravel avenue like a samurai warrior emerging from a movie screen, and my heart sank because I had enjoyed being alone with her, watching her move about the kitchen in her long dress.


He said he had been to Drumshanbo and back. There was something masculine about him in a mythic sort of way that I envied as I nattered with his wife about massage, yoga and meditation, the usual topics that arise with romantics in Leitrim who have unspoken pasts.


But then I mentioned Periscope.


I explained that it was a phone app that enabled people to broadcast live, and that I was fascinated by it.


She said she didn’t have a phone and she didn’t seem to have any notion what an app was.


The warrior sat in the corner and rolled a joint. He said that phones fry your brains and cause cancer.


He himself was looking very well after his ride: long grey hair to his shoulders and three rings on various fingers.


He wore a faded blue denim shirt underneath his biker’s gear, which he had unfurled to his waist, and he had a saffron scarf around his neck.


Given that I didn’t seem to realise the evils of mobile phones, he may have felt I needed further education.


‘Don’t you know,’ he enquired, ‘that windmills cause draughts? You ever notice that they don’t just move in the wind? They actually create the fucking wind!’


I said I didn’t think that was possible.


‘Oh, indeed it is,’ he said.


‘But,’ I said, ‘the windmills generate electricity from the wind. They’re not generating the wind. That wouldn’t be economical.’


‘The fact is that they move, even on days when there is no wind,’ he explained, with enormous eyes staring at me. ‘Ask yourself. Why is the government subsidising them?’


‘That’s amazing,’ I said, ‘if it’s true.’


‘But there’s more,’ he added.


‘More?’


‘Yes. I was talking to a documentary maker the other night in Manorhamilton, and he’s doing a film about it. Apparently there’s a possibility that the government intends storing gas in them which will be released at night and the windmills will act as fans to spread the gas across vast layers of mountain bog.’


‘Why?’ I wondered.


‘Pesticides,’ he replied. ‘It’s all about preserving the bogs, like what the EU does with the lettuce. That’s why the turf cutting has been banned. They’re going to use windmills to spread chemical weed killer so they have to get people off the bogs. If you’re living close to the windmills you won’t know what’s coming out of them at night.’


There was a pause. He sucked on the joint. It was only noon and he was already as confused as my cat.


‘Are you living close to any windmills?’ he wondered.


I didn’t answer. I tried to focus on the soup and the woman in the long dress. She had beautiful nut-brown hair and the rich, pungent odour from her clothes was intoxicating me, and the soup she placed in front of me was full of little bits of everything, and it tasted spicy and delicious.


After a morning like that, I’d often spend the afternoon on the couch watching recorded episodes of Judge Judy. I didn’t walk much in the garden. It’s something I used to do before I grew melancholic, but not any longer.


The fields held their own melancholy now, and soon the rushes would grow on the fields he had mown, and the mountain wilderness of hogweed and gorse would creep back in through the gates and return the land to its unruly origins, as if no man had ever lived or toiled there for all those years.


The summer sky was always full of sound in Leitrim, from the booming bittern to the cry of the curlew, but there was no sound as delicious as our neighbour’s tractor in a field nearby, as he sat steering and twisting his head to watch the rake toss the mown grass into perfect lines behind him, and later the thump of hay bales being piled into the red galvanised shed, where the cat moved in his wake as she hunted for field mice.


In November fog, he would drive up the hills with bales of hay sticking out of the boot of his Volkswagen to feed the cattle that were waiting for him in the fields.


And later he would move them to lower ground, driving the Volkswagen behind them slowly, his hand out the window, gently banging the outside of the car door to nudge the animals farther down the lane, animals that were as calm and quiet as himself. And like many rural men, he wasn’t given to overexcitement. He’d raise one finger from the steering wheel to salute me. If I whispered my enthusiasm for the good weather as we passed, he might agree, but he would cautiously add, ‘Will it last?’


I remember watching him one summer evening when he had finished his work and the sloping grass had been shaved to its yellow roots; he stood alone on the brow of the hill. He was having one last look at the field. And the smoke of his cigarette dissolved in the air around his head. I said to myself, there’s a man who is satisfied with his work. There’s a man who is proud of his land.


The little church in Arigna was so full for his funeral that I couldn’t get in, so I stood with dozens of other men outside, on a dry day in November. The slanting sun cut into our faces as the coffin was shouldered towards the cemetery.


It was no big deal. People were just there to witness the closure of a simple life. To celebrate a quiet man who walked deeply on the earth and loved its colours.


When a farmer dies in the countryside, there is a strange emptiness in the fields. They grow ragged with rushes, and, without paint, the galvanised sheds turn to rust after a few years, then, eventually, the forestry arrives and all trace of human habitation is swallowed by the dark woods.


Those of us who live in the hills above Lough Allen had lost another solitary man. And all across the west of Ireland it was the same; one by one the lights were going out.


Our neighbour’s death changed something in me.


It would not be possible to go on as before, as if we were young, having barbecues and waving at the world like young people do. Our neighbour was the closest human being to us in the isolated world of rural Ireland where we had found our paradise. Though he never spoke much with us, we could feel and see his love in the fields and in the cattle, every day of the year.


I didn’t tell the beloved I was brooding. All through the winter of 2014, and the spring and summer of 2015, I pushed myself hard. I kept myself busy. I travelled to Romania and toured Ireland and worked on a play in Dublin just to feel alive. To feel connected.


But each time it was the opposite.


I felt more and more distant from others. Even my beloved became a stranger while we were still sitting on the couch together. Until eventually in the summer of 2015, sitting at the breakfast table with boiled eggs and her trying to get the shell off her egg without burning her fingers, she suddenly said it.


‘I need to go away. But it will only be for nine months.’


I said, ‘Oh, yeah, sure that’s fine.’


Inside, I was thinking, That’s not fine. Everything is going to fall apart now. Just like the philosophers say. I didn’t know if I could manage on my own.


I feared that nine months might be long enough for a couple to drift apart. And that this might be the beginning of a separation. And that the permanence of our paradiso in the little cottage might be disintegrating.


But if it was, what could I do?


The universe unfolds and events arise, and things change and the cookie always crumbles in the end. That’s life.




The beloved had been coming and going to Poland for about three years. Although it wasn’t her that started it. It was me who first took a fancy to snow. It was me who had a Polish ancestor and who couldn’t resist cheap flights to Warsaw, and it was me who pleaded with her to come one winter for a week to Warsaw. She agreed and we spent our time in a sauna in the Sofihotel and on the streets of snow and in the art galleries. We wandered through parks of trees, and visited churches and museums, and ate traditional Polish food in various restaurants.


And I think it was the light in the winter sky that drew me there. The crisp earth, the white rooftops, the snow covering the parks and the regularity of blue heavens that drew me away from the bleak Irish winter and the rain-drenched afternoons when Leitrim lingered in a state of semi-permanent twilight.


But it was she who broke the ice socially one evening in an art gallery where a contemporary artist was exhibiting new work. She clinked her glass of wine with a stranger and, before I knew it, she was in the middle of a circle of crusty-looking Polish painters. As fellow artists, they got on splendidly even without sharing a common language. Before the week was up, she had immersed herself in a network of artists living and working in the city.


That was in 2012. Each year, she has gone to Warsaw for a little longer. She has had exhibitions there. She has found it possible to work creatively in the solitude of snow, surrounded by a foreign language.


But it was only when she announced at the breakfast table that she was going for nine months that I really took notice.


Later that day, we were looking across the lake towards the mountain on the far side, at the little houses in the crevice of the mountain that cluster along the Dowra road and around the village of Ballinaglera, when she mentioned it again. ‘Do you remember what I was talking about at breakfast?’


But I wasn’t paying her attention because I saw a light. It came through the clouds and it lit up the village and the green fields and ditches and the roadway on the far side of the water. The rest of the lakeshore was in shadow but this singular light on the far shoreline absorbed me.


Ballinaglera means ‘the town of the clerics’. There had been a monastic site there as early as the sixth century. And I was trying to imagine someone fifteen hundred years ago standing where I was standing and seeing exactly what I was seeing.


That’s what I was doing as she spoke. I was drifting into solitude. I was dropping away from her voice, my ears hearing only the deliciously abstract sounds she made. I was sweeping a space clean inside myself. A place where I was alone even if I was in the middle of a conversation with her. She was saying that she was thinking of going to Warsaw for almost a year.


She may have said it twice. She may have said that as an artist she had work to do and that she needed to be in Warsaw for nine months. Maybe longer. And maybe she said more, but I wasn’t listening. I was watching the light on the water, and thinking how wonderful it was to be with her, and how all would be well forever between us if only we could just stay in our little cottage in the hills above Lough Allen.


In the autumn of 2015, she left from Carrick-on-Shannon train station and, afterwards, I sat in the kitchen imagining her journey – drinking a coffee in the rickety, rattling carriage or eating a Danish pastry perhaps. Imagining her seated in the plane at take off as the steward demonstrated how to wear a seat belt.


And I was left in a house upturned by builders. With half-painted walls. With dirty floors and sawdust heaped in the corners. Wires were sticking out of the walls, though the electrician had promised he would be finished the following week. It was always next week. And, at night, I consoled myself with The Good Wife and Judge Judy on the television.


I filled a bucket with ashes from the stove each morning. And a heap of chopped wood stood inside the door. The gales of rain lashed a single pair of socks that hung on the line. The bed linen had not been changed for weeks. I followed other people’s lives as they appeared on Facebook. I read posts about the wonderful times everyone else was enjoying, such happy parties and anniversaries they were preparing, and how everyone was so overwhelmed by all their friends.


I stared at blank pages on my computer screen and sensed that I ought to be writing something but I couldn’t get started. And then I stared at the picture on the wall.


It was a photograph of my great-grandmother, staring back at me and monitoring my gradual decline through self-pity and rage into a kind of a numb loneliness, a lethargy that inhibited me from wiping yesterday’s crumbs or stale shards of cheese from the kitchen table.


While the beloved was where?


Gone! Up and away on Ryanair like a youthful backpacker, like a young thing recently released from the mortifications of school.


What she would do after the plane landed I couldn’t imagine. Maybe she wasn’t going to work on her art at all. Maybe she’d crash out with some young male model and go to discos and raves and drink all night for weeks in late-night vodka parlours and live in free abandonment, as artists sometimes do. Fine. Maybe years of living in Leitrim had damaged her mind the way it had damaged me before I fled to Mullingar. I too had imagined an escape to the sophistication of Europe. Although I didn’t get very far. She, on the other hand, had succeeded in connecting with artists, real artists out there in the exotic icy streets of a city that Hitler had once bombed into the Stone Age and which the citizens had rebuilt with faith and courage and the help of old medieval paintings. It was certainly more exciting than my little adventures in Mullingar.
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