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Introduction


I encounter strangers everywhere


:


 at filling stations, Gala 


shops and in small coffee docks from Mullingar to Warsaw. 


I listen to them carefully and recycle their stories because 


I am constantly amazed at their wisdom. And it’s not 


difficult to deduce that, for most people, love is a mixture 


of joy and sorrow. One day recently I noticed a woman on 


the street struggling for breath. She was so fragile that her 


daughter gripped her arm to prevent her falling. I realised I 


knew her.


‘I didn’t recognise you with the mask,’ I exclaimed. 


And we spoke about her health.


‘Well,’ she said after a little reflection, ‘there’s some 


nights I sleep and there’s some nights I don’t sleep.’


It reminded me of another woman I met long ago in 


Mullingar. She stood behind me in the post office and 















shared her troubles as we queued. A man was supposed 


to install cable television for her that morning but never 


arrived. And her husband was still in bed even though it 


was noon. 


‘Do you know what I’m going to tell you,’ she said, 


drawing breath, preparing herself to deliver the truth.


‘If it’s not one thing, it’s another.’


She was referencing the patience that life requires. 


Sometimes we’re up and sometimes we’re down. There’s 


nothing can be done but to endure the good and the bad 


with equanimity. And there isn’t a philosopher on earth that 


could add much more than footnotes to that insight. 


I’ve been living in the hills above Lough Allen for years 


and I often say I live in County Leitrim which is not 


entirely true. The mountains and lake spread out before me 


are certainly in Leitrim but I’m actually standing in County 


Roscommon. The slopes of Arigna’s coal


-


rich mountains 


nuzzle in behind me and shelter me from the Atlantic 


Sea storms. My home is a borderland and I love it. I have 


neighbours here. I belong here. I am part of a family here.















 I also spend time travelling: wandering around hotels, 


arts centres, supermarkets and other public spaces from Cork 


to Donegal. I talk to strangers whose stories are always 


underwritten by love or the lack thereof. In fact, I never 


met anyone for whom something else was more important 


than love. 


Lovers commit continual acts of self


-


abandonment. 


In the embrace of love, they reach beyond their personal 


boundaries; bliss achieved in self


-


forgetfulness.


‘I am yours,’ the lover says, ‘and I give myself to you.’ 


But sometimes I don’t want to give myself to anyone. 


I need to be alone. For sure I want to be hugged, loved 


and cherished but occasionally I want to snuggle into the 


little shell of my own self. So I head for the coast where 


the ocean affords me magnificent solitude. Where I can turn 


my back on modernity and allow the avatars and mentor 


deities of my imagination to walk with me on the strand. 


The little shell of the self is rinsed clean by the waves. 


It’s as if I’m not listening with my ears any longer and I 


experience a sense of belonging even deeper than with people.















I love meeting someone for coffee and lingering in their 


presence for half an hour, exploring the small catastrophes 


of ordinary life with them. But equally I love to walk along 


the shoreline, where the waves break, and the wind wraps 


itself around me and I feel like a bird soaring in the 


clouds and delightfully alone. 


My soul is a borderland; a place where I am balanced 


between living on the outside and living on the inside; 


between the love that makes me human, and the ultimate 


solitude that is my destiny, and where all belonging is 


completed.
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