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The Black Pool

‘Raw and powerful’

Irish Times, Books to look out for in 2025

‘A funny, nerve-wracking and utterly compelling memoir of addiction and literature written in a language that is entanglingly inventive, at once cool and lush, and equally capable of conjuring the most delicate sense-memory and hardest heartbreak’

Colin Barrett, author of Wild Houses

‘I’ve never read anything like The Black Pool. There are spiritual echoes of William S. Burroughs and Hunter S. Thompson, and of Sylvia Plath’s jocose auto-fictional revelations of her efforts to die and to live, but these sentences are all Tim MacGabhann’s own, and each one is a joyful thrill. His language is flamboyant, huge, dexterous, as alive as ink on paper can be. This is a wildly brilliant account of a life lived in a struggle against terrible pain, a memoir of addiction and recovery for the ages, a stone-cold classic of the form. I was floored by the power and beauty of this book’

Donal Ryan, author of The Queen of Dirt Island

‘The Black Pool is extraordinary; MacGabhann manages to be simultaneously tender, raw, profound, hilarious and horrible, guiding us through a nightmare into beautiful, hard-won wisdom’

Lisa McInerney, author of The Glorious Heresies

‘Tim MacGabhann uses language with such striking precision and verve, I would, in all honesty, happily read him on even the most banal and benign of subjects. The Black Pool is anything but that. And don’t I just love the pitiless clarity of it, the unexpected turns of tenderness, the vitality at its core? This memoir of pain, addiction – and so much more – is a reading experience of the highest order’

Wendy Erskine, author of Dance Move

‘The profundity of The Black Pool is this: it is made out of a clarity so violent that it reminds the reader, who exists but has likely grown used to existing, how utterly strange and difficult it is to exist, and how thin is the membrane between dailiness and an abyss. An extraordinary memoir by a writer with a rare gift. I feel changed by it’

Belinda McKeon, author of Solace

‘The Black Pool is a bitter, truthful, painful account of life marred by addiction, and all the self-hatred it both masks and exacerbates’

Rob Doyle, author of Here Are the Young Men

‘Every sentence is a still-burning roach, flicked with glee into the face of death. Only Tim MacGabhann can break your heart like this – and give you the language to stitch it back together. I urge you to succumb to the ice-cold, visceral glory of The Black Pool’

Ben Pester, author of Am I in the Right Place?

‘I found this book beautiful, wild, poetical, with lashings of hilarity soaking every page and surprises leaping from every line. It’s a desperately important book by a writer in the prime of their abilities. This writer shows us gruesome darkness just as he wills us to survive it all. Bravo, a shot in the arm’

Maggie Armstrong, author of Old Romantics

‘Unflinchingly honest, heart-wrenching and life-affirming’

RTÉ, 10 books we’re looking forward to reading

‘MacGabhann traces the roots of addiction and illness through his youth and childhood, writing about where he tried to find solace and what happened when everything fell apart. A vibrant, darkly humorous writer’

Irish Independent, Non-fiction highlights for 2025

‘A gripping and personal story of addiction’

Irish Examiner, 2025 Books to Read
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To Those Who Did Not Go Back –

Whose Bones being Nowhere,


Who is it that drags this corpse around?

Hsu Yun
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‘See the thing with me is that I actually really like Bud­dh­ism,’ I said. I’d passed out on the plane from Brasília to Buenos Aires and come round to a large monk in orange robes squinting past my shoulder at the view of the runway. I’d asked him if we’d landed. He’d said we hadn’t even taken off and I had groaned and felt a greasy weight of dread shunt down into my stomach. Then I’d said the thing about really liking Buddhism.

‘Buddhism,’ the monk said gravely. ‘Is that so.’ He rechecked his seatbelt. We’d been sitting there for the guts of two hours and the way every dunt of the storm shook the plane told me we’d be there for the guts of a couple more. I’d been waiting to leave Brasília for six weeks. My girlfriend had left me for someone else. My bank card had been cloned. The new one had taken two weeks and the new PIN a further month to arrive. I’d been offered a job in Mexico thanks to help from a friend but my work permit had yet to come through: in the meantime, my visa for Brazil had run out. So the idea was to go to Buenos Aires and wait for news from the school. Now the plane I was on to take me out of there wasn’t leaving. I wondered if I was dead and in hell. 

‘Oh, yeah,’ I said. I craned into the aisle, waggling my empty wine glass at nobody in particular. A drop splashed on the webbing between finger and thumb and I kissed it off. It was as though I’d died six weeks before. That meant I had passed through the greenish stage of saponification, the leathery tightness where flesh had lost fat, all the way to the phase of burnt-black-looking femurs and ulnas and ribcage. I’d already shunted from Dublin to Barcelona to Brazil with my two big bags and two small bags; I’d shunt on yet to Buenos Aires; from there it’d be on to Uruguay and then at last Mexico City, hauling up my possessions all in one go every time. I was a white knuckle of pure tense desperation speeding through nowhere at such a speed that I sometimes mistook the sensation for hope. This was what rattling on the seat beside the monk felt like.

‘Tell me more,’ said the monk. He steepled his hands on his belly, just over the buckle of his belt, ‘about what you know of Buddhism.’

‘I saw this Buddha picture once,’ I said. ‘Buddha coming back as a hungry ghost to help the other hungry ghosts out of the pit. Horrible picture: a blue giant sitting lotus, mouth open, fangs showing, eyes hungry, but with a flat hunger, the way a dog looks, and the fangs showing, also the way a dog looks, how they are not quite smiling, just receiving something that fills a hunger, just this blue, huge giant, veins on the outside, mountainous guts, skin rippling, big fat entrail coils. And he’s sitting in a meadow, surrounded by ring after ring of other, smaller demons, some decked in garlands of flowers, others wearing rings and necklaces and others throwing petals over one another, approaching a circle of smaller demons – their bellies bloated, their ribs showing, their whole torsos like barrels straining towards breakage – who are twisted and bent, the knuckles of their spines ridging through their skins, and yet with peaceful eyes, peaceful faces, meditating with the giant Buddha. And I remember seeing this and thinking, Oh, no, is this it? Is this really all there is to it?’ I tugged at the collar of my shirt and wafted it but this did nothing, only sent the rotten-vegetable tang of my own pores up towards me. ‘Is that you people? Is that one of yours?’

‘Oh yes,’ said the monk brightly. ‘That’s us alright.’ He poured himself a measure of Guaraná from a soda can and seemed to be looking with affection at it. This jarred with me. If all attachment was suffering and all sensation brought attachment, then what was he doing adding to it by enjoying a delicious, chilled glass of Guaraná? He had a problem. I needed to dash this glass from his hand. He caught me looking at it. 

‘Want some?’ he said. 

‘I think it would mix weird with my wine.’ 

‘I suppose it would. But you don’t have any.’

‘I’m trying to fix that.’ I leaned into the aisle again. The refreshments cart was making a slow second round of the plane, which was now a fug of shouty children, carping old people and awful men in business suits loosening their ties and leaning against the overhead bins to make important calls or, at least, to make calls sound important. The aircon groaned. Gusts of water vapour broke over us all but they were warmish now. The storm was a roar that pulled the air inside the plane taut against my head. I thought my skull might burst. The feeling of being already dead was back. It wasn’t one of those giving up the ghost lightness of relief feelings. It was a sandbag-heavy exhaustion, as though I’d to carry my own corpse to its grave, because nobody else would. How I’d been able to haul myself over the concourse and onto the plane should have been a mystery in such circumstances but it was not. I’d simply gotten so drunk all morning that my body no longer felt like a body. But now the drink was wearing off and I was feeling dead again – cuffed to a corpse that happened to have my face. This happened so often it was ridiculous. It happened when I was coming back from the shop. It happened when I was on the subway. It happened when I was in the shower. It would leave me standing catatonic amid shelves, in sun glare, on the bathroom mat, under a towel I’d pulled from the hook on the wall, unable to do anything but wait until I was dry, too tired or hungover or drained or whatever even to think about eating: too tired, even, to contemplate the full list of small gestures required to get all the way from bed to food, as though each task – lift head, lift towel, towel head – only divided the distance between itself and the next by half, defeating all possibility of motion. I asked myself how I hadn’t starved but maybe that was just thanks to the stubborn wish not to let my ex have the bragging rights over dragging some doggish gobshite over from Ireland and then starving him to death by breaking up with him. Spite was all that had me fastened to life. 

I goggled at the monk. I wasn’t sure how much I’d said of what I’d been thinking: perhaps quite a lot, to go by the look on his face. 


The monk shrugged and spread his hands and said, ‘Well, in some ways, yes, but it’s not. Well. You can just sort of . . . breathe through it, really.’

The monk had a Dutch accent. He told me he’d moved to Indonesia as a hippie in the late sixties and become a monk. He gave talks and workshops all around the world. He said he enjoyed it, even though ‘all beautiful places look the same’. 

My forehead ran with sweat and my armpits felt all jungly. Rain strafed the concrete. On the horizon was that reddish smoke you get in Brasília, all that savannah mud beaten into the air.

*

I couldn’t remember the taxi to the airport. The last thing I could remember before waking up on the plane was reaching for a spoon and the revolver-shaped novelty blowtorch lighter I had bought in Barcelona and letting it crackle under the foil again. I bent towards the fat clump of gritty powder. Snort, smoke, bang up, it all hit the same, at least at first, that stinging inverse rain, hot as comets, and molten, with a deep bassy whoosh powering each particle of my nasal tissues and the back of my neck, and then I’d be a galaxy inside lost to a rumble so pillowy in its texture that it may as well have been silence. White needles rushed my vision. The taste was a wire-thin pain jolting and jostling the nested coals of my brain until they shook down into the heat opening my lungs. The light shook. The world shook. I leaned back in the chair and kept going, melting through the plastic threads of the back of it, all the way through the floor, the empty spaces of the apartments below, faster and faster, whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, a lift with the cable cut, a fall so hard the air gasped, through the basement of the underground car park where surely any day now my bank card and my PIN would come in the post, and then down through the gritty concrete seam separating the car park, into the telluric odours below: down, down beyond the clogged underearth and its pipes and cables into the moving red slicks of the mud beneath, there to land, settle, drift, dissolve, become consubstantial with the hidden bloodlayer flowing beneath it all – out of view, gone at last.

*

‘And where did you see this picture?’ said the monk.

‘An encyclopaedia,’ I said, ‘at my grandfather’s house. There were these big wooden masks with big teeth and overbites. Gnashy sort of a look to them. Popping eyes. Same as the giant I guess.’

The monk nodded and looked at me steadily through his steel-rim glasses. The lenses were tinted a gentle orange. A Dutch monk in orange glasses, I thought. Come on, man. It was just the kind of overliteral shit my dying brain might produce all by itself. 

‘Well, you know, we don’t go in for these so much in Indonesia,’ said the monk. ‘It’s a little quieter. A little less heavy metal.’ He cycled his hands in the air over his lap. ‘But it is all – the same. You know. Nirvana, samsara. The same thing.’ He flicked his fingers outwards. ‘No big deal.’ 


I thought to myself that this was among the more Dutch things I’d ever heard – the universe’s entire metaphysical tangle reduced to ‘not a big deal’: a choice between desserts, almost. What must it be like to have come up in a world so solid and smooth that this was how it all felt. 

Bubbles scudded, popping to the surface of his Guaraná. I still couldn’t believe he wasn’t just drinking water and hitting himself with a hammer or something. He was in the full regalia, though, bare-chested and bare-shouldered under sweeps of silky orange cloth, with a papery-looking umbrella propped against his knee. Another belt of wind struck the plane and a few rows up an older woman went ‘Uy’ and laughed.

I watched the trolley ease towards our seat. I caught the eye of the guy pushing it, shook my glass with what must have been enough irony to get a giggle out of him, or else he and the other staff must have been in full-on placation mode. I held my glass out for another go of the bad Cab Sauv, watched it glug to the brim, had a big slug of it, felt my skull loosen, lighten, the bone turn to raggy skeins. At least that was real.

The monk said ‘No, thanks’ to a refill and I tinked what was left of a fingernail against the rim of his glass and said, ‘Are you allowed to have that?’

He frowned at the fingertip and said, ‘Not really.’

‘Have I rumbled you?’ I said, and shifted towards him in the chair, lowering my voice. ‘Are you really a monk?’

He blanched and retreated and said, ‘I was ordained in 1977.’ 

‘Is it just that you’re extremely Dutch? And it’s just you like the colour? You can be honest.’


He looked down at his robe and plucked the folds of it and said, ‘I do like the colour. But no.’ He took a business card out of a fold in his robe: a golden-spoked wheel printed on ivory. 

I took the card and sat back in the chair and said, ‘Well, alright.’ I whapped the card against my palm. ‘No offence.’

‘You can never be too sure,’ he said. 

‘I hate planes,’ I said and sighed. 

‘I think that take-off,’ said the Dutch monk, ‘is perhaps one of the most exhilarating human experiences available.’

‘Yeah, because you feel as though you’re about to die.’ I ground the heel of my hand against my forehead. ‘Which you can’t say you aren’t either, can you. Because when you’re up there on a plane you’re not anywhere; you’re not in any time, either. You’re between the time zone in one place and the time zone in the other. You’re between the name of the place you’ve come from and the name of the place you’re going to. You’re nowhere. So, if the plane goes down and you die there, where did you die? When did you die? You just got pulped and twisted to a big twist of human jerky that you’d need machines to identify, big scared gob gaping on you showing all your teeth, and that’s if your face makes it at all. And then where’s your grave, if they don’t get you back? Some dot of sea. Some dot of land. Some grassy nothing. Who the fuck knows. It’s not dead, it’s gone. As though nothing ever happened. Nobody’s ever more dead than the cunts who die on a plane. And you’re not even alive when you’re on the plane, either, up there, because you haven’t landed yet. You’re Schrödinger’s gobshite, aren’t you? Dead and alive at the same time up in the air. Because they take off your belt and your shoes and your jacket and your bag and they lump you through the little security arch and out into the fucking shops and you don’t fully resume your solidity until your plane lands and that’s if you land. You die in that cram of the queue for a bit and maybe you come back and maybe you don’t and what it gives me when I’m in an airport is an abattoir feeling, all that ringing shiny echoing fucking hallways going on and on and on, and they’re all crammed with people who are neither dead nor alive. And it’s impossible to think how many of us there all are and have been and how you have this only lonely tiny life and it’s there in the middle of the cram. And that’s shite, isn’t it. If you’re basically dead and reborn every time you get up all high and all and then come down again.’

The Dutch monk frowned and said, ‘I think all deaths are basically this really though, aren’t they. You know. Everything falling away from you all at once. Place. Name. Time. So, where’s the problem?’

‘The problem’s you come back,’ I said.

‘I can’t imagine anyone recovering from having fallen into this world.’ The monk ran a hand over his scalp. He frowned a little. Then he shrugged and beamed. ‘But what can you do.’

‘Oh, I know what that’s like,’ I said, and now it was my turn to wag my finger at him. ‘That’s me the whole time like.’

‘Since when?’ said the monk.


‘Oh, weeks.’ I flapped a hand. Wine splashed. The sound of it amplified in my head into the crash of knocking my girlfriend’s Elis Regina poster to the ground with a flung wine bottle the day she’d left. That hadn’t been my first option for taking it down. I’d tried with a drill first, climbed a stepladder, slipped off, saw a flash of yellow light, then all the lights in the apartment died and even the hum of the fridge fell quiet. I’d hit the tile with a squawk, the drill still whizzing in my grip, sure that I’d electrocuted myself so suddenly that my soul hadn’t realised I was dead, sure that the noise of the drill actually the mortician’s saw opening my chest, while Elis Regina still hung by one screw from the wall, grinning and swinging above me, knowing I was dead, and I had cried for a while, then flung the wine bottle at the poster, and then at last it had crashed to the ground. I wasn’t sure what day that had been, but, if I was dead, which I couldn’t be sure I wasn’t, then it wouldn’t really matter. I walked around the apartment amid drifts of broken glass and sharded ceramic because I wasn’t arsed washing anything, I just threw the plates and glasses either at my girlfriend’s cat or at the walls. Sometimes I’d pick up the pieces and cut my forearms with them for a while.

‘But, you see,’ the Dutch monk said, ‘those afterwards spaces, they are the same space as the before spaces. I don’t think we ever really leave this place.’

‘Really?’

‘No, no,’ he said. ‘Once you fall in here it’s sort of not possible to recover, I think. Even if you disperse, you disperse inside space, don’t you. It’s all matter.’ He lifted the soda to his lips. ‘It’s all bardo time, however you look at it.’

‘Right.’ I pushed a sweat-wet lock of hair off my forehead. ‘Bardo time.’

He squinted a little and had his hands resting on his thigh. Bubbles still popped in the dregs of his Guaraná, but fewer of them now. Time had definitely passed. He made a crease of his mouth and he nodded and he said, ‘It’s not an easy place, Brazil.’

‘It isn’t,’ I said, suddenly unsure again if I’d been talking or silent or if he could just read my thoughts.

But then there was a deep electronic ting overhead and the seatbelt sign went on. I saw flight staff go legging it up the aisle. The intercom crackled and the harried pilot said something about an all clear for take-off and cheers – some sarcastic, most relieved – went up from the passengers.

‘Oh, good,’ said the monk, and took a last drink of Guaraná and flexed and relaxed his hands on the rests. ‘I think I’ll meditate a little.’ 

‘Enjoy,’ I said and toasted him with the wine, and then he shut his eyes and I wiped whitish dehydration goop from my lips and watched the warm gone smile spread across his face. How did he get to that place in himself so fast, so easily? There must have been no buzzing in his head, no wires sticking out of his thoughts, no leaky pipes gurgling over the top of whatever words he tried to find. I eased myself back in my seat. My hands gripped the armrests hard. The storm scraubed and pressed the glass, the curved ceiling, the walls. The plane might burst, I thought, or else my skull might. My hands rose unbidden to the top of my head and I leaned forward, clutching my hands crosswise over the top of my skull, trying to hold the bone plates under my skin together. My fingers slipped, regripped. Those bone plates couldn’t come apart. If they did the memories would come, seeping up all black and corrosive, eating holes in things, holes wide enough for me to fall down out through. I rocked in my seat. It didn’t work. The memories were coming. The black pool was rising. I had never really left. I could never really leave. It would always be in me, an underground lake slopping back and forth, back and forth, black as obsidian, and as cold, with a deep mineral blood-and-sulphur smell breathing off it, like a million blocked drains. And all I could do was succumb.
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