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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.
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