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      For Winifred and Charles,
my parents

      



      
      

      
      ‘Don’t see it as losing a breast. See it as gaining the ability
to fire long-range arrows.’
      

      
      – Michelle Read, friend, playwright, comedienne,
the night before my mastectomy.

      



      
      Contents

      Title Page

      Copyright

      

      Introduction

1. I Have Cancer!


     
      2. Bog



3. Pathology



4. Belief


      
5. Debatable Beginnings


      
6. Period




7. Life Happens


8. A/C



9. Positivity


10. Hair Here



11. Nuala



12. I’m Every Woman



13. A Taxol-ing Time



14. Sex


      
15. Death



16. Eugoogly for a Tumour


17. Lady Writer


    
18. A Wait



19. Breast Off



20. An End



      
      Acknowledgements

      
      About the Author

      
   



      
      
      Introduction

      
      Cancer is like a stupidly big lottery win: you know it happens, but you’re sure it’ll never happen to you. That’s what I thought.
         Until one thirty p.m. on Thursday, 7 July 2011, when a polite, quiet-voiced lady, who seemed to know what she was talking
         about, said, ‘We’re ninety-nine point nine per cent sure it’s cancer.’ And she was looking at me.
      

      
      I soon discovered that it’s commoner than I ever imagined. So much so that the question, when you get it, shouldn’t be ‘Why
         me?’ but ‘Why not me?’ Makes sense: we’re living longer, under stress, over-busy, being passively poisoned by the myriad toxic
         by-products of our way of life, we’re living contrary to how we evolved to live, over millennia, as mammals. We’ve each trillions
         of cells. It takes just one to go bananas, and suddenly you’re shaking hands with someone who’s introducing themselves as
         your oncologist.
      

      
      I was told I had breast cancer. Previously the most outrageous thing that had been said about my chest was that I had nipples you could hang wet duffel coats on. Now the quirky compliment was usurped by the harsh scientific information
         that one of my breasts had turned itself into a potential killer. It had become a medical specimen in need of urgent squashing,
         needling, scanning and scalpels.
      

      
      The good news is that it’s not necessarily the Grim Reaper of a disease it used to be. Well, not if you live in a first-world
         country with access to a first-rate medical system when it comes to dealing with it, as I do. Medical advances have made it
         more a chronic than terminal disease. Not that it doesn’t kill, not that there weren’t big question marks over how it would
         figure for me.
      

      
      This book is a memoir: of cancer, of the life it entered, mine, and of how I dealt with it. It’s personal, which is deeply
         uncomfortable and embarrassing for someone raised a Catholic in seventies rural west of Ireland. The focus on ‘me’ feels,
         frankly, like a sin, but I’ve let go a bit of the natural reticence because I wanted to leave a record of myself after the
         potential ramifications of having cancer hit home. That’s my excuse, anyway.
      

      
      And there was something else. As I went through treatment, I often felt my deepest feelings were different from those experienced
         by others around me. It’s easy to presume, given the general talk of fighting cancer, battling and survivorship, that there
         is a generic response to its diagnosis. But just as the disease is not homogeneous, neither are the reactions it evokes.
      

      
      Deep down, my gut reaction to it felt like a dirty secret.

   



      
      
      1. I Have Cancer!

      
      That July morning I’d cycled into the hospital on my own, expecting to have a benign cyst drained. I’d almost not bothered
         going, such was my dread of the needle and syringe I imagined would be involved. I’d no fear it was cancer: it wasn’t a lump.
         It was just a swelling that had been growing steadily for several months. I’d been hoping it would disappear as spontaneously
         as it had arisen. It hadn’t. Finally I’d gone to the doctor, and had ended up in the breast clinic.
      

      
      At eight thirty the waiting area in the breast care clinic was already near full. It was in an annex off a corridor. The hard
         plastic seating faced a wall of windows that looked out onto a small enclosed courtyard where a weather-battered decorative
         sign at the base of an old tree said, ‘Welcome’. Inside, on a television suspended from the ceiling, a man with a Brummie
         accent was telling a woman with a television voice that he’d no problem pimping his wife.
      

      
      
      I sat under the television, the better to ignore it, flipped open a paper and hoped things wouldn’t take too long. A glance
         around the room showed the sombre faces of worried women. I felt separate from their medical concerns, which must have been
         serious: they all had somebody accompanying them. Behind us, doors to the suite of rooms where attendees were clinically assessed
         opened and closed. Names were called, women went in and out.
      

      
      ‘That should be nothing to worry about. It looks like a cyst,’ the breast care nurse said, when my turn came. I’d popped my
         top off, was sitting on the examination couch, and we were waiting for the doctor. I nodded. If it needed draining, the needle
         was nothing to worry about, she was saying, when he entered.
      

      
      He felt the swelling, said it wasn’t a cyst because it was solid. He felt under my arm, found a lump there, murmured, ‘This
         could be serious.’ He left, returned with the consultant. She repeated the examination. A biopsy was ordered. But still I
         was oblivious to what ‘serious’ might mean. Even when the pain of the mammogram plates pressing on the swelling made me almost
         faint. And during the ultra sound examination, when the doctor kept asking her assistant to freeze and save images of breast
         and armpit, saying, ‘There,’ and ‘There,’ and marking the areas that were of interest with little virtual arrows. What was
         she seeing? What were those blurs on the black and white screen? Could I allow myself that question?
      

      
      Then she raised the examination bed on which I lay, and performed the biopsy. Which I found shockingly invasive, unprepared
         as I was for the deep dull pains as the needles pressed time and again into my breast and my armpit, snapping hard, like a stapler, as tiny bits of tissue were
         removed. I ended up bandaged under my arm and over my breast, throbbing and sore, slightly humiliated, overwhelmed and reduced
         to tears. I called my sister to come and join me to wait for the results. We were among the last few left in the waiting room
         as a.m. segued into p.m.
      

      
      Time we passed, laughing, drawing moustaches on all the women in the waiting-room magazines because, despite everything I
         had just gone through, cancer did not seem my issue. Finally, after an hour or two, we were summoned to the surgeon’s office.
         She was seated at a desk, but to the side of it, so it didn’t come between us. Una and I sat in chairs alongside her. There
         was also a breast care nurse, who perched herself informally against a table by the door. We were all close: the office was
         tiny.
      

      
      The consultant’s voice was soft and exuded female empathy. She said, straight out, that they were almost certain it was cancer.
         The air seemed to leave the room. The words hit me like a punch. My sister started to cry. I was wide-eyed with shock. So
         the big cyst was a big tumour. It was crazy that, after everything that had happened that day, those words were still utterly
         unexpected. Me? Cancer? Nobody puts those two things together.
      

      
      ‘What’s the time scale on this?’ I asked eventually.

      
      It looked like surgery, chemotherapy and radiation would be required, she said. The treatment would take nine months. Nine
         months! I was to return to the clinic on the following Tuesday for the results of the biopsy, though there was little doubt
         about the conclusion. More diagnostic tests were ordered, because it was clear the cancer had already spread to the armpit area. A jumble of concerns flashed into
         my mind: what about work, the mortgage, gig commitments? Would I end up broke or dead?
      

      
      There wasn’t much else for the surgeon or nurse to convey. I had to go, be alone, and allow the diagnosis to percolate until
         it settled in as my ‘new normal’. That’s what they call it in Internet cancer chatrooms, I was soon to discover: ‘your new
         normal’. Bloods needed to be taken: this could be done on Tuesday, or now they offered. ‘I’ll do it now,’ I said, with an
         urge to edge the inevitable onwards.
      

      
      Next thing Una and I were out of that office, heading towards the haematology department. We got to a busy main corridor.
         Spontaneously we stopped, hugged each other and howled. Ongoing everyday hospital business buzzed by. We were now part of
         that business. I was numb with the implications, high on adrenalin. We stopped crying. I needed to cry more. No, I didn’t.
         I had to tell those who needed to know, to spread the news. I have cancer! What a drama! No, it wasn’t a drama, it was devastating.
         No, it wasn’t devastating, it was exciting. What was going to happen? Come on, bring it all on. If it had to happen, let it
         happen quick sharp: the coming cascade of medical processes, the game of chance that was the outcome. How interesting! No,
         not interesting, fucking awful – I wanted to get away from the place, needed peace, space, time to process it.
      

      
      ‘What do you want to do?’ my sister asked, after the bloods.

      
      
      ‘Drink,’ I said. It seemed the only way to deal with the daft gravity of the situation. Whatever I was, I wasn’t one to be
         sick. Now, without warning, I had cancer – it was ridiculous. Throw back some alcohol, that seemed the thing to do, to put
         the boot into the shock. We went on a pub crawl and got pissed.
      

      
      A sleepless night followed. The swelling in my breast throbbed. Was I bad to have let it get so big? Why had I delayed going
         to the doctor? And was I dying right now? Three a.m., and alone as always, I couldn’t lie in bed. I got up, had to get out.
         I took the lift from my small third-floor apartment down to the courtyard. I sat in the rain. It felt like a scene from a
         film. That song about feeling the rain on your skin, how no one else can feel it for you, played in my mind – ‘Unwritten’
         by Natasha Bedingfield. I’m not even a Natasha Bedingfield fan, but such are the curve balls of cancer. I felt my pyjamas
         dampen. My body pulsed with pain where it had been spiked, twelve times in total, for the needle biopsies. I’d let the tumour
         get big. I sensed it literally growing now in my left breast, though that might just have been internal bleeding from all
         those blithering needles. The song was on a mental loop: The film cut to the wide dark of the sky, the slanting rain reflecting
         in the artificial lights of the courtyard. I might be dying. It could be curtains – imminently. Wow.
      

      
      Buried underneath the shock, panic and drama, the undeniable truth was that, on some level, I felt relieved. Should I pipe
         up and say, ‘Actually, when I think about it, this cancer seems biologically logical to me – me, as in all-of-me, head-history-heart,
         not just me as in the patient presenting with breast pathology. So, thanks very much, hospital chaps, for the offer of all the chemo, surgery, radiation
         you mentioned, but I think I’ll let Nature run her wise course. ‘Bye now.’
      

      
      ‘You’re just depressed,’ would be the next diagnosis. And, yes, indeed, that would be correct. For as long as I can remember,
         depression has been an issue with me. I’ve loathed myself for it. Most of my fellow seven billion could justifiably scream
         in disbelief at the privileges and freedoms that were mine by accident of birth. Moi, typical first-world navel-gazer, no? Belly full, roof over the head, surrounded by shops stuffed full of a plethora of everything.
         But I had a sick head. Boo-hoo. The illness, or mood problem, or tendency to be a stick-in-the-mud, disgusted me as it sucked
         the life out of me. ‘Pity about you,’ my inner niggling voice said, throwing up images of emaciated stick-humans, the ludicrous
         violence of war, and that kind of thing. Even this sudden illness felt like one of privilege – breast cancer! Instantly I
         had access to the finest medical science, when kideens the third world over are still dying of mosquito bites, that inner
         imaginary voice reminded me. It was a combination of the west of Ireland and Catholicism rolled into one, a vernacular that
         cut me down to size, and left me riddled with guilt in every interjection. ‘What have you done with your life at all, compared
         to people who’ve really done things with theirs?’ it sniped. For eighteen months it had been riffing on that theme.
      

      
      I hadn’t had kids. Or ‘paired off’. I’d never had the inclination to do either, but now I had reached the age at which both became unlikely, I felt an extra, unexpected moroseness about the passing of those things I had never wanted. I’d
         been a free spirit instead, a pursuer of the artistic goal, which had felt a brave and vital choice at twenty-one, but in
         hindsight a rather reckless spree now I was double that age. A jadedness had set in, and though I’d been successful enough
         in my work, I struggled to find the passion essential to fire me. Also, I was relatively poor, with all the attendant insecurities
         that entails. I was having a long ‘My mother was right: I should have done something sensible’ moment.
      

      
      For eighteen months before cancer I was caught in a loop of negativity that intensified as I berated myself for being caught
         in a loop of negativity that intensified as I … I slogged on, determined to see it pass, like slow storm clouds or a skulking
         black mongrel. ‘Get over yourself,’ the niggling voice berated me. But I couldn’t shake this thought: Life hurts too much.
         I want out.
      

      
      And then I was told I had this extraordinary disease. A gift! A release! A time-out! An impetus! A thrilling ultimatum! An
         adventure! As well as being ‘bad’, it was all of those things. It exploded me out of the interior lethargy of despair into
         the externality of sudden, dramatic physical disease. I wasn’t overly invested in the eventual outcome. So I wasn’t afraid.
         Fear didn’t come into it. If anything, the emotion was excitement. I was just intensely in the moment, for the first time
         in months. And that was good.
      

      
      That was what it felt like, right then.

   



      
      
      2. Bog

      
      An American once told me that scientific research had shown that the rural west of Ireland is ‘the Mecca of depression’. Perhaps
         that’s true. Or perhaps he was just trying to convey his impression of the scintillating experience of knowing me – because
         that’s where I’m from, where my forebears were born, Mayo and Sligo, and where I was raised. I grew up on my father’s small
         farm, twenty miles inland from the Atlantic, twenty miles from Sligo city, three odd miles outside the nearest town, the kind
         of place you’d describe in terms of its relationship to other places, it being an easily missed mark on the map. ‘It was very
         barren where I was raised,’ goes a gag I wrote for stage, ‘the kind of place where you opened the front door, and as far as
         the eye could see there were alcoholics.’ The kind of place where nobody ever said, ‘I love you.’ They just implied it, by
         crying a lot when you died.
      

      
      The land was flat, divided into myriad small yellow-green fields, sectioned by strips of hawthorn hedge and bedraggled lines of barbed wire. Beyond, it stretched away in streaks of brown, the hinterland of bog – a bleak landscape
         studded with clumps of rushes, hard grasses, white dots of bog cotton, slashed through by the yellow flowering of whin bush,
         and scored with scribbles of rutted old road. The kind of place a tourist board might celebrate as ‘unique and unspoilt’ but
         of which a lonely old local, facing into it for the umpteenth time, and it raining like vertical rivers, might simply comment,
         ‘Ah, shite.’
      

      
      Further on again, in the distance, the low bumps of blue mountains undulated all along the wide circle of visible horizon.
         Above, the sky was most often a bruised porridge of cloud that variously spat, dribbled and deluged. All was mucky when it
         was wet, which was often. Your wellies suctioned in the muck as you mucked down to get the cows for milking, driving them
         through mucky gaps, their hoofs and legs all mucked up. Or if you were above on the bog the turf dust turned to muck, plastering
         you. And you’d cycle home soaked from a day’s work, the peat-blacked jeans stuck to your legs, your anorak to your back, and
         even the T-shirt beneath, all cold and heavy with sky piss.
      

      
      Work was the focus of activity. Adult hobbies, for men, included talking about work, politics and the weather, in as much
         as they impinged on the work. And drinking. And, for the ladies, baking, sewing and knitting, which were, in other words,
         also work. There might also be the odd opportunity now and again of a get-together, for tea and a dance at a local ‘social’
         in the school, or a Babycham and a waltz in a dancing pub. For children, the wide-open spaces offered ample opportunity to run around, imagining you were
         somewhere else entirely. And for everyone, man, woman, child, there was also Mass and all that. If the place were reduced
         to two rules, they’d be: work, and wear clean knickers when you go into the town in case you get knocked down.
      

      
      If the land could talk, it would have said, ‘What a traipse of dark history has passed over here, from heathen invader to
         those blighted by no potatoes, from British butcher to those racked with the grief of leaving for faraway elsewhere.’ If it
         were to write itself as a two-word song, it’d be ‘Oooh, boo-hoo.’
      

      
      You’d wish sometimes, walking the fields and feeling the heaviness seep up through your feet, that a massive wham-bam would
         blast the bones of history out of the ground. That they might lodge in the clouds, be swept to the sea and lashed out into
         the Atlantic, not that you’d be wishing the fish cursed with the Gloom. But such was the atmosphere of the place, at times
         so oppressive that it seemed only a catastrophic exorcism would enable life there to continue happily. Or maybe that was just
         me.
      

      
      The fields were dotted with isolated cottages, many housing bachelors. Men, alone all their lives, tending their land with
         no let-up in the drudgery. Year in and out, pulling calf out of cow, and milk from teat, lugging creamery can to creamery,
         their man hands hardened and worn, wrinkling with work till they returned to dust. It seemed a thankless, relentless, instinctive
         enslavement to their acres. There was a brand of tinned peas advertised on telly back then. ‘Batchelors! Batchelors!’ the jaunty theme song went, like a celebration of getting on in life, not being
         married – and eating processed peas. I could never figure it out, in relation to what I saw a ‘bachelor’ as being.
      

      
      Similarly, stuff on telly, like the pictures of Ireland that accompanied the National Anthem played at the end of RTÉ television
         transmission every night, always seemed to turn the land into ‘scenery’. Heavy history and a hard master were what it said
         to me.
      

      
      I’d reasons not to be a fan. For sure the land was loved – I didn’t need to read J. B. Keane’s The Field to understand the lunatic pull of a few acres. The lure of it defined my formative life, and has tinted the background of
         all of it. It was why we ended up back in isolated rural west of Ireland in the first place.
      

      
      I was born and spent the first few years of my life in Manchester, in the north of England. With my older brother, younger
         sister, Irish mother and father, we were just another ordinary family in early seventies urban Britain. A normal, content
         couple with three kids in a Mancunian red-brick semi, on a neighbourly street, school round the corner, nice park nearby,
         with swings and a roundabout. Then, the Irish government’s Land Commission threatened compulsory purchase of ‘the place’ back
         in Ireland, as was its wont. They were going to legally take those few fallow fields and bit of bare bog that were rightfully
         my father’s.
      

      
      There was hard history behind his ownership. My father had laboured for years, from when he was a child, on that spread of earth. He was taken out of school early, labouring to enable siblings to go to boarding school and beyond. His right
         to the land was his thanks, in lieu of anyone actually saying the words. In his early twenties he’d left for England with
         nothing in his pocket, despite those long years of work, and he’d laboured hard there too, first in the farm fields of Lincolnshire,
         later as a foreman painter and decorator all over Britain The land was the redemption, the happy ending he could give that
         story, whenever. Meanwhile our life was contentedly in England.
      

      
      Until, thanks to that Irish government agency, we were dragged back. Inhabiting the place was the only way to stave off the
         state’s invasion. The decision to move was made before it was taken: the compulsory purchase and redistribution of my father’s
         land among the neighbours was never going to happen. No matter that my brother and I were already in school, my mother’s friends,
         sisters and familiar life all round her in Manchester, and that the bit of land for which we were giving everything up was,
         frankly, in the arsehole of nowhere.
      

      
      ‘You don’t get milk in school in Ireland,’ a boy in my junior-school class in Manchester said on my last day. We were drinking
         the little glass bottles of milk every child got given at lunchtime in England back then. ‘They make you drink hot orange
         instead.’ Wherever he got that idea, orange cordial made with hot water was the yucky drink your mum sometimes made if you
         were sick. Hot orange? I’ve never forgotten how ominous it sounded.
      

      
      Life was packed up, and we moved ‘back’ to Ireland – ‘going back’ was how it was put, though my siblings and I had never been there before. We had been perfectly happy on the other side of the Irish Sea. Then we sailed over it
         and weren’t any more.
      

      
      I was almost six when we made the move from Manchester. I thought we were relocating to Fairyland, that Ireland was all blue
         sky, emerald grass, rainbow, leprechaun and friendly cows. I thought ‘Ireland’ meant a cross between the BBC’s Camberwick Green, Disney and Irish souvenir storybooks. None of the adults involved attempted to dispel this notion. As I stood in the cold
         muck, experiencing up close the smelly reality of ‘cow’, bending down to clump together sods of rough turf and being told
         this was ‘work’ for years to come, harsh reality bludgeoned home.
      

      
      I missed Manchester, missed it down to the sound of traffic that lulled you to sleep at night. The night in Ireland was so
         silent it rang in your ears, the dead black of it so total it was like being in a vast closed coffin. The nearest thing to
         traffic was two to three cars passing each other, three miles away in the town.
      

      
      The town: two streets, perpendicular to each other, a square and a few shops. Two that sold clothes were called ‘draperies’,
         their windows chock full of things like big jumpers, Bri-nylon nighties and work boots. Two chemists, called ‘medical halls’,
         stocked everything on the rural pharmaceutical spectrum, from fancy talc to cattle dose. There was a scattering of others
         that included a ‘grocery’ and a ‘victualler’s’.
      

      
      Double-decker buses, traffic lights, shops round the corner where you got Black Jacks and Bazooka Gum; the railway bridge at the end of the street, school with a gym, all sorts of equipment and instruments; The Magic Roundabout, crumpets, coloured Polos, my red scooter, which had to be left behind, Duncan, Vicky and John-Tom next door, the cat: everything
         about England that had been so real was now a dream.
      

      
      And Ireland wasn’t what I’d expected. But at least I was learning about contrast. You lived in one place and now you lived
         in another. What do you learn? That you preferred where you’d been – England, oh, England, the tears shed missing it, all
         the bedtimes crying to my mother, ‘I want to go home.’ But there was absolutely no going back. It was as if stubborn roots
         bloomed from my father’s feet when we landed. Happy or not had nothing to do with it.
      

      
      ‘I am English,’ I told anyone who enquired about such matters for long after. Which was hilarious, given that my father’s
         father had fought for Irish independence; his mother had been active in Cumann na mBan. He’d hidden from the Black and Tans
         for three days in a bog hole, he’d escaped from Sligo Gaol; she’d risked her life more than once, running messages. That’s
         all I knew about their efforts in the War of Independence towards the creation of the modern Irish state. Nothing was ever
         said that might have helped me understand their motivation, courage, experience. I come from discreet people.
      

      
      Once, when I was fourteen or fifteen, my school GAA football team got into some sort of inter-schools final. The principal
         decided that, rather than rent expensive coaches, the whole school, three hundred-odd pupils, would walk to the town where the match would take place, a few miles away. ‘I’m not going,’ I said.
      

      
      ‘But you can’t not go,’ I was told.

      
      ‘I have absolutely no interest in Irish football,’ I reasoned, ‘and I’m not going to walk to that match.’ So I stayed alone
         in the school, a nun watching me, and I was the only person on any of the buses when they came to ferry the children home
         – a small mad assertion of power in the morass of those powerless years.
      

      
      One positive aspect of that story, that such dogged stubbornness stood to me in the long struggle to earn a living as I do,
         as a writer/performer. And a negative aspect, that I was never one for the jingoism of tribe identity. It could have come
         in handy, when I was bobbing around alone in the big wide world, to have folks I might have turned to and said, ‘Help, I’m
         one of you.’
      

      
      Having the work ethic drummed in was another good thing about rural reality: how could you eat your tea in peace if you knew
         you hadn’t earned it? If I’d lived in a city growing up, it’d all have been writing to Jackie magazine to find out how to do a snog, and shoplifting Spangles and mascara, all boys and bitchiness, discos and heavy petting.
         Farm life was wellies and cows, picking spuds, saving hay, doing turf and coping with muck.
      

      
      There were loads of farm ads on telly back then, cures for sarcoptic mange mite, warbles, then SOS, ‘Stamp out scour’, products
         like Leo Red Dry Cow Injector, Systamex, Panacure SC, Ivomec and ‘Cheno Unction. It’s a quare name but great stuff.’ Names
         that would mean nothing to an urbanite, but were the everyday poetry of those isolated on agrarian acres. It imbued your experience with relevance. A city person might know how to pet heavy, but did they
         know that ‘scour’ was calf diarrhoea? No, they did not. But you could visualise exactly what it was, when you heard the word
         on the telly, always, it seemed, just as you were sitting down to have your tea. Wasn’t it a privilege to make acquaintance
         with expressions such as ‘cocking a field of hay’, ‘They’re above footing the tuft’, and ‘Will you go down the haggard and
         feed the hens?’ Phrases verging on the archaic.
      

      
      ‘Chuck, chuck, chuck, chuck.’ There’s me, pre-teen, in cast-off Crimplene flares from cousins in England, down the haggard,
         with a basin of Clarinda cattle feed that I’m chucking out for the chickens. I’ve long hair down to my waist, I’m overweight
         and my dream of being a child star at anything is eroding with the onward tick of time. ‘Chuck, chuck, chuck,’ I keep calling,
         and like lunatics the chickens come running, heads alert, silly little eyes darting, crazy legs awkward in sprint. They love
         this feed: it’s a treat. It’s chicken Tayto, I imagine. I love watching them go at the hard flakes of feed with their beaks,
         and after, the comic palaver of how they drink – head into their old pan of water, head back and up to swallow it, chicken
         glugs.
      

      
      I might as well be on the moon, so far am I from the dreamed-of opportunity to be on TV’s Opportunity Knocks. I imagine being interviewed by Gay Byrne on The Late Late Show about my success on that English show– explaining that I had to jet off to LA after, to do films, sing for big wigs, have
         my photo taken with the stars, all that kind of thing that happens when ‘things take off’. Nobody thinks I’ve got a big head, which is the main thing. I get a big hand.
      

      
      In lieu of my telly audience, I sing to the chickens – songs I make up, because I’m no good at remembering the ones off the
         radio. They ignore me.
      

      
      I would eventually sing self-penned numbers, professionally, in the United States, but in New York rather than LA, and not
         as I had imagined. And I would eventually be interviewed on The Late Late Show by a host who was no longer Gay Byrne, though the conversation wasn’t about dreamy youthful success but cancer.
      

      [image: image]

      
      Early on a summer morning, I’d often go over to a bachelor, Mick, to pick mushrooms in his front field because it was a gold
         mine for them. ‘Mushrooms just pop up, complete, suddenly, overnight,’ he’d tell me. He liked roaming around mushroom-hunting
         with me, our huge age difference nothing when we were faced with the delight of a surprisingly white clump. ‘Here we are!’
         exclamations from Mick or me – like it was a game and we were winning. We’d carefully pluck those soft white fungi, with their
         baby pink fluted undersides, putting them into the plastic bag I’d have brought. I didn’t eat mushrooms. ‘Anne is great! She’ll
         eat anything, not like the other pair,’ my mother was always saying to other mums, when they were having the fussy-eaters
         conversation. I’d find it embarrassing if I was there with my siblings. They were both like twigs, and I could feel the other
         mothers in the conversation looking at me thinking, Yeah, I’d say she does eat anything all right – everything more like,
         the big lump of her.
      

      
      
      ‘No.’ I never got around to correcting my mother. ‘Not anything. I don’t like mushrooms or other stuff, things I haven’t ever
         had, like the blubber I saw Eskimos chewing on a documentary.’
      

      
      Later I’d look back on the fresh riches Mick and I were picking, and I’d marvel that nothing mushroomy I’d ever tasted could
         have been as delicious as those just-picked mushrooms I didn’t taste.
      

      
      Everything on the farm was repeated in an endless cycle: seed to crop; winter feed; bog cut, a bit of heat; a calf today,
         a stew tomorrow. Day in, season out, year over, the same life. You could see old farmers grow as steady and circumspect as
         Nature’s slow turn. They’d become so accustomed to the ways of Nature they might have been hawthorn bushes, growing craggy
         in tandem with the land.
      

      
      And you could see in all of that, the hardy landscape, the barely changing life, the people, a pure beauty. But it was hard.

      
      When we returned to Ireland we moved into the old three-roomed cottage in which my father had been reared. The house had been
         derelict, felt so even after a lick of paint, and getting the electricity wired in. It was to be a temporary arrangement,
         while the Bungalow was built. Bungalows mushroomed all over the west in the seventies. There was a book, Bungalow Bliss, full of designs. Some extended to the front, some were straight across, but all were basically a variation on the same theme
         – a housing hooray, as the people of Ireland moved from damp cottages to these one-storey, multi-roomed, generic paeans to
         modernity. Rural Ireland rolled into the future in bungalows. Flick through that book, and go through Connaught, you’ll see it manifested
         all over. We moved into our father’s bad cottage in November. He’d begin the new bungalow the following spring. That was the
         plan.
      

      
      To build his own house was his life’s ambition. He and my mother had chosen the design. Meanwhile, we lived without running
         water. There were only a couple of power points in the kitchen. It was cold, damp.
      

      
      At school, the projected illustrations in the language class showed French cartoon people buying baguettes and asking ‘Ou est la pharmacie?’ One of them, Monsieur Thibaud, ‘Il est ingénieur’, has a friend, Jacques. Jacques lands into Monsieur Thibaud’s new apartment, saying ‘Tiens, tu as une salle de bain, n’est-ce pas?’ as he’s shown around. Which sounded like a pretty forward question, but maybe he just had issues in the waterworks department.
      

      
      And then we practised that exchange: ‘Anne, tu as une salle de bain?’
      

      
      ‘Mais oui!’ was my answer. I was fourteen or fifteen at the time – oh, Lord, the mortification of such small situations. The truth was
         non. We had no bathroom because the planned bungalow had not been built. Instead of bungalow bliss, I was raised in a glorified
         shed. The shame of that dilapidated place was as intense as if I were the embodiment of its damp and mould, its lack of sanitation
         and basic decency. Rather than being shelter, it felt like something you’d want to shelter yourself from. The notion of home
         never came into it.
      

      
      I’d use talc and cheap perfume to cover the mouldy smell of my clothes. Oh, the banality of bad housing, relentlessly disgusting – it cast such a long shadow. I was raised in an unhappy
         damp shed, the experience of which felt like bad-news smoke signals blowing over me everywhere I went, ever after. Thank you,
         Arthur Guinness, the adult capacity to ignore disintegration, old hurt. Thank you, curse of the land, the fields, the bog,
         the past.
      

      
      Thank God we lived out in the country, isolated, able to hide. Whatever happened in the thirteen years I lived there, the
         dominant theme was cover up, keep hidden, never let anyone knocking through the door. Never let anyone in. The four damp-dripping,
         crumbling walls of that hated house contained an unravelling of family: the void of silence between parents, shot through
         only by occasional argument; a father ‘under the influence’; an uprooted mother paralysed by the turn of events; anything
         you might own mouldering away; any hope you might harbour eroded by the festering cold of that utterly unhomely place. There
         was the permanent lack of shelter, and the constant headaches, as if your young head was splitting with the pressure-cooker
         unhappiness of it all.
      

      
      ‘Poor friends are best!’ a visiting cousin, son of one of my father’s brothers, once said. My siblings, he and I blushed in
         silent embarrassment at his lumpen attempt at camaraderie before he got back into his father’s new Mercedes and returned to
         his entirely other life.
      

      
      I begged my mother to take us back to England but, however ludicrous our circumstances in Sligo, she wouldn’t leave for fear,
         she said, of risking our education. Disempowerment: one of the strongest lessons learned from those years. Keep the head down until you can get out. The solution,
         the happy ending to this unfortunate interlude, lay in the future, at college in Dublin. I was good at school, though chaotic
         when it came to study. My siblings and I were entitled to maintenance grants and full fees. Each of us would eventually escape
         through study. Meanwhile, though the blankets were half the time damp, the only secure place was bed. Sleep was the saviour.
         I fell in love with sleep, endeavoured to make waking a dream, in the day cultivating the art of half-awake disconnection,
         absence from where I was.
      

      
      I counted down the time until I could escape, sleep-walked through Leaving Cert year, crammed for the final exams in the cab
         of the tractor, got good enough results, and the college course I’d applied for. When finally I made the escape, the most
         exciting thing I recall about moving to Dublin wasn’t the freedom, new people, intellectual challenge, autonomy, the possibility
         of sex or the sheer conglomerated bombardment of new experience on my teenage senses. No. It was simply this: having a bath
         in the flat I rented with three other girls. I hadn’t had one in years. I still remember the occasion, saying casually, ‘Oh,
         I think I’ll have a bath!’ to my new flatmates having tea in the kitchen, the add-on bathroom directly off it. I closed the
         door, filled the tub, and will never forget the sensation of easing into the luxurious mass of warm water, smiling at how
         amazing it felt, laughing at the decadence, the freedom, and feeling, as the water lapped my skin, the past wash off.
      

      
      
      Of course, the past didn’t disappear in one Dublin wash. It lived on long after as a downbeat thrum under everything that
         happened. There shouldn’t have been a need to hide any more, but it was hard to ignore the drummed-in instinct to keep a distance
         – hard to suddenly become 100 per cent present
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