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 		 	In the dream I was walking through the streets of a strange city, in a foreign country I did not recognise. I was weary, and my feet were sore because I was wearing shoes that were too small for me. Then, as is the way in dreams, I was all at once in a shoe shop and my grandmother was there. She did not speak, neither in greeting nor to explain what she was doing there, but handed me a pair of shoes made of brown leather. I put them on and they fitted perfectly. Never in my whole life had I had such soft and comfortable shoes. How much do they cost, Granny? I asked. She told me the price in a currency I had never heard of before, but of which I somehow knew the value: I knew that the price she named was derisory, that the shoes were in essence a gift. And then she gave me a thick green woollen blanket and I wrapped myself in it, and it was only now, when I was warm, that I realised how cold I had been, and it was only now that I remembered that my grandmother was dead, had been dead for over twenty years. Far from being afraid I was overjoyed to see her again. Oh Granny, I said, I thought we had lost you for ever. She smiled and shook her head. Here I am.
I awoke and I couldnt remember the dream. I only knew that I had been dreaming and that it had left me full of joy. Then immediately I was disconcerted by not recognising the room in which I had awoken. Whose lamp was this, with its parchment shade? Whose low bed, whose saffron-coloured quilt? The high windows were hung with muslin curtains, the room was flooded with morning light, and all at once it came to me: I was in Molly Foxs house.
Molly Fox is an actor, and is generally regarded as one of the finest of her generation. (She insists upon actor: If I wrote poems would you call me a poetess?) One of the finest but not, perhaps, one of the best known. She has done a certain amount of television work over the years and has made a number of films, a significant number given how much she dislikes that particular medium and that the camera, she says, does not love her. Certainly she does not have on screen the beauty and magnetism that marks out a true film star, and she hates, she has told me, the whole process of making a film. The tedium of hanging around waiting to act bores her, and the fact that you can repeat a scene time and time again until you get it right seems to her like cheating. She likes the fear, the danger even, of the stage, and it is for the theatre that she has done her best work. Although she often appears in contemporary drama her main interest is in the classical repertoire, and her greatest love is Shakespeare.
People seldom recognise her in the street. She is a woman of average height, quite nondescript she herself claims, although I believe this fails to do her justice. Fine-boned, with brown eyes and dark brown hair, she has an olive complexion; she tans easily in the summer. She often wears black. Neutral tones suit her  oatmeal, stone  and natural materials; she wears a lot of linen and knitted cotton. On the dressing table of the room in which I was sleeping was a marquetry box full of silver and turquoise jewellery, silver and amber, together with glass beads and wooden bracelets. For special occasions she wears silks and velvets in deep, rich colours, purple or burgundy, which I think suit her even better than more subtle tones, but which she thinks too showy for everyday wear. She dislikes the colour green and will have nothing to do with it, for like many theatre people, Molly is extremely superstitious, and if she speaks of the Scottish Play it is not only out of respect for the feelings of others.
When the public fails to recognise her in her daily life it is not just because they see her face only infrequently on the cinema or television screen. It is because she has a knack of not allowing herself to be recognised when she doesnt want to be. I have no idea how she does this, I find it difficult even to describe. It is a kind of geisha containment, a shutteredness, a withdrawal and negation. It is as if she is capable of sensing when people are on the point of knowing who she is and she sends them a subliminal denial. I know what youre thinking but youre wrong. It isnt me. Im somebody else. Dont even bother to ask. And they almost never do. What gives her away every time is her voice. So often have I seen her most banal utterances, requests for drinks or directions, have a remarkable effect on people.
A woman with such a voice is born perhaps once in a hundred years, one critic remarked. If heaven really exists, wrote another as a place of sublime perfection, then surely everyone in it speaks like Molly Fox.
Her voice is clear and sweet. At times it is infused with a slight ache, a breaking quality that makes it uniquely beautiful. It is capable of power and depth, it has a timbre that can express grief or desire like no other voice I have ever heard. It has, moreover, what I can only describe as both a visual and a sensuous quality, an ability to summon up the image of the thing that the word stands for. When Molly says snow you feel a soft cold, you can see it freshly fallen over woods and fields, you can see the winter light. When she says ice you feel a different kind of cold, biting and sharp, and what you see is glassy, opaque. No other actor with whom I have ever worked has such a remarkable understanding of language.
Unsurprisingly, she is much in demand for this gift alone, for voice-overs, radio work and audio-books. Although constantly solicited for it, she always refuses to do advertising. People who have never entered a theatre in their lives recognise her distinctive speech from historical or wildlife documentaries on television or from the tapes of classic childrens literature they play to their sons and daughters in the car.
Now she was in New York and from there she would go to London to make a recording of Adam Bede. I thought of her sitting alone in the studio with her headphones and a glass of water, the hair-trigger needles of the instruments making shivering arcs, as if they too thrilled to the sound of her voice. I thought of the bewitching way she would call up a whole imagined world so that the sound engineers behind the glass wall and anyone who would ever hear her recording would see Hetty in the creamery as though they were there with her. They might almost smell the cream and touch the earthenware, the wooden vessels, as though Molly were not an actor but a medium who could summon up not those who were dead, but those who had never been anything but imagined.
She lives in Dublin, in a redbrick Victorian house, the middle house in a terrace. The front path that leads from the heavy iron gate to the blue-painted front door is made of black and red tiles, and is original to the house, as are many other details inside. There is a pretty, if rather small, garden at the front that Molly keeps in a pleasing tangle of bright flowers all summer, like a cottage garden. She grows sprawling pink roses, and lupins; there are nasturtiums, loud in orange and red, there are spiky yellow dahlias and a honeysuckle trained up a trellis beside the front window. Bees bumble and drone, reeling from one blossom to another like small fat drunks. Inside, the house is surprisingly bright and airy. There is a fanlight above the front door, which is echoed in the semicircular top of the window, high above the return, which brightens the stairwell. On the ceiling in the hall there is a plasterwork frieze of acanthus leaves, and a central rose from which hangs an elegant glass lamp. Although it has immense charm it is a small house, more modest than people might expect given Mollys considerable success. She bought it at the start of her career and has remained there ever since, for the sake of the garden, she says, although I suspect that Fergus is the real reason why she has never left Dublin. She also has a tiny apartment in London where she is obliged to spend much of her time for professional reasons. She likes the city; its vast anonymity suits her temperament. My home is also there, and I am always pleased when she says she is going to work in London, because it means I will have her company for a few months. She is without doubt my closest woman friend. This particular visit, to make the Eliot recording, coincided with her getting some urgent work done on her London flat, and I was interested in spending a little time in Dublin, so I suggested that we simply borrow each others homes, an idea that delighted her, for it solved her problem at a stroke.
I heard the clock in the hall strike the hour and counted the beats. Six oclock: still far too early to get up. I lay in Mollys wide soft bed knowing that in less than a week she would be lying in mine, and I wondered what it was to be Molly Fox. Slippery questions such as this greatly preoccupy both of us, given that I write plays and she acts in them, and over the years we have often talked to each other about how one creates or becomes a character quite unlike oneself.
In spite of my own passion for the theatre, unlike many other dramatists there is nothing in me of the actor, nothing at all. When I was young I did appear in a couple of minor roles in student productions, which served their purpose in that I believe they taught me something of stagecraft that I would never have known otherwise. But I have never felt less at ease than standing sweating night after night under a bank of hot lights, wearing a dusty dress made from an old curtain, pretending to be Second Gentlewoman and trying not to sneeze. You must stop immediately, one of my friends said to me. I know you want to write plays but if you keep on with the acting, youll lose whatever understanding you have for the theatre. As an actor, the whole thing becomes false to you. I know you believe the theatre has to be a complete engagement with reality or its nothing. If you guard that understanding and bring it to bear on your writing, youll be a terrific playwright, but if you keep on trying to act, youll undermine your whole belief in the theatre. And as well as that, he added, with more truth than tact, youre easily the worst actor who ever stepped on a stage.
I have considerable experience of working with actors over the years, and yet their work remains a mystery to me; I believe that I still dont know how they do it. Molly will have none of this, says I have an innate understanding of what they do, and that its just that I dont know how to explain it. She says this isnt a problem, that most actors cant put it into words either, and that many who do speak confidently about it arent to be trusted. She also says that there are as many ways to be an actor as there are actors. Once I said to her that I thought what she did was psychologically dangerous. I sometimes think she is more in danger of losing touch with herself than I am, that something in her art forces her to go deeper into herself than my art requires of me, and that the danger is that she might lose her way, lose her self. But it isnt me! she exclaimed. That contradicted something she had said to me once before  that if she, Molly Fox, wasnt deeply in the performance then it would be a failure.
Eventually we decided, after much discussion, that our different approaches to character could be seen as a continuum. For me, as a playwright, the creation of a character is like listening to something faint and distant. Its like trying to remember someone one knew slightly, in passing, a very long time ago, but to remember them so that one knows them better than one knows oneself. Its like trying to know a family member who died before one was born, from looking at photographs and objects belonging to them; also from hearing the things, often contradictory, that people say about them, the anecdotes told. From this, you try to work out how they might speak and how they might react to any given circumstance, how they would interact with other characters whom one has come to know by the same slow and delicate process. And out of all this comes a play, where, as in life, people dont always say what they mean or mean what they say, where they act against their own best interests and sometimes fail to understand those around them. In this way, a line of dialogue should carry an immense resonance, conveying far more than just meaning.
For me, the play is the final destination. For Molly, it is the point of departure. She takes the text, mine or anyones, and works backwards to discover from what her character says who this person is, so that she can become them. Some of the questions she asks herself  What does this person think of first thing in the morning? What is her greatest fear?  are the kind of questions that I too ask in the course of writing, as a kind of litmus test to see if I know the character as well as I think I do. She begins from the general and moves to the particular. How does such a person walk, speak, hold a wine glass? What sort of clothes does she wear, what kind of home does she live in? I understand all of this, and still the art of acting remains a mystery to me. I still dont know how on earth Molly does what she does and I could never do it myself.
What kind of woman has a saffron quilt on her bed? Wears a white linen dressing gown? Keeps beside her bed a stack of gardening books? Stores all her clothes in a shabby antique wardrobe, with a mirror built into its door? Who is she when she is in this room, alone and unobserved, and in what way does that differ from the person she is when she is in a restaurant with friends or in rehearsal or engaging with members of the public? Who, in short, is Molly Fox?
I was reluctant to pursue this line of thought because I suddenly realised that, lying in my bed in London next week, she might do exactly the same thing to me. Given her particular gift she would be able to reconstruct me, to know me much better than I might wish myself to be known, especially by such a close friend. But no such reservation had touched Molly when she was showing me around her house a few days earlier to settle me in. Make yourself completely at home. Take whatever you want or need and use it. If theres something you cant find, look for it. She hauled open a drawer and stirred up its contents to show just how free I should make with her things. This is good, wear this, and she took the linen dressing gown from its hook behind the door, tossed it on the bed. When I protested mildly against this unlimited generosity, she replied in a voice not her own, Oh come now, my dear, dont be so middle class, a voice itself so larded with pretension that I could only laugh. What she offered me was far more than I wanted or needed. I thanked her for her kindness and told her to treat my own place in exactly the same way, even while I silently hoped that she wouldnt. And yes, I did feel guilty because it was a mean-spirited thought.
I knew how fond she was of her home and everything in it, something that was difficult to square with her attitude of non-attachment. Take our mutual friend Andrew, for example. Im even closer to him than to Molly, and Ive known him for longer too, but he would never give me the free run of his home, of that Im certain. Not that I would need it anyway, for he also lives in London, and I wouldnt want it because of the responsibility. While Mollys house is full of stylish bric-a-brac, unusual but inexpensive things that she has picked up on her travels, pretty well everything Andrew owns  vases, rugs, furniture  is immensely valuable. Worrying that I might spill a glass of red wine over some rare carpet or mark an antique table with a cup of coffee would take away any pleasure in staying there. Given how clumsy I am its always a relief, even when visiting him, to leave without having broken or damaged anything.
Andrew. He had been much on my mind of late. I had hoped to see him before I left London. I had called and left a message on his answering machine, asking him to ring, but he hadnt got back to me. No doubt this was a particularly busy time for him. His new series had started on television the previous week; the second part would be shown tonight. I had wanted to wish him the best for it.
Yawning, I stretched out and switched on a small radio on the bedside table. The music that came from it was hesitant and haunting, a piano played with a kind of rising courage, the notes sparse and scattered with a yearning quality that somehow seemed to match the mood of the morning: it was, at least, what I needed to hear. What would I do today? I would spend the morning working in the spare bedroom that I had set up as an office for the time that I would be here. Because it was Saturday I would give myself the afternoon off and go into town. I knew that I had had a pleasant dream just before I awoke but I couldnt remember what it had been about. I looked again at my watch and decided it was still too early to get up even though the room was flooded with light. It was the twenty-first of June, the longest day of the year. It was Molly Foxs birthday.
 		   

 		 	I saw Molly on stage before ever I met her. When I was in my last year at university, at Trinity in Dublin where I read English, I went one night to see a production of The Importance of Being Earnest, hoping that I wouldnt be disappointed. All my life I have used this play to discover what people really know about the theatre, as opposed to what they think they know. Anyone who dismisses it as a slight, rather empty piece of entertainment immediately falls in my estimation. Too often it is staged in a stale and complacent way which suggests that the director also holds it in limited regard. But this production, by a young company called Bread and Circus, wasnt at all like that. While fully exploiting the elegance and wit of the language, it also brought out the darker side of the play, the snobbery and the social hypocrisy, Wildes yearning to be a part of something that he knew did not merit respect. Never speak disrespectfully of Society, Algernon. Only people who cant get into it do that. Didnt he know that he was worth the whole lot of them put together, and that by not assuming superiority he was only bringing himself down to their level and setting himself up for his own destruction? By the use of Irish accents for certain characters this production subtly addressed a colonial aspect of the play that I had never thought about until then; and it also brought out the sexual politics of the work, the pragmatism and deception. They were a young company, and while that was a part of their strength, giving them their wonderful irreverence, their willingness to take risks, it was also part of their weakness. None of them was over thirty, a distinct disadvantage for playing Miss Prism or Lady Bracknell; and some of the acting was frankly poor.
But the young woman playing Cecily was outstanding. So fully and naturally did she inhabit the part that it was impossible to see how she was doing what she was doing, to deconstruct her art into its component parts. Her remarkable presence and charisma were not dependent on her looks, for she was not particularly pretty, and her only distinguishing physical feature, waist-length dark brown hair, I took to be a wig. But there was the voice of course, that beautiful, musical voice. During the interval when the lights came up in the shabby theatre, I took out my programme to see who she was, and I noticed several people around me do the same thing. In the course of the following months I saw her in other plays and noticed her name in the papers. Even when a production was comprehensively panned, she always seemed to escape censure. Only the singularly gifted Molly Fox emerges with honour from this sorry hotchpotch of bad direction and shoddy acting.
Around the time I left college  I think it was just after Andrew had left for England  something uncanny happened to me one day. I was at a table in a caf when I noticed a young woman sitting nearby, with a cup of coffee and a book. Her face was familiar and yet I couldnt place her. Perhaps she was also a student at Trinity and I knew her face from seeing her in the library or passing her in the squares, without ever having spoken to her. She was wearing a black leather jacket and draped over her left shoulder was a dark brown plait, shiny, and stout as a rope that might tie up a ship. With that, I realised who she was: so it wasnt a wig after all. She picked up a small brown packet of sugar and shook it hard so that the contents fell to the bottom, tore it open and poured it onto the froth of the coffee. For the next half-hour she read her book and sipped at the mug, while I watched her. Nothing else happened. I have described it as an uncanny incident, and it was. I did not approach Molly  what could I possibly have said? I really liked you in The Importance of Being Earnest. And what could she have replied? Why thank you very much. What would that have amounted to? Less than nothing. There are forms of communication that drive people apart, that do nothing other than confirm distance. But there are also instances when no connection seems to be made and yet something profound takes place, and this was just such a moment.
I realised the enormity of her gift. I had been aware of it when watching her on stage, but seeing her here in the caf, unrecognised, anonymous, confirmed it for me. It was hers in the same way that her thick pigtail was hers, complete, real, undeniable, hers to do with as she thought fit. I believe that this was clearer to me then than it could have been to Molly, for how we see ourselves, our future, is often tainted by the very hope of what we wish to become. I was at that time already a person of enormous ambition. I knew even then that nothing except being a playwright could ever reconcile me to life; but my gift, I thought, was only a spark. I had none of the effortless brilliance of this other woman. As was the case with Wilde himself, we are at each moment of our lives the persons we were and shall become. The convict in his arrowed uniform who wept on the station platform as people screamed abuse and spat at him had been present years earlier when the same man had been hailed triumphant on the first night of his theatrical success. In the same way, the actor who would give some of the most profound and intelligent performances that one could ever wish to see on stage was already there in that young woman with her coffee and book.
I like to think that she looks exactly the same as she did when I knew her first, but it isnt true. The Molly of today is far more groomed and poised than the person I saw in the caf all those years ago. The long hair, the leather jacket, the casual slick of lipstick have all gone, but they went gradually, so that her transformation, as is the case with most people, happened slowly over time. It is only now, by making a conscious mental effort or by looking at old photographs, that I can recall her as she was, and I can pinpoint no one day, or even a particular time in her life, when she suddenly appeared to me as having completely changed.
And what had I been doing in the caf on that day? By a strange coincidence, jotting down notes for the play I had just begun to write, and which would make both Mollys reputation and mine the following year. It was based upon my experiences in London the previous summer, when I had worked as a chambermaid in the morning and as a domestic cleaner in the afternoon and had gone every night to the theatre. My hunger for the stage at that time was intense in a way I now find somewhat alarming. I watched plays with the kind of voracity with which small children read books; with the same visceral passion, the same complete trust in the imagination which is so difficult to sustain throughout the course of ones whole life. It sat uneasily with my daytime existence, spent in the luxurious squalor of dirty hotel bedrooms and the homes of affluent strangers.
There was one particular apartment, a place in St Johns Wood, that spooked me from the moment I stepped into it, and I could never understand why. Having grown up in a fairly modest farming background Id never before experienced such splendour, and I think I expected to be impressed. Instead of which, I fled every day when I had finished to a greasy-spoon caf two streets away, where there was always a group of men off a building site, having their tea break. I grew to depend on them, on their yellow hats and their fag-smoke, their tabloids and their laughter. I dont think they ever noticed me sitting nearby as they ribbed each other and ate bacon rolls, swilling them down with big mugs of tea. The stifling atmosphere of the empty apartment where I worked felt like a parallel universe, and after a few hours there it did me good to be around the builders, to tap into their reality. All the rooms in the apartment seemed too big and were arranged in such a way as to militate against any kind of intimacy and warmth. They lacked such things as books and adequate light by which to read, an open fire or any sign of the presence of children; and no amount of Scandinavian glass, no number of cream sofas, could make up for this.
After I had been working there for about a fortnight, I turned around from the kitchen sink one afternoon and literally bumped into a young woman. Having believed myself to be completely alone in the flat it frightened me horribly, and I screamed so loudly that I frightened her and she screamed too. We both drew back and cowered, staring hard at each other like animals at bay.
Lets call her Lucy. That wasnt her real name, but its what I called her when she became a character in my play. Over the following weeks a strange relationship developed between us that I mistakenly took to be a friendship. The manner of its conclusion proved how wrong I had been. Lucy was about three years younger than I, and had left school at the start of that summer. She hadnt applied to go to university and didnt know what she wanted to do with her life. Her boyfriend, she told me, was a film-maker and she was perhaps going to be a photographer, but she wasnt sure. The brother of a schoolfriend owned a photography gallery in the East End, and maybe she was going to have an exhibition there later in the year. Nowadays I would see through this kind of thing immediately; but this was the first occasion I had come across someone for whom art was a means of avoiding reality rather than confronting it head on, an idea so strange to me that I didnt fully comprehend it at the time. In some ways she was far more worldly and experienced than I  the film-maker boyfriend was only the most recent of many men  and then at other times she struck me as remarkably nave and childlike, given her age. The one thing she craved was an audience, and I certainly provided that in due course. In the short term she trailed about the house in my wake as I polished and dusted, while she moaned about her mother and mimicked with little skill her fathers mistress, whom she loathed. I came to realise how lonely she was, and how vulnerable. She adored her father, whose attention she could never hold for as long as she needed, and I grew to pity her. I only had to clean this palace of alienation; she, poor girl, had to live in it.
She insisted that I abandon my work for up to an hour at a time, to drink coffee with her and to talk about my life, for I was as exotic and interesting to her as she was to me. My childhood growing up on a farm in Northern Ireland fascinated her in a way I found hard to comprehend. I told her that I was the youngest of seven children. I dont believe Ive ever met anyone before with so many brothers and sisters. That one of these brothers was a Catholic priest astounded her further. I described to her the wild boggy upland that was my home and my ambivalent feelings towards it. I thought she understood me. I thought she liked me. I thought she was my friend.
The summer ended and I prepared to go back to Dublin for my final year at college. Lucy wasnt in when I arrived at the apartment on my last day. I wanted to exchange addresses with her so that we could keep in touch. I thought to suggest to her that she would join me in the greasy spoon so that we could sit for a while in the reflected glow of the builders camaraderie. It would do her good. I was in the kitchen when she did at last arrive home, bringing with her a young man. Whether or not it was the film-maker boyfriend or his successor I was never to know. Ill see you in a while, she said to me, as she took him into the drawing room, which I had already cleaned. I hoped he wouldnt linger, but they sat there talking for the rest of the afternoon. At the end of my shift I put my head around the door.
Well, what is it? What do you want? Even I knew better than to suggest tea and bacon rolls at a moment like this.
Ive finished. Im off now.
So, off you go. I couldnt believe that all the time we had spent together, all our confidences, amounted to nothing.
Its my last day! I said helplessly.
So, its your last day. She turned to the man and pulled a face, shook her little head, so much as to say, You see the kind of people I have to put up with? I withdrew from the room. As I was putting my jacket on in the hall I could hear him ask, Who was that? and Lucys reply, Oh it was nobody, it was just the cleaner. Shes probably trying to scrounge a tip because its her last day, but shes not getting anything. I slammed the front door of the apartment behind me with all the force of Nora departing at the end of A Dolls House; and I kept this as the conclusion of Summer with Lucy: it was effective, even though it had been done before.
As soon as my finals were over at university, I took a job teaching English as a foreign language. All my classes were finished by lunchtime every day, and I spent my evenings and nights working on the play. I remember it as a time of great contentment. I wrote the play easily and quickly; I enjoyed doing it. I thought it would always be like this. I didnt know that forever after it would be a struggle to find the right words, the right form, that this sudden fluency was a gift, never to be repeated. If someone had told me this at the time, how would I have reacted? Id probably have laughed at them. Youth is wasted on the young.
Summer with Lucy was a simple play, a two-hander, requiring a single set and providing two good roles for women. One of the characters was based on me; was a sharper, more witty and ironic me, someone whose esprit didnt wait until lescalier. The other character was based on Lucy. I think I more than did her justice. I think I did her a favour. The real Lucy was ultimately rather a dull girl, peevish and whingeing, with a distinct lack of imagination. I resented the choices and chances her wealth gave her and which she failed to realise. The Lucy I created was a far more complex personality, manipulative, intelligent, vulnerable and sly. The relationship she had with my fictional alter ego was edgier than it had been in real life, with a much stronger bond developing between the two characters and an underlying sense of violence. I knew when I finished it that Id written a good play.
But I didnt realise just how good until it was accepted by Bread and Circus, the first company to which I sent it, and I attended the read-through.
Is there a more nerve-wracking, a more anxiety-inducing experience possible than first read-through? If so, I hope never to have to endure it. As an actor friend once remarked to me, It makes going on a blind date feel like yoga. I think this is why I have no memory of actually meeting Molly, and this is something I very much regret. I can recall being there in the rehearsal room with her. Its so cold in here. Why is it always so cold? Does this thing work at all? and she dragged the old gas heater across the floor, then hammered at the buttons on the side to try and switch it on. She helped me to a mug of bad coffee and asked me if I wanted milk. I was so nervous that I said no, even though I hate black coffee. All her initial conversation with me struck me as bland and oblique. I found her aloof. She chatted more with Ellen, the young woman who was to play my character, and who, as a fellow member of the company, was an old friend of hers. I would like to be able to recall being introduced to her, the first words we addressed to each other, but in truth its all lost now.
The read-through itself, though, remains vividly in my mind. Ellen was a fine actor, but Molly was outstanding. Even in that first raw attack on the text, she lifted the whole thing to a new level. I had thought I knew everything  absolutely everything  there was to know about this play, which, after all, I and I alone had written. It was strange to realise that this was not the case. It was like being a composer and hearing the symphony one had, until then, heard only in ones mind, being suddenly played by a full orchestra, and being taken aback by its depth and resonance, far greater than one could ever have expected. In the course of the hour and a half that the read-through lasted, Molly became Lucy; and in doing so she reminded me, weirdly, of the real Lucy, of the lost and lonely child who had trailed around behind me in the apartment during that hot London summer.
As I have already said, I dont know how actors do what they do, so Mollys interpretation that day seemed almost magical to me, and yet I did wonder, as I was to wonder all through the weeks of rehearsal, what was the secret. It was only while watching her from the wings one night, months later, when the play was already a hit, that I realised one important part of the mystery. It was compassion. Molly never judged a character. I had, at best, felt pity for Lucy, but Molly felt something more. No matter how difficult or unpleasant a character might seem, she could find in herself an understanding of why someone might be as they were and this enabled her to become them.
The read-through ended. Ellen brought the flat of her hand down hard on the table to represent the slamming of the door that ended the play and we all sat in silence for a few moments. Then Molly tossed her script down and threw her arms wide. Were all going to be famous! she said.
Its the sort of foolish, camped-up and half-joking remark any ambitious young woman might make, but it was a memorable moment because she spoke no more than the truth. Within the year Molly, Ellen and I were if not exactly household names then certainly much talked about by anyone with even a passing interest in theatre. As soon as Summer with Lucy opened it became a word-of-mouth hit, a sensation. The first run sold out almost immediately, we revived it later that year in a bigger theatre with similar success. We took it to festivals both at home and abroad, and we all won awards. I was commissioned to write my second play; Molly and Ellen were courted with offers of prestigious roles; in short, we were on our way, launched with as much glory and honour as anyone could desire. Of the three of us, it was actually Ellen who became most famous with the general public in the long run. She moved into television work and made her name in a police drama watched by millions. On the day of the read-through she and the director had somewhere to go afterwards, and so it was to me alone that Molly said, Will we go and have a proper cup of coffee, instead of this sludge?
At her suggestion, we went to the caf where I had seen her sitting reading. I like this place, she said artlessly, I come here all the time. Our friendship began there on that day, and the caf became a place to which we would often go together, or where we would arrange to meet. I found her much warmer than I had before the read-through, yet still she was reserved. At a nearby table someone had lit a cigarette, and the smoke drifted incessantly towards us. Molly fanned it away with her hand, but I could see that she found it increasingly irritating, until at last I said, Why dont I just go over and ask them to stub it out? She looked at me with alarm. No, dont. They might get annoyed.
Well, their smokes annoying us.
She grasped my forearm to stop me moving. Dont, please dont. I can cope, really, its not a problem. She pleaded with me so vehemently that I felt I had no option but to do as she wished, and let the cigarette smoke drift on. But her behaviour puzzled me, and as we resumed our conversation, at the back of my mind I kept wondering about this. Suddenly it came to me. I knew it was the truth and yet it was a shock: Molly Fox was shy.
How could this be? I had seen her on stage only a few weeks earlier before more than a hundred people 
 		   

While I had been remembering all of this, drifting in and out of sleep, the radio had been idling. It was seven-thirty, the announcer now said, cutting into my thoughts. He read the news headlines with an air of incredulity, as if even he could hardly believe the horrors  political breakdown, hurricanes, house fires and car crashes  he was sharing with the nation. I rose and went to the bathroom, taking the radio with me. Even though here too Molly had urged me to make free with what was available, I didnt use any of her rose-scented bath oil in its bottle of smoked glass, the label hand-written in French. By the time I had washed and dressed the weather forecast was being read: it was to be a sunny day, warm and dry. I picked up the radio to take it down to the kitchen with me. I passed the door of the room where I had set up my computer and where I had been attempting to work in recent days. Enough: I could think of that later.
The stairs were carpeted with tough sea-grass and on the return stood a grandfather clock with a big pale face on which the name of the maker and the word Dublin was painted in a flowing hand; above this was a picture of the moon. The clock struck eight as I passed, dissonant against the pips of the radio. Then the newsreader gave the headlines again and more comprehensive details of the troubles of the world, which he still clearly found hard to believe. The usual scatter of letters was missing from the hall mat, reminding me again that it was Saturday.
In the kitchen I made coffee and toast, squeezed orange juice and boiled an egg. While waiting for it I set a tray, and when everything was ready I carried it out into the back garden. There was music again now. The piano had given way to contrapuntal singing, ancient and pure in high clear voices, evoking the grey cold of an empty cathedral, the shimmering light of a rose window. The back garden was much larger than the front, and quite different in its character. It was long, rectangular and confined by stout stone walls against which grew all manner of trailing plants: ivies and vines, sweet pea and climbing roses. There was a laburnum tree and beneath it metal chairs and a table topped with mosaic, where I settled down with the breakfast tray.
Near to the wall on the right-hand side was a row of fruit bushes, raspberries, gooseberries and blackcurrants. Molly told me she had planted these after reading a description in an estate agents window of a house for sale with mature soft-fruit garden. A more original and plausible come-on, we agreed, than fine, well proportioned rooms, or even paddock with own donkey, something that would be irresistible even to people who didnt know what a paddock was. And so even though she knew that what was meant was probably little more than a few tatty raspberry canes, a couple of mildewed currant bushes, she decided at once that she too would have to have such a thing. And until such time as they grow, she had said, gesturing towards them, this is my immature soft-fruit garden. In the meantime, we can enjoy the raspberries. Raspberries: she drew from the word all of its crushed and bleeding sweetness, its soft and jewelled redness.
At the other end of the garden there was a black-and-white cow. When I arrived at the house to stay some four days earlier Molly had still been there. As we stood talking in the kitchen while she made tea, I happened to glance out of the window and couldnt believe what I saw. Why was there a cow in her garden? How had it got there, given that the only ways in were either through the house or over the high stone walls? What is it? she asked, for I had broken off in mid-sentence. She saw the look on my face and laughed. Dont worry, youre not the first to be taken in.
The cow was made of fibreglass. Molly said she had seen it outside a junk shop and had known at once that she had to have it. Isnt it fabulous? she said and she laughed again, staring out at the cow, her brown eyes shining and her whole face animated with delight. It was, I agreed. It was fabulous.
This was a lie. The fake cow was absurd, and it baffled and astonished me that Molly of all people should buy such a thing and put it in her garden. I mean, what was the point of it? Even a real cow seemed a more sensible, if less practical, idea. What bothered me most about this was that I had thought I knew Molly well. We had been friends for over twenty years now, and with the exception of Andrew, she was the last person I would have expected to go in for this type of whimsy. It was out of keeping with the style of the rest of the house, with its kilims and mirrors, its trays of beaten brass and low dark tables of solid wood. Sitting now at breakfast, staring at the cow, I wondered why I hadnt said this to her. I had always thought we knew each other well enough to be completely honest, at least about something as trivial as this.
I couldnt help wondering what Andrew would make of it. I have known Andrew ever since we were undergraduates together at Trinity. I was ostensibly reading for a degree in English Literature, but most of my time was taken up with student theatricals or sitting in my bedsit writing; for I was already determined to be a dramatist. My infrequent trips to the library were usually occasioned by a frantic need to study because of a deadline for an essay, or a tutorial paper to be prepared. Unlike some of my friends, I did not go there night after night to idle away my time: when I went to the library I really needed to get work done. I got into the habit of sitting in the Art History department because I knew I wouldnt meet any of my friends there and be distracted into wasting time in long whispered conversations. Art History also had the advantage of being nearer the exit than the English section, making it more convenient for the frequent coffee breaks that to me were essential.
I was aware of Andrew long before I spoke to him or knew who he was. I came to realise that no matter how early I went to the library (admittedly never that early) he was always there before me and at night he never left until the library closed. He habitually sat at the same desk. Surrounded by fortifications of books, great tomes on Romanesque architecture or medieval illuminations, he looked and had the air of a man under siege and toiled with a diligence at which I could only marvel. I remember that he had a silver fountain pen that he kept in a slim wooden box. He removed and replaced it with great ceremony  even then chipped and chewed biros would have been out of the question for Andrew. In time I came to like sitting near him because he created a force field of concentrated energy around himself into which one was drawn. I was less likely to daydream or doodle in the margins when under his influence. He also policed the area, and people who giggled or whispered would be ordered, in a marked Belfast accent, to stop. This was how I discovered that he was also from the north. He was tall and quite heavily built, with thick dark-blond hair that he would ruffle with his hands as he worked, so that by the end of most evenings he looked like a man who had had a bad fright.
If you give me one of those cigarettes, Ill buy you a coffee. He insists that those are the first words I ever spoke to him, although I cant remember it myself. It certainly sounds like me, and would tally with my idea that we first fell into conversation on a coffee break at the library doors. We came to acknowledge each other with a smile when I entered or left the library; we came to arrange our coffee breaks so that they coincided. I developed a Masonic gesture  the right hand held somewhat claw-like, the left closed but for an extended, slightly parted index and middle finger  to suggest it was time to stop for a drink and a smoke. He almost always accepted, and from time to time he would also accept one of the apples I usually had in my bag in those days, as an emergency food supply. But while I, once away from the books, would have been quite happy to sit chatting outside the library for the rest of the evening, Andrew would always look at his watch after exactly fifteen minutes and announce it was time for us to go back in.
What was he like then? Ive already mentioned the Belfast accent, which was one of the most striking things about him. It disappeared so completely after he went to live in England that Im still not convinced that he didnt take elocution lessons. I can detect a faint trace of it only occasionally on certain words or more generally when hes tired or angry. I doubt if anyone else would notice it at all, and I rather like it because it reminds me of the past.
Even then he wore his learning lightly and it was quite some time before I realised how quietly brilliant he was. Although he was from a modest background, he had attended a prestigious grammar school for boys to which he had won a scholarship. When I asked him why he had chosen to come to Dublin to study he said, To get away from Belfast, why dyou think?, but I subsequently discovered that he also had a scholarship to Trinity. While art history was his principal interest and was to remain a life-long passion, I discovered that he was also broadly interested in a great many other things, including history, music, philosophy, literature and drama. You have to be, he said. Because they all fit together. Theres no point in looking at them in isolation. I think its fair to say that I myself knew almost nothing in those days, and his well-stocked mind became a thing of wonder to me, as did the clarity and logic with which he expressed his ideas. This brilliance was the first thing that I understood about him.
Later, I realised that he was interested only in artifice. Nature meant nothing to him. It was as if the world around him were there solely to be translated into art. One afternoon, walking across Front Square together, I remarked upon the extraordinary clouds above us. He barely glanced up at them and made no comment. Then, remembering, brightening, he said, Constable did some amazing paintings of clouds; I must show you pictures of them. A tree, a painting of a tree: he would always choose the painting.
One day he asked me, What was the first beautiful thing you ever saw? I knew by then that to say A sunset or A flower was not what he meant, and that a fruit bowl my mother had made of green carnival glass wouldnt pass muster either, so I told him I had no idea. What about you? I asked.
It was the floor of a church, of all things, he said with a laugh, which is ironic, given the way I feel about religion. I knew by now that he had no time whatsoever for it. He told me that his parents had been infrequent churchgoers but that when he was about seven, he was taken out of school to visit the local church. I liked everything about it, to be honest  the coloured glass in the windows, the big brass eagle with a book on its outstretched wings, this strange-looking musical instrument, like a piano with loads of metal pipes coming out of it  Id never seen an organ before, I didnt know what it was. But the floor was just gorgeous. I mean, now when I think of it, it was probably quite modest, but the colours  terracotta, cream, bottle green, all in patterns and shiny. I hardly dared walk on it and I didnt want to leave at the end. The service itself didnt interest me, I just liked the building. That night, I was at home. We were having our tea and I was looking at the floor. It was covered in lino, grey with wee dark red squares scattered across it. Id been looking at it all my life, but I realised then that it was ugly. I hadnt known until that day that a floor could be a thing so marvellous you couldnt take your eyes off it. And it didnt have to be in church. Sitting there I had a sudden revelation: that things could be beautiful or ugly and that practically everything in our house was ugly. The lino was ugly and the crockery was ugly, the curtains and the rugs, the bedding, and I hated it all. I wanted to live in a house where everything was beautiful. That was a good day. I knew from then on what I wanted.
I soon realised that he didnt much care for the inhabitants of the ugly house, any more than he cared for its fixtures and fittings, and that hed meant his early remark to me about studying in Dublin to get away from Belfast.
My father works as a mechanic, my mothers a housewife. Ive one brother, Billy. Hes three years older than me and hes an electrician. I dont really get on with him. Were not a close family; we dont have much in common. We were outside the library, drinking coffee as usual and smoking when he told me this, and I was at something of a loss as to know what to say. I was aware it was a stupid question but I asked it anyway. What are your parents like? Andrew narrowed his eyes and blew out a long stream of smoke. My mothers a snob. My fathers a bigot. He would hate you  hate you  on principle. Hed call you a Papish. I must tell him some time that Im good mates with someone whose brothers a Catholic priest. Thatll be a laugh.
And Billy?
Andrews face closed. Dont even ask. He dropped the butt of his cigarette into the dregs of his coffee. Id best get back to the books.
I was still very young then and I think I found it hard to imagine a family so unlike my own. My own background amazed Andrew, as it was to amaze Lucy and, in due course, a great many other people; and to begin with, this amazed me. At that time I thought my own family one of the most unremarkable there could be. I was the youngest of seven. The eldest was the priest, Fr Tom, and most of the siblings in between were already married with children of their own by the time I went to university. It all added up to a great warm web of people, sisters and brothers and husbands and wives, nieces and nephews, like some vast, complex soap opera but without the rows and the tension, without the violence and drama. They all still lived in the remote part of Northern Ireland where we had grown up and where my father worked a small farm. My family lived in scattered bungalows, or in semi-detached houses in estates at the edges of small market towns. They worked as teachers and as bank clerks, as nurses and minor civil servants. Two of my sisters stayed at home to look after their babies, and they helped mind the children of the other women in the family who went out to work. They all lived in each others pockets, helping each other out, going to the pub together and to football matches, babysitting for each other, giving each other lifts here and there. At the time all this seemed perfectly normal to me. I was unaware that elsewhere in Western Europe, even in Ireland, the nuclear family was shrinking in on itself, as its emotional temperature plummeted.
Of all my brothers and sisters, Ive always been closest to Tom, even though hes sixteen years older than me. Sometimes when were all together again, at Christmas lunch or a family birthday, well look down the table at each other and suddenly connect. Over the shouting and roaring, the clash of cutlery and babies bawling, I see Tom and I as contained together in a private silence. Although we may not have what the others have, we know something that they dont. When I think of Tom, most often thats how I imagine him, smiling at me, complicit.
It was Tom who introduced me to the theatre. When I was twelve, he insisted, in the face of my mothers opposition, on taking me to Belfast to see A Midsummer Nights Dream. Itll be money down the drain. How could a child like that understand Shakespeare? my mother said.
She might, she might not, was Toms mild reply. At the very least itll be an outing for her and company for me.
In the car on the way to the city, he broadly outlined the story of the play, and this helped me to follow the action on stage. But my mother was right, there was much I didnt understand, and it was precisely this that drew me in. Certainly I was dazzled by the costumes and the lights, as any child might be, by the idea of actors and the whole strange world of the theatre. But it was the language that enchanted me most. I loved its blunt truth: I am as ugly as a bear, its richly visual quality, that called forth images even more vivid and real to me than the softly glittering scene before my eyes.
I know a bank whereon the wild thyme blows, 
Where oxlips and the nodding violet grows 

Afterwards, Tom loaned me his Complete Works of Shakespeare, with its Bible-fine pages. I looked up the text, these words, words, words that I had seen translated into the extraordinary experience of a few days earlier. Because even then I understood that theatre, if it was any good at all, wasnt something you saw, it was something that happened to you.
 		   

I knew that by this time I should go upstairs and get to work, but couldnt bring myself to do so. Instead, I made another cup of coffee and took it out to the back garden. The fake cow stared at me blankly. Molly had told me that there was a hedgehog living somewhere in the flower borders, much to her delight. Why are we always so pleased when we see a hedgehog? she said. She had always thought of them as slow creatures, she told me, but that this one could move remarkably swiftly when it had a mind to do so.
One of the strange things about really old friendships is that the past is both important and not important. Taking the quality of the thing as a given  the affection, the trust  the fact that I had known both Molly and Andrew for over twenty years gave my relationships with them more weight and significance than friendships of, say, three or four years standing. And yet we rarely spoke to each other of the past, of our lives and experiences during that long period of time. To do so would have been in many instances mortifying. Andrew once said to me, You have the most extraordinary memory, to which I replied, Im very good at forgetting things too, and he responded, without missing a beat, Im glad to hear it.
During my first year at college, for example, I frequently went home at the weekends, because I still had a boyfriend in the north, someone with whom I had been going out since I was sixteen. Henry, his name was. He was studying in Belfast at the time; he was going to be a maths teacher. My family was extremely fond of him, and a significant part of those weekends home consisted of him sitting on our sofa with my nephews and nieces crawling all over him; or drinking cups of tea and talking to my brothers about hurling. Sounds like hes practically one of the family already, Andrew said after Id been talking to him about a recent visit. Your Ma probably thinks youre going to marry him. Marry! Marry Henry, of all people! I actually laughed in Andrews face when he said this, but, Think about it, he replied. I did, later, and realised with horror (the word is not too strong here) that Andrew was correct. The pattern of my relationship with Henry was exactly that of my sisters when they had been going out with the men who were now their husbands, and there most probably was an unspoken understanding all round that we too would eventually get married and live locally. How could I not have seen it before now?
I dumped Henry suddenly, brutally, the following weekend. To be sure of a complete break I told him Id been two-timing him for almost a whole term with someone in Dublin, and he was suitably, understandably, hurt. Whats this mans name then? he asked me coldly, and I almost spoiled it, almost blurted out, I dont know. Henrys pain was nothing compared to my mothers anger. I dont know what kind of airs and graces youre getting about yourself at that university, madam, that the likes of Henry isnt good enough for you now. Leading him on like that, what must he think of us? By Sunday night, my mother and I were barely speaking to each other.
Back in Dublin the following day, a look of alarm crossed Andrews face when I told him what Id done. Its nothing you said, I hastily told him, which wasnt true, and Its a huge relief to me, which was. And then, to my surprise, I began to cry, the first tears Id shed over the whole affair. Andrew reacted with blokish unease in the first instance  lit me a cigarette, hadnt a clue what to say  but in the following days he consoled me. At his suggestion we went to a pub together one evening, something we hadnt done before. I told him I felt guilty about what had happened because I should have seen it coming. I had always known that I was something of a misfit in the family, but the visceral warmth, the fondness we all had for each other had prevented me from thinking through the nature of this difference, its implications. I knew instinctively the kind of life I needed to live, and since leaving home I had started to lead that life; I felt its rightness. But I hadnt realised until now that it would, inevitably, exclude me to some degree from my family, affection and love, even, notwithstanding.
Its true, Andrew said, you cant have it both ways. He talked then about his own family, and was uncharacteristically forthcoming on the subject. Its indifference rather than hostility, he said, although theres a fair bit of that too, particularly with my father. Hes not a bit proud of me. When I do well in my studies, my exams, he takes it as some implied criticism of himself; he always has to get his dig in. Looking at pictures? Nice work if you can get it, although whats the bloody point? As for my mother, its Billy who matters, not me.
Whats he like?
Now that I come to think of it, I have never heard any man mention his brother. The subject seems distasteful to most men.
Billy? Billys a hood. A wee smart-Alec and a hood, but my Ma thinks hes the be-all and the end-all. I had a big bust up with him about a month ago, the last time I was at home. I found a box under the stairs with a gun in it, a gun and ammunition. He let me absorb this information for a moment, aware of how shocked I would be. This conversation was taking place in the early 1980s. Andrew and I were from opposite sides of a deeply divided society. Although we both abhorred the bitter sectarianism of that society we also knew that were we to talk about politics we were bound to disagree, to argue even. Thats how deep the divisions went. Sometimes when I was back at home and I saw a tricolour flapping above the fields from a telegraph pole, or when one of my family members made a casual, bigoted remark for which they were rebuked by no one (including me, it has to be said), I did think of how ill at ease, how threatened, even, Andrew would feel on my turf, and with reason. Apart from the most oblique and passing references, we had until now dealt with the subject by the simple means of avoiding it. But one of those bullets Andrew had found could have had my fathers name on it, my brothers, mine. To know that my friend had a brother who was a Loyalist paramilitary chilled me, and he knew this. It chilled him too, in a different way.
I faced him with it and I argued with him. I was just about to ask Andrew what he was going to do about it, and then I realised that I didnt want to know. I told my father as well but he already knew; I think he knows even more than hes letting on. Hes worried, I can tell. Billys in deep. Anyway, he said, remembering the train of conversation that had brought him to this point, thats families for you, or at least thats my family. Im stuck with them and theyre stuck with me. Bloods thicker than water, I suppose.
Does Andrew remember that night when we confided in each other, just after I broke Henrys heart? Ill never know, because were I to ask him, Im sure hed have the courtesy to pretend he had forgotten, unlike my mother who, to this day, casts Henry up to me. But it did mark a new stage in our friendship.
We never went to each others houses, and for a long time college and a few selected pubs and cafs in the city centre remained our common ground. I didnt even know exactly where he lived until one day, in third year, when I had been bringing lecture notes to a friend in Rathmines who was ill and was afraid of falling behind with her work. God only knows what use my lecture notes would have been to anyone. Looking back it seems that everyone I knew at university was studying hard except me. It was late on a Saturday afternoon in winter, a bitterly cold day. Already the sun was beginning to set, a hard red that stained the few clouds pink and made the clear sky radiant, when I saw Andrew walking towards me, with great clusters of supermarket shopping bags dangling from his hooked fingers. We fell into conversation but almost immediately he suggested, because he was laden and because it was too cold to stand talking for long, that we go to his house, which was quite near. He was sharing a flat with two other students, in a house of faded elegance. It had an imposing flight of steps and a fanlight over the door, but it also had four dustbins in the weedy front garden and a remarkable number of doorbells. With luck the others will be out, he said as he turned the key in the lock, but there was a bike in the hall and we could hear the television blaring in the front room, and voices and laughter from the kitchen at the end of the hall. He frowned in annoyance, gestured with his head towards the stairs, and said Go up to my room; its the one on the left. Well have peace to talk there.
His room faced west and was flooded with the livid pink light of the setting sun. It gave the place, indeed it gave the whole encounter that day, a curious atmosphere that makes the memory of it particular even now, some twenty years later. It was as though even as we were living it, it was already a little episode outside of time. I felt suddenly shy to be there and was glad he had told me to go upstairs first so that I could get used to being there in his room before he joined me. The room was exactly as I should have expected it to be, and every place where he has lived since then has had something of the same air to it, has been a place of scholarship and restrained aestheticism, the mirror of an ordered mind. Of course it has to be said that in other ways there is no compare, for his room then was the room of a student with very little money and his home now is the house of a rich and successful man.
I realise that a certain school of thought says that who we are is something we construct for ourselves. We build our self out of what we think we remember, what we believe to be true about our life; and the possessions we gather around us are supposedly a part of this, that we are, to some extent, what we own. I have always been, and still am, hugely resistant to these ideas, because, I think, they are so much at odds with the Catholic idea of the self with which I was raised. I still believe that there is something greater than all our delusions about ourselves, all our material bits and pieces, and that this is where the self resides. But if anyone can give me pause in this argument, its Andrew, the most patently and successfully self-constructed person I have ever met.
His room, on that winter afternoon so long ago, had a curious air of stillness because of the pink light. The high windows were uncurtained. The most evident piece of furniture was the desk which, like the desk he usually occupied in the college library, was stacked high with books about fine art. His precious fountain pen was there too in its wooden box. A drinking glass held other pens and pencils; there was an angled desk lamp with a cream shade. The single bed, with its dark red paisley spread, seemed to be masquerading as a couch by day. There were three chairs, one a battered but comfortable looking armchair, the others hard kitchen chairs, one of which was at the desk; the other had been pressed into service as a bedside table. A fire had been set with sticks and twisted newspapers in a small iron grate that I supposed was original to the house. There were coloured tiles showing stylised flowers along the sides of the fireplace, and a bale of turf briquettes stacked neatly alongside it. The whole room was neat and tidy, staggeringly so, when I thought of the way my brothers had kept their rooms, my benchmark then for the domestic arrangements of young men and not, I think, untypical. What made it more surprising still was that Andrew had not been expecting callers. I doubted that I could have brought my own abode to this degree of order even with a few days notice. Beside the wardrobe, a poor piece of workmanship, was a row of shoes, and looking at them I was struck by the strange pathos of someones possessions when the person themselves is absent.
I wandered around the room while I waited for him, examining the spines of the books in his little bookcase, then crossing to the desk where a textbook lay open. On facing pages were black-and-white photographs of the facades of two cathedrals, Chartres and Amiens, and I wondered how he made sense of them. I would have had nothing to say about those dense concentric arcs of stone carvings, all those thickly crowded angels and saints; it would have bored me even to think about it. With that, Andrew came into the room. I should have told you to light the fire. He set down the tray of coffee and biscuits he was carrying and knelt down, lit the paper. Quietly it took, then the fire-lighters concealed beneath the sticks caught and we both stared at the licking flames, as the wood crackled. You have no curtains, I remarked, and he looked up at the window as if he were only noticing this now. I took them down. Horrible Seventies things  sort of big brown swirls with orange blobs. Couldnt live with them and anyway, I like the light in the morning. Wardrobes rubbish too but what can you do?
As he spoke he started to build a small wigwam of briquettes over the flames, and then he stood up and switched on the desk lamp. The sky was growing darker, but because of the lamp and the flames of the firelight, the light in the room was still peculiar in a way I loved. I found myself wishing it could stay like that, in the foolish way I had wished for things when I was a child. For I wanted the night not to come, I wanted this peaceful stillness, illuminated so perfectly, to go on and on. I think I could understand then why he liked certain paintings so much, for that closed, perfected world that they offered. He asked if I wanted him to put on some music and I said no, I was happy with things as they were. We sat for a while in companionable silence, watching the flames of the fire. He lived on a quiet side street, and from time to time we could hear buses and cars rumble past on the main road out from the city.
He told me that he was going to a party that night. Any impression I may have given of a dour introvert is wholly inaccurate. Andrew was an aesthete but not an ascetic. He liked a party or a pint as much as many another; and he had his own circle of friends, people who happened not to be friends of mine. He also had an essay to write, and was planning to spend the Sunday working on it. I told him frankly that I didnt know how he endured his studies, but instead of becoming defensive or annoyed he seemed to relish the challenge of sharing his enthusiasm. Let me show you just how interesting it can be.
He selected a book from the pile on his desk and leafed through it, found the painting he required. It was an Annunciation, a simple image, deceptively simple I realised, as he talked me through it. He explained the iconography and the composition, how things were harmoniously arranged in a way of which the viewer was not immediately conscious, but which subtly made their effect nonetheless. He told me something of the biography of the painter, his place in the art of his time. In spite of myself I became fascinated, and I could see how much Andrew was enjoying himself too. Now that he is regularly on television, teaching people about art with the same easy brilliance, it pleases me to think that I was his first pupil. We drank the coffee and smoked, sat by the fire together for an hour and more. It was a happy afternoon, and when I was leaving I told him to have a good time at the party. I hope he did. Although neither of us knew it at the time he needed a little bulwark of pleasure in his life to set against what was about to befall him two days later.
I slept in for my nine-oclock lecture on Monday and was bumbling around the kitchen, still in my dressing gown, when the phone rang. As soon as Andrew spoke I knew by the sound of his voice that something was seriously wrong. He asked me if I had heard the news headlines that morning and I said that I had. That man, he said, the man who was shot, the body they found on the mountain  that was Billy.
Im ashamed to say that this murder had barely registered with me when Id heard it on the radio, for such events were a commonplace in Northern Ireland in the 1970s and 80s. One became numb to them and only became aware of the full creeping horror when, as now, there was a personal connection. Andrew told me that Billys name would be released later that day and that he was ringing his friends so that they wouldnt learn of it first through the media. He rightly scoffed at my suggestion that I might go to Belfast for the funeral. Two days later I saw a report of it on the television news. I glimpsed Andrew emerging from a tiny redbrick house, supporting his mother, with his head bowed. Billy had been murdered as part of a Loyalist paramilitary feud. He had been abducted on the Saturday night and shot, his body dumped on the mountains above the city, where it was found late on the Sunday night.
What shocked me most when Andrew returned to college the following week was not his sorrow but his anger. He was full of a rage he could just about keep under control and he brushed aside my condolences with a sardonic laugh. I wasnt hurt, for I understood how complex and poisoned his grief must be for his only brother who had also been his rival, his enemy; and whose murder had made his own situation within his family even more painful than it already was. He didnt speak of it, how could he? He became more absorbed in his studies than ever before.
 		   

All this came back to me as I sat in Mollys garden on the morning of her birthday over the ruins of breakfast; over the broken eggshell in its cheery little egg-cup, a thing such as a child might like, made of thick pottery with the name Molly painted on it in primary colours. The speckled light came down through the leaves of the trees and trembled on the table top. The morning was moving along but I wasnt moving with it. I would have been happy to sit there for at least another hour just thinking about the past, but I knew that if I let more time slip away, I would regret it later. I carried the breakfast tray into the house and started to tidy up. As I did the dishes I glanced from time to time out into the garden, at the raspberry canes and the shaded table, at that ridiculous fake cow. Being in the house was the next best thing to being with Molly herself. She loves her home with an extraordinary kind of psychic intensity, and her whole sense of self, her identity, is intimately bound up with it in a way I had thought only possible when a house had been in a family for generations. That sense of gratitude to the dead who had planted those trees, those roses, who had chosen those possessions, simple perhaps  the floral plates that have been in the back of the cupboard time out of mind, those plain white candlesticks  gratitude and a sense of obligation to the future: there is none of that here. All of this is Mollys choice and her creation, and she inhabits this space so fully that as I stood there with my hands in the hot suds I suddenly felt that she was there with me, even though I knew that this was impossible, that she was in New York. I sensed Mollys spiritual presence as completely as I had failed to sense Lucys physical presence in that London apartment all those years ago, so much so that I turned away from the sink and looked behind me.
There was nobody there, of course. There was only the kitchen table where Molly and I had sat together for so many hours over all the years we had known each other. It was at this table that she had first told me about her family. Her mother had been absent from her life since very early on, although she was vague and elusive as to why that should have been the case. She had one sibling, a younger brother named Fergus, who threw a great shadow over her life and was a constant source of worry. Fergus was helpless where she was capable, was a failure where she had succeeded. When she talked of these things her voice, that beautiful voice, changed and she spoke in a way I never heard her speak otherwise, neither privately nor on stage. It was as if she had a special register, a tone that she kept for this subject and for this alone. Oh Molly! I said once, for I was at a loss as to know how to respond to what I was hearing. Dont pity me, she replied and her tone was sharp. All I want is to be an actor and to have a home and Ive got both of those things. Ive got everything I want.
I rinsed the last plate and put it on the drainer, made myself more coffee in a china mug speckled with polka dots. The big clock at the head of the stairs bonged softly for nine-thirty. I carried the mug out of the kitchen, into the hall and through to the sitting room. It looked this morning like some kind of jewelled casket, like a box of treasures. Sunlight caught on copper and brass, was reflected in polished wood and in mirrors. All this glitter and brightness was offset by the rich dark colours of the kilims on the floor.
The whole room was crammed with books, both in open bookshelves built into the walls and in a free-standing antique bookcase with glass doors. This latter holds her most precious books, for Molly is a bibliophile as well as a reader. For many years now she has bought herself a book to celebrate and mark each role she has played. Inside each one is a small white card on which she has written the details of her part in the production which that book honours, the date and the name of the theatre. Some of them are editions of the plays concerned. The earliest ones, from when she was starting out and had very little money, are simply good hardback editions of favourite works; but the most recent ones are rare and valuable books, including signed copies and first editions, many with fine bindings. Some have stiff ridges on the spines, others are supple in soft leather, with the edges of the fine pages gilded. Many of the bindings are stamped in gold, with patterns of vines and little birds, flowers and acorns. She has a lot of Shakespeare on these shelves, the complete works several times over and many individual plays as well. There are also quite a few contemporary works, including many of my own plays, with written dedications to her from me. Looking at the spines of these books now brought back times we had worked together.
Molly has been something of a muse to me over the years. The best roles I have written for women have been created with Molly in mind. Our gifts complement each other in a way that is, I believe, rare. Often when I am writing for her I can hear her voice. Sometimes it is so clear it is as if she is speaking aloud, as if she were there in the room with me. It becomes an uncanny thing, almost occult. It gives me confidence and courage to know that I have such an instrument at my disposal. I would not be the writer I am without Molly. She can find the depth charge in the most apparently simple language. Once, when we were talking about Shakespeare, she remarked to me that the most seemingly simple and straightforward lines were the most potent, and also the most difficult for an actor to deliver. The richest and most complex language was the easiest.
 		 			The barge she sat in, like a burnishd throne
Burned on the water; the poop was beaten gold,
Purple the sails 

 		 	The poetry was already there, all one had to do was speak it. But:
 		 			To take is not to give.
What! In our house?
I am the sea.

 		 	To bring out the complex meaning, all the possibilities of words such as these, was the great challenge for an actor.
Just before she left for New York, she had opened the bookcase and showed me her latest acquisition, bought to mark her triumph at the start of that year in The Duchess of Malfi. As long as I have known her she has hungered after the role of the Duchess. I had never understood this and had told her so. I found the play absurd, Grand Guignol, too over the top to be taken seriously, with its poisoned, violent atmosphere. I had had the misfortune to see a bad production of it early in my career, and that, understandably, had put me off. At Mollys insistence I read the text, which struck me as frankly daft. Its a classic Jacobean tragedy. The Duchess of the title is a widow. She has two brothers, the Cardinal, whose evil is icy, and the mad Duke Ferdinand, who harbours incestuous feelings towards her. Against their wishes, she remarries, in secret. The brothers get wind of what has happened and all kinds of horrors follow on as a result: stranglings, murder by poisoned Bible, a parade of madmen, a severed hand.
Molly insisted that were I to see it performed in a good production, I would change my mind. She said it was one of those plays that are, yes, silly on the page, but can be transformed by the alchemy of the stage into something deeply affecting. She pointed out to me, as if I needed reminding, the difference between the text and what it might become. While Shakespeare or Chekhov might afford some of the most sublime theatre one might ever experience, they were also likely, Molly argued, to be behind some of the deadliest, most numbingly tedious performances imaginable. Her arguments were so persuasive that I read the text again. Slowly I began to see what she was getting at. There were things about the play that were curious and seemed contradictory. The overall effect was suffocating and overheated. It was complex and corrupt, shot through with the knowledge of pure evil. All the acts perpetrated in it were acts of darkness. And yet these effects were achieved, as Molly pointed out to me, through language of extraordinary clarity, simplicity and power. Look you, the stars shine still.
Over the years, this wish of hers to play the Duchess would be mentioned occasionally in interviews as the one particular thing that she still wanted to do, hoping, I suppose, that some director would read the interview and take the bait. As she moved into her mid-to-late thirties we both knew that time was running out. Like most female actors Molly is both cagey and touchy about her age, and with good reason. Knowing that she is unlikely to be cast below her real age, she takes care to not let it be known what age she is. When she was finally offered the role of the Duchess my happiness for her was tempered by the fear that as with so many things for which one longs for years, it would prove to be a disappointment.
The book she had shown me, and which I now lifted from the shelves to examine again more closely, had been commissioned from a bookbinder. It was the play itself bound in black velvet and red silk, with the title stamped in red metal foil on the spine. Molly herself had suggested the design, and had been thrilled with the final result, with this erotic, dangerous-looking little volume that I held in my hands. When she was showing me the books she had urged me not to be precious about them, had insisted that although they were rare and remarkable objects they were still books and were there to be read. Reading is one of the great pleasures, the great necessities of her life. Take them and read them, use them, enjoy them. Thats what theyre there for. 
Yes, Molly loves reading, more than anyone else I know, and she has plenty of time for it because her emotional life takes up no time at all. Im only really interested in casual relationships. Cream off the best of someone and then move on. Anything else is a waste of time. I was shocked when she said this to me not long after we first met, when I was still young and relatively inexperienced myself. It made me feel uneasy about my new friend, but I consoled myself by thinking that it was all bravado, she didnt really mean it. Time taught me that she did. In all the years Ive known her she has never been in a serious long-term relationship, nor with anyone about whom I felt she cared deeply. Given her charm, her status, her extraordinary gift, there is never any lack of men keen to be with Molly Fox. Although she helped me through the two major break-ups in my life, first with Ken and then with Louis, and did so with all the kindness and compassion one could wish for, I couldnt help wondering if, deep down, she thought me ridiculous for taking it all so much to heart.
Ken was an actor, and some years after Summer with Lucy I met him in the same way as I met Molly, when he was in a play Id written. This time there were roles for one woman, which had been written with Molly in mind, and two men. I was happy with the directors casting of Ken, whom I knew by reputation to be a serious actor, and who struck me as perfect for the part. Initially I was extremely resistant to the choice of the third actor, David McKenzie, but I let myself be persuaded by Ken and the director, both of whom had worked with him before.
If I dont remember the moment I met Molly, I certainly remember, with cinematic clarity, the moment I met David. He was sitting with his back to me and turned around as I came into the room. I thought Id never in my life seen so handsome a man. He held out his hand and he smiled at me, he said my name, and I knew for certain that Id never in my life seen so handsome a man. He was dark-haired, with perfectly regular features, but two things transformed these rather standard good looks into something exceptional. Firstly, he had green eyes, as close to the green of a cats eye as I have ever seen on a human being, but warm, unlike a cats, beguiling. The other thing was the sheer force of his personality.
One of the reasons I hadnt wanted to work with David was that I had read several interviews with him and they had put me off. They all insisted breathlessly how delightful and friendly, how kind and good-humoured, how nice he was; and of course I hadnt believed a word of it. He was an actor, for goodness sake; he could become whatever he wanted to be so as to appear favourably in the eyes of those around him. I suspected that under all the charm there was probably a cold and manipulative person. On meeting him myself, however, all of this was immediately forgotten. His was an energising presence, happy and uncomplicated, decent and warm. He was funny  not witty, wit was beyond him  but funny in the engaging, slightly silly way a small child can be funny. Above all he operated like a strange kind of mirror, so that you saw his many strengths and virtues reflected in yourself. By being attractive he made you feel attractive, by being sincere, sincere. Taken all together, the looks, the charisma and those green eyes, it was quite a package. Im neither ashamed nor embarrassed to admit that I was completely dazzled by him. He was at that time twenty-five, a few years younger than Molly and me, and had recently married a woman named Mel with whom hed gone to school. He was becoming much talked about as an actor; there was a sense that he was on the cusp of great things. It was an exceptionally good moment in his life.
He did have a name for not being the most intelligent man in the world, something he brought up himself on that first day and didnt deny. I hope youre not going to ask me about my theory of acting or anything, he said to me. I dont know how to talk about it, I just sort of do it. Why, that wasnt a problem at all, I told him; that made perfect sense: he just sort of did it. Once I was out of the force field of his allure, however, I did begin to worry, because intelligence is something I particularly appreciate in an actor. It comes through in performance, but its important in rehearsal too. If David failed to see what was required of him, would it be possible to explain to him? Would he understand?
Working with him, then, was a revelation. David was a deeply instinctive actor, more so than anyone I had known up to that point in my career or indeed in the years since then. He was a gift to any writer because, not having the wherewithal to question a text, he trusted it implicitly. He took a play at face value and went straight to the heart of it. His innate understanding of any given role more than made up for any lack of conscious knowledge and the inability to explain what he was about. It simply didnt matter. Its like footballing intelligence, Ken remarked to me one day as we watched Molly and David rehearsing a scene together. All that counts is that you can put the ball in the back of the net. Whether or not you can explain afterwards how you did it is neither here nor there.
Ah yes, Ken. I became very close to him very quickly, and we were a couple by the time the play went up. There was a kind of perfection about that period in our lives. We all brought out the best in each other, both professionally and personally. Molly and David hit it off particularly well in spite of their being so different. He had none of her emotional complexity, her depth; and she was happy to let his sunny good nature set the tone. It was an invigorating experience, that production, in spite of the play itself being so dark. Contrary to popular belief, the spirit abroad in the rehearsal room does not necessarily mirror the genre of the play in question. Working on a comedy can be a fractious, ill-tempered affair; and Molly claims she has never laughed so much as when she was rehearsing Phdre. We got great reviews and the run was extended. I never worked with David again after that, mores the pity.
I did work again with Ken, and thats a pity too, because it ruined what there was between us personally. We were together for a few years and I almost married him, but the more intimate we became the more professional rancour came between us. It was I who, like a fool, insisted that we work together once more. Ken knew that it was a mistake but I forced him into it. I couldnt see until it was too late that even given the circumstances of our initial meeting and it having been a good experience, it could never be like that again. Other people now saw us as a couple. To disagree with one was to risk upsetting both; and for Ken to disagree with me before other people was something I couldnt handle; I took it personally. All kinds of resentments and rivalries infested our life together and eventually brought our relationship to an end. And it was all my fault.
I stood there in the morning light with Mollys copy of The Duchess of Malfi in my hands. Why was I remembering all of this now? It was all so long ago, but it was still painful to think of it. As I replaced the book I noticed a volume of Chekhov short stories, and in spite of myself I lifted it out to look at it. Before I knew what had happened I was on a jetty in Yalta, then the clock on the stairs was sounding ten oclock and the untouched coffee was cold beside me in the polka-dot mug. In my defence I must say that this was most unlike me. Usually I am a most disciplined writer. When I am at home writing I dont stop when I hear the clatter of the letter box and the soft tumble of the post on the mat. I hear the click of the answering machine in the next room and I give little thought to who it might be. I do not procrastinate, I do not waste time. These mornings in Mollys house were exceptional in this way, and if I was going to do anything at all today I would have to start now. I left the cold coffee where it was and went upstairs.
 		   

I spent what was left of the morning working, that is to say, given that it was the early stages of a new project, that I spent the morning wool-gathering, staring out of the window into the back garden, reading over my notebooks, writing things down and then crossing them out again moments later; and all the time thinking about the man with the hare.
Some years earlier I had been on a tram in Munich when I noticed that a man standing near to me was holding in his arms what I at first took to be a large rabbit and then realised was a hare. The man, who was in his forties, was wearing a brown flecked jumper with a hole in the elbow and a ravelled cuff. He was unshaven and looked tired; I remember that the knuckles of his right hand were skinned raw. He was holding the hare cuddled to his chest as one might carry a baby, and it concealed most of the upper part of his body, for the creature was massive. Apart from its size, the thing that struck me most about it were its strange ears, folded along the length of its back, and the curious shape of its head. The skull looked as if it had been crushed, and had a big brown eye on either side. It made me think of tropical fishes, as flat as coins, and I wondered what its field of vision must be. Its fur was mottled and neutral, so that it blended in with the colour of the mans jumper. I could understand how in its natural habitat  in open bogland, for instance  it would be superbly camouflaged, even when it was moving. It carried to the heart of the city a sense of wild places, of exposed moorland where there was heather but no trees, where there were small dark reedy lakes swept by the wind and rain. It reminded me of home. The hare was completely still in the mans arms. At no point did it attempt to struggle or wriggle, and they were both still on the tram when I got out at Marienplatz.
I knew that the man and the hare were the trigger for the play that I was going to write. That is not to say that it would be about them. They would not appear in it, would in all likelihood not be described or even mentioned. But I knew that by going through them, by grasping imaginatively something about them, I would be able to get at what I needed to know and then I would be able to write the play.
This had been going on for several weeks now, and a kind of panic was beginning to settle on me. I tried not to think too much about the fact that this would be my twentieth play, for it gave me no comfort. Sitting at Mollys desk, there were times when I felt I had never before written a line in my life, and the idea of my producing a work that any professional company would wish to stage struck me as an absurdity. My past experience counted for nothing. This feeling was in itself a normal part of the process of writing: I knew this. I also knew that for the act of writing to become increasingly difficult rather than easier with each work was logical. It would have been easy to repeat things that had been successful, to slip into stale and formulaic writing. But I wanted every time to do something new, something that would surprise the public, something that would perhaps surprise even me. I wanted to do something of which I hadnt, until then, known I was capable. And this too was a normal part of the process. While it sometimes got me down, it was also usually what got me out of bed in the morning. It was a challenge, and I loved it.
No, there was a particular reason why getting to grips with my twentieth play was such a struggle and it was this: my nineteenth had been an unprecedented disaster.
Looking back on it now  something I still try to avoid  it appears to me as an accursed inversion, as a reflection in a dark mirror, of having my first play produced. Then I had found in Molly, the leading actor, a friend for life. In the director of my most recent work, I had made a mortal enemy who I felt was probably still poisoning my reputation about the place, even as I sat there, gazing down at the fake cow. I had written Summer with Lucy in a headlong rush of confidence, certain of what I was about. Nothing before or since had come so easily to me; at times it had been like taking dictation. My only problem had been to keep up with the flood of dialogue and incident that rushed through my mind, day after day.
Halfway through writing The Yellow Roses I fell ill. It was quite serious and lasted several months, leaving me drained and devitalised. When I was finally well enough to start work again, I found I had lost all interest in the play; but because of the time and effort I had already invested in it, and for want of another immediate project, I felt I had to at least try to crank up some enthusiasm and keep going. Although I was heartily sick of it by the time I finished it, it was, I still believe, a fine play, as good as anything Ive written, or I would never have delivered it for production. Indeed at that stage the signs were all positive, and I thought that my luck had turned. The text was well received by those who read it, and I was surprised and delighted when Stuart Ferguson said he wanted to direct it.
Stuart was the latest theatrical marvel. When barely out of college he directed a stunning Medea  I had seen it myself  that had made his name. He followed this with outstanding productions of The Cherry Orchard and Measure for Measure and then a successful film; and all this was accomplished well before his thirtieth birthday. My play was to be the first contemporary work he had tackled for the stage. Our initial meeting, over coffee in a central London hotel, was perfectly cordial, with much mutual admiration expressed. What I had seen of his work had greatly impressed me. He was clearly keen to direct the play, and what he said to me about it made me believe that he had grasped its central idea, that he understood it. But after we had shaken hands and I walked off through the wet grey streets of a London dusk, under all my relief at having found a gifted director for my new play there was, I knew, something unwanted and unpleasant, hard and dry as a pip: dislike. I didnt like Stuart and I suspected that he didnt much like me.
I have asked myself many times since that day why, so late in my professional life, did I make such a basic mistake as to go against my instincts, to ignore Dislike (ignoring, too, Dislikes sinister little brother, Distrust). My illness and the subsequent struggle to complete The Yellow Roses had unnerved me. I was rattled, worn out. I needed the energy and confidence, the charmed magic of success that I didnt feel in myself but that I believed Stuart could bring to the production. In this I was forgetting about my own considerable reputation which was, I suppose, why Stuart swallowed his own dislike of me and wanted to direct the play.
I found him false. His origins were not dissimilar to my own. We both came from modest farming backgrounds, in a remote boggy part of Tyrone, mountainous and wild, in my case; a croft in the Scottish highlands in his. Stuart held the world that had produced him in contempt. Apart from the accent, which hed decided to keep, hed made himself over completely. In itself, I wouldnt have had a problem with this. Andrew had done the same thing and Id found it admirable. The difference was that with Andrew I always felt that he had become something he needed to be, something that he was but that had been denied to him until he had the courage to accept it. Stuart was just a phoney.
For all that, agreement was reached, dates fixed, actors cast and contracts signed: Stuart and I were locked into working together. Molly thought that a certain degree of tension between us might be no bad thing. She told me that she had on occasion done good work with people she didnt much care for, whom shed found abrasive or hostile. Even if it was dark energy that was being generated it was still energy, and if it could be converted and channelled into the work it would make for a powerful production. Youre not going to live with this person, she pointed out. You dont have to be their friend. Her argument persuaded me, because I realised that I had experienced the opposite situation many years earlier, when a cast, director and technical people had been so fond of each other, such good mates and so uncritically admiring of each others efforts, that the end result had had all the edge and power of a school play.
And so we went into rehearsal. The Yellow Roses was about an Irish couple, Ellie and Lorcan, who had moved to London in their twenties, she a nurse, he a labourer, where they met and married. Now in retirement, Lorcan wants to go back to live in Connemara again, while Ellie insists she wants to stay in London. The conflict between them about this, together with the input from their doctor daughter and schoolteacher son, formed the substance of the play. It was a work that dealt with the nature of home, how it was often a state of mind as much as a place.
After I left my family to go to university, I never again lived in the north, but it has remained a constant in my life, a touchstone, the imaginative source of so much of my writing. Even this new play I was struggling now to write in Mollys house was connected with it: the hares world was also mine. I have always believed that I know who I am, no small thing in the shifting dream that is contemporary life. I put this down to my background, my identity as solid as the mountainside on which I grew up. With Stuart and the actors we talked in rehearsal about home, about returning. I said that the person in the play with whom I most closely identified was Lorcan. I told them that although I too had lived in London for most of my adult life my plan was that eventually I would live in Ireland again.
But you cant, Stuart said. You can never go back. Never  and when I gently protested against this, he became more vehement, scornful even. Our discussion quickly moved from being a valid exploration of something to help us in the production of the play to personal acrimony. I suppose I had known that going back was as much a wish as a plan, and writing the play had been a way for me to deal with it, to let myself down gently. I knew Stuart was probably right, and he knew that I knew, that was the worst thing. And anyway, why would you want to go back?
I do! I cried, petulant as a child. I just do! He laughed and turned away, changed the subject. Hed rattled me in front of the cast, got under my skin, and I realised then that this was how he operated.
In the following days and weeks he worked his way steadily through everyone involved in the production, systematically sowing conflict and dissent, setting people up and playing them off against each other. By instilling a sense of fear and insecurity in everyone, he wanted to get the upper hand. I could see how this tactic might work. Doubtless it had contributed to his rapid rise and early successes; but to deliberately create tension and unease in an enterprise as fragile as a theatre production is a high-risk strategy, and on The Yellow Roses his luck ran out. We all eventually realised that he was an arch manipulator, but by then the damage had been done.
I remember watching him the night before the first preview as he berated the young actor who was playing the daughter. Had this happened early in rehearsal I would have got involved myself and tried to get him to back off. Now I realised that this was exactly what he wanted and that I would most likely have ended up arguing with the actor while Stuart withdrew, amused and in control. I kept my own counsel and studied him from the far side of the room. His accent, the expensive casual clothes he wore, the small leather-bound books in which he made notes while he worked and the black fountain pen with which he made them: all of this I held in disdain. What was he running away from? I asked myself. And what did he think he was running towards? I loathed social ambition as much as I approved of artistic ambition, of making the work as good as it could possibly be; and Stuart was a shameless social climber, always dropping names, always sucking up to the famous and powerful.
By the time the first night came, I thought that if Summer with Lucy had been the glorious start to my career then The Yellow Roses might well mark its ignominious end. I couldnt help hoping for a miracle, of the kind that does sometimes happen in the theatre. Was it possible that all the ill-will generated, all the bad feeling rife in the company, might by some strange means be converted into that good energy of which Molly had spoken, that it might transform and electrify the production?
No. There was to be no miracle. The first night did not go well and we all got mauled in the press the following day, every last one of us: the cast, the set designer, the wardrobe people, the musicians; but the most scathing and dismissive responses were aimed at the writer and the director. I read the reviews the following morning with that strange, flesh-crawling sensation, that sudden brief flush of a chill, nauseous feeling that goes with being on the receiving end of a bad press. This tedious play  lacklustre production  yellow roses that have faded and lost their bloom  banality  inept  truly dreadful  It was like being mugged. By some weird means the critics divined the bad feeling between Stuart and myself and cranked it up. Theres no knowing what possessed Stuart Ferguson to make his contemporary directing debut with this lazy play, from a writer whose best work is long past. Lazy? Christ Almighty! Now I was ready to mug the mugger. I pushed the newspapers away from me and with that the phone rang.
You must be bitterly disappointed. It was Molly. That marvellous voice was charged with all the power that those two words were capable of carrying, the bitterness, the disappointment, and yet to hear it made me feel better, as if she was able to articulate for me the pain that I could only feel. Yes, Molly, I said, I am.
Perhaps the most unfortunate thing of all was that my ignominy coincided exactly with her greatest triumph. She had opened in The Duchess of Malfi a fortnight earlier, and already it was being called a performance that would define the role for a generation. If my play had also been a success, how we would have celebrated together! If I had been as I was now, quietly engaged in writing a new work, I would have been energised and fired up by her success. Instead, we both had to face at the end of that week a newspaper column giving an overview of current theatrical offerings:
 			Dont Miss: Molly Fox is a magisterial Duchess of
Malfi. 
Dont Bother: The Yellow Roses: Tedious and turgid.

 		 	I realised immediately that this would be every bit as painful and unpleasant for Molly as it was for me. It gave, and then it took away. Our friendship and our close artistic collaboration on many of my plays were common knowledge. It was as if she was being used to humiliate me. Even Molly has had bad notices in her day, and if a performance of hers had been rubbished in the same breath as my work was being praised, it would have killed off any pleasure I might have felt; it would have enraged me. But I couldnt find the words to say all this to Molly.
All this had happened at the start of the year, and now it was midsummer. Now I was sitting in a spare bedroom in Mollys house, gazing down into her garden and trying to write a new play. Now I was beginning to realise how severely damaged my confidence had been by all of this. As I sat at the desk, struggling with the idea of the man and the hare, I couldnt help wondering if I was unconsciously trying to close down my own imagination, so that I wouldnt be able to write another play, and as a result would never have to go through such a grisly experience again. My computer screen had gone black yet again, as coloured geometric shapes morphed languidly across it. I moved the mouse just for the sake of it, to cancel the screen saver and bring up what little text was there, to give myself the illusion of actually doing something. As one does in such circumstances I tried to find an excuse, and decided it was to do with the room in which I was working.
It had been Mollys idea that I sleep in her bed and set up my computer in the de facto spare room. There were white gauze curtains figured with daisies. When I stayed with her in winter, Molly always lit a fire for me in the tiny fireplace. The bed had a pink quilt and was piled with small lacy pillows. There was the desk and chair at which I was working and a comfortable chintzy armchair. It was soft and bright and restful.
Once, many years ago, not long after I first met Molly and a short while after shed bought the house, I came at her invitation to spend a day with her. When she met me at the door she looked thoughtful and concerned. Fergus, my brother, is staying here with me, she said. Hes had a kind of breakdown. She didnt elaborate and I didnt pursue the matter. I had never met Fergus. He was closed away in the spare room and he didnt appear at all for the duration of my visit, but there wasnt a moment throughout that day that we werent aware of him.
Sometimes, on stage, not showing something can be more powerful than showing it. The idea that murder or torture is taking place behind a closed door is more disturbing than watching actors grapple with each other, ineffectually mimicking horrors. And so it was that day in Mollys house. She went up a few times to see Fergus; I could hear soft voices and then the sound of the solid bedroom door closing behind her before she reappeared, looking worried and upset, but she said nothing about him and I knew better than to ask. At one point I went upstairs to the bathroom and from behind the shut door of the spare room I could hear the sound of someone crying, although to say that doesnt begin to do justice to it. It was the most heartbreaking sound I think Ive ever heard, such suffering there was in it, such terrible abandonment and grief.
Thereafter, I always associated the spare room with Fergus, and I didnt like it. It was as if his sorrow was so intense it had infiltrated the curtains and the carpets, the very walls, and could never be eradicated. No matter how softly pretty its furnishings it had for me always an air of melancholy; I even fancied it was always a couple of degrees cooler than the other rooms in the house at any given time. This was nonsense, of course, as was the image that I conceived of Fergus. I could never forget that terrible weeping I had heard, and he became in my mind some kind of monster of grief, the embodiment of human misery. Unhappy. That was as much as Molly would say about him for a long time. Poor Fergus, hes so unhappy. She was vague about what was actually wrong with him, vaguer still about the cause of it. But one thing soon became apparent to me: Fergus was the most important person in her life. She had a deep, almost fierce attachment to him that has, if anything, grown stronger with the passing of time.
The passing of time  the clock at the head of the stairs chimed for noon. My computer screen had gone dark again, and with a mixture of resignation and relief I decided to give up for the day.
 		   

There were a few things I needed to buy before lunch  milk, bread, the newspapers  but Id have gone out anyway, just to get away from the house, to distance myself from the dead end that had been the mornings work. I felt better as soon as the door closed behind me, and I stood there on the step for a moment, taking consolation from the glory of Mollys garden, its roses, its dog-daisies. The bright fresh morning had developed into a seriously hot day. As I closed the garden gate behind me, I thought of Andrew. A hot day in the city always made me think of his last days in Dublin, now so many years ago, when there had been weather such as this.
Andrew graduated from Trinity with a first-class honours degree, with prizes and a scholarship, in the same summer that I received the 2:2 that was far more than I deserved. Almost immediately he took himself off to England, to begin a PhD on Mantegna, at Cambridge. At that time I was living in a little redbrick terraced house in Dublin that was a smaller, more dowdy version of Mollys current home, and he stayed there with me just before he left Ireland. The two friends with whom I was sharing were both away for the week, and in the casual manner in which we then lived, I gave him his choice of the other girls rooms for the two nights that he would be there. He arrived down from Belfast where he had been staying with his family, and I cautiously asked how things had been.
We sat there last night, he answered and I was trawling my brain for something to say to them, to ask them, and I couldnt think of a thing. There was nothing there. And I thought  who are these people? What am I doing here? I felt like a stranger whod wandered in off the street and theyd decided to humour him and let him stay instead of throwing him out. And then when I was leaving this afternoon my Da came over all portentous, which was weird; I hadnt expected that. He said to me, Try to make something of yourself, for Billys sake. I thought, Whats Billy got to do with it? Billy was never going to amount to anything; his life had been ruined when he was still a kid. He was always going to end up in jail or dead. I thought, Im out of here, its over.
And were your parents not pleased about your results?
My Da doesnt understand what it means, still doesnt know what Im about. As for Ma, I just dont think shes ever really been interested in me. Billy was always the one she wanted, even when we were very small. He was always the joker, the funny one. I was too serious and dull, sitting with my nose in a book, while hed be doing silly things and making her laugh. Because I knew she preferred him by far, that made me surly and then there was even less to like. I think she cant forgive me for not being Billy, or rather, she cant forgive me for being alive, and Billy being dead. Hes still the one she wants, not me. When the train was going through Drogheda I looked down at the river, the timber yards, and I thought  if I never went back, never phoned, never wrote, would she care? Would she even notice?
You know she would, I protested, to which Andrew gave a sardonic laugh. As at the time of Billys death, I was struck by how he was more angry than grieved by the situation. Even that anger had dwindled with the passing of time; what he showed now was something closer to impatience and irritation.
All of this blighted the rest of that evening; but we didnt let it spoil the following day. The hot weather that tormented us all through our finals had, against our expectations, lingered on into the holidays, and Andrews last day was glorious, perfect, a day such as today. We rose late and had breakfast in the overgrown, daisy-studded back garden, lingered until noon over peaches and orange juice and a few flabby croissants from the shop around the corner. It was unusual for Andrew not to have an exam for which to prepare, a seminar paper or an essay to write; and he was the better for it. The incredible pressure under which hed put himself for the past four years had made him habitually edgy and tense, and it was good to see him begin to relax. Because his results had been so outstanding, he wouldnt have to prove himself to anybody when he went to Cambridge, he told me, Least of all to myself. He was looking forward to being there and was excited about his new area of study.
I think one of the reasons I always look back on that day with such fondness is that it was a day lived between two lives, and therefore it managed to slip through the constraints of time itself. We were young, we were confident, we were hugely, even arrogantly, ambitious. Andrew was going to become an internationally acclaimed art historian, I was going to be a renowned playwright, and that we later succeeded in all of this only makes the memory of that day and its simple pleasures all the sweeter.
In the afternoon we went swimming at Seapoint. In honour of the fine weather my housemates and I had clubbed together to buy a barbecue. Andrew thought this was hilariously at odds with the lax and slipshod fashion in which we generally ran our shabby home, but that evening I badgered him into helping me light it. He seemed willing enough, and we incinerated a few chops and sausages, ate them with salad and bread and cheap red wine; then sat outside drinking and talking and laughing until long after a radiant summer darkness had fallen over the city.
He left for England early the following morning, and I never saw him again. That is to say, the Andrew whom I met in a Victorian pub in London at the end of that year wasnt the Andrew whom I had known at college. He had disappeared, taking with him his trainers, his rank jumpers and his sports bag full of books; and in his place was the dandified scholar who has been my friend ever since. Certainly there would be further fine tuning of the image over the years  the clothes would become more elegant and well-cut, the attention to detail would become total  but broadly speaking, the whole persona was already in place.
Its great to see you again. What would you like to drink? The Belfast accent had gone, and the pace and modulation of his voice had also changed. I watched him as he went up to the bar to order. He struck me as nervous, as well he might be, for he knew me to be both tactless and capable of cruelty. Christ, what happened to you? Carefully carrying two glasses, he made his way back through the crowds of drinkers to where I was sitting beneath an etched window of frosted glass, wines & spirits. Ive never seen you looking so well. England obviously suits you.
Thanks, he replied. It does. He relaxed a bit and started to tell me about how much he was enjoying his new life; that he had been down to Hampton Court recently to examine the Triumphs of Caesar, and was planning a trip to Italy. I had no sense of him pretending to be something he wasnt. There was nothing fake about him, nothing false. It was instead as if he was at last becoming himself, becoming the kind of person he needed to be, the person he really was. It was the tense, prickly man Id known at college who had been the fake. Id always been aware that he hadnt enjoyed his time as an undergraduate. How could he have done so? He hadnt been studying so much as trying to save his own life, and to expect him to be having a good time would have been as strange and heartless as calling out to a drowning man as he struggled to the shore, asking him if he was enjoying the swim.
In remembering all of this I had made my way to the shop, through the labyrinth of little streets of redbrick houses. Some of these houses, like Mollys, were well maintained, but others were dowdy and neglected, with net curtains drooping at dusty windows and front gardens strewn with rubbish. The shop itself was dispiriting too, like all convenience stores, as if one had to be punished simply for being there, for not being well enough organised to have got ones shopping elsewhere in the first place. Battered and fried things being kept warm under glass, tinned pies  how far gone did you have to be to eat a tinned pie?  exhausted fruit and a cart-load of lurid magazines. Molly has never been recognised here, not once, she told me proudly. She was just another local who had run out of coffee, sloping in mid-morning in a grey marl tracksuit and no make-up. I walked to the back of the shop. The milk was kept there, no doubt in the hope that customers might be tempted by something they saw on the way to the chill cabinet, a tin of strawberries, perhaps, or even one of those pies. I chose a loaf, then two newspapers from the stacks on the floor, paid at the till and left.
As I walked back I remembered again that I had had a wonderful dream just before waking that morning, but still I couldnt recall what it had been about. Only the atmosphere of it remained. The house itself seemed unnaturally dark after the brightness of the day, and was pleasantly cool. I dropped my shopping on the kitchen table. Lunch would be simple: bread, ham, fruit, coffee; I couldnt be bothered to prepare anything more elaborate. The table was a solid affair, large, rectangular, the wood scrubbed almost white.
The first time she raised the subject of birthdays, wed been sitting here. Id known Molly for about a couple of years by then. The subject must never have come up before, or if it did, she must have skilfully dismissed it, with so little ceremony that it didnt register with me. I saw her do this later with other people when I knew the significance of the subject to her, and although I was sympathetic  hugely sympathetic  to her position, I always found it slightly chilling to see the ease with which she could manipulate the direction of a conversation. Birthday? What do you want to know about my birthday for? Birthdays are for little children. Is it jelly youre after? Jelly and cake? Oh that reminds me, tell me now before I forget  And a new subject would be introduced; there would be no getting back to birthdays. There was nothing dishonest in it, yet still it felt like watching someone tell lies.
I was staying with her at the time. Wed been out, to dinner or to the cinema, I cant recall which, but when we came back it wasnt very late, probably no more than ten-thirty. There was an open bottle of red wine on the kitchen table. She offered me a glass and for the next hour or so we sat there talking and drinking. We were contented and relaxed and were still sitting there when the grandfather clock began to strike midnight. A silence fell over us. Inwardly I counted the chimes and after the last one I said, Todays the summer solstice. The longest day of the year, to which Molly replied, Its my birthday today.
Happy birthday, I said, and she gave a dry ironic laugh. Thanks.
Any plans for the day?
No.
When youre in a hole, keep digging. Why dont you celebrate? I mustnt have known her as well as I thought; now I would never be so foolish as to do such a thing. Now I know that Molly will never talk about anything significant at a time and a place where there is leisure and peace. Her most intimate and significant confidences will always be communicated in an off-the-cuff way, thrown over her shoulder as she goes out the door, as she jumps into a taxi. She didnt bridle or become annoyed at my question, but she didnt answer me either. I didnt break the silence that followed, and it became a long silence. I left it to her to take control of the conversation and change the subject, as I was sure she would.
She drank from her glass and then she said, I remember when I was about twelve. We lived in Lucan then. It was a difficult time. Fergus was more trouble than a bag of monkeys; my poor father was at his wits end with him. Fainting fits, sleepwalking; hed be poleaxed by pains that never seemed to have any real cause. So gentle he was too, though, Fergus, so sweet-natured. She moved the foot of her glass across the table. By now it was almost as if she was talking to herself. I was always far more streetwise; I was a tough little madam. I looked after him; I fought his corner. And then when I hit puberty I fell apart too, but in a completely different way.
I felt destroyed. It was as if Id lost my soul. Up until then Id been pretty well behaved, but practically overnight I became a delinquent. I started going about with this bunch of wild kids that I didnt even like. Id cut class and take the bus into Dublin, go shoplifting. I stole things to order for my new friends. The things I stole for myself, sweets, make-up, little bits of jewellery, most of the time I didnt even want them, Id end up throwing them away. I started drinking, I stayed out half the night, and when I was at home it was war. And through all of this, there was a voice, screaming and screaming inside my head. Who am I? Who am I? I thought I was going mad. Perhaps I was; Id certainly lost my reason. All the bad behaviour was a way to try to drown out this terrible scream, Who am I? But nothing worked.
And then the miracle happened. On one of the rare days that I did show up at school, they took us out to the theatre, to see Hamlet. I think it must have been a good production even though I had no point of comparison. They caught Hamlets youth, that ironic anger he has, his rage against his mother. Sneering when he wasnt in despair: that was me too. Id never before seen anything so real. All of my life, and the past year in particular, was like a dream, and what I was watching on the stage, that was reality, that was the truth. In the interval I put my hand in my pocket and found a lipstick Id stolen the day before. I remember staring at it, this little gilded cylinder. It was a thing from another life, the life that ended when I walked into the theatre. And as I watched the play through to the end I gradually came to realise something: So thats who I am: Im an actor. This is a crucial distinction  it wasnt that I wanted to be an actor, I knew that I was one already. And it wasnt that I wanted to pretend to be other people either. All I ever wanted was to be myself. Who am I? Who am I? I never again heard that voice screaming in my head. I now knew exactly who I was. I was an actor. As soon as I was old enough I would go on stage and I would become other people. That was how I would spend the rest of my life.
Perhaps unwittingly, she had just explained to me something important about her gift. Many actors spend years doing exactly what Molly had dismissed: they pretend to be other people. They select voices and movements that might plausibly suit a particular character, and they assume these voices and movements in the same way as they might put on a costume, a wig or a cardboard crown. It isnt convincing. Molly had understood this from the start. There was always something unmediated and supremely natural about her acting, it was the thing itself. Becoming, not pretending. It was a showing forth of her own soul, something about which she had always been fearless.
So thats my life, she said, and she turned and gave me a look, just as she spoke, which it wasnt, of course, it wasnt her whole life. What she had said begged more questions than it answered. But such a look! In it was all the pain of which she had spoken but which her voice had withheld, for she had spoken to me in neutral tones. There was anger, there was fear, bewilderment, and a passionate desire, a rage for love that could never be fulfilled. It was all there, a whole magma of dark emotion that could have destroyed her but which she had controlled and made central to her art. But still I didnt know what had caused this suffering, where it all came from. It would be quite some time before I found out. Molly looked away and the moment was gone.
Lets finish this bottle out, and then Ill open another. She topped up our glasses.
This is enough for me, I said, Im fine.
Well Im not. She selected a new bottle from a small rack on the worktop and deftly removed the cork. The kitchen was dim, low-lit, and now she was alert as a cat, silent and tense. She emptied her glass and poured more wine. We couldnt find our way back into the conversation after what had passed between us, and eventually she suggested that I go up to bed if I wished. I left her there, for I sensed that she wanted to be alone. I lay awake for hours, and the clock had struck three before I heard the sound of her bedroom door closing.
I took my lunch and the newspapers out to the back garden, where I was joined by a neighbours cat, a neat, greedy, ill-mannered creature that stuck its face in the milk jug and tried to get at the ham, until I had to move the tray well out of its reach. I read the colour supplement because it was easier to manage than the broadsheet; and in the list of contents I noticed a familiar name.
 		 			Berry Nice: making the most of the fruits of summer. 
Page 4 
Reasons to be Cheerful: Andrew Forde. Page 8 
Land of the Rising Temper: Colin Smith loses his cool in Japan. Page 10

 		 	Reasons to be Cheerful is one of those features in which people with a new book, film, play or suchlike to promote do so by discussing the contents of their fridge or their handbag, showing off the finest room in their house or, as here, sharing with the public a list of things that make them happy. Most of the double spread on pages eight and nine was taken up with a striking photograph of Andrew, the text occupying a rather narrow column on the left-hand side. Several of his choices I could have second-guessed. Correggio, for example, at number two: Quite simply my favourite painter; or Chartres Cathedral at number seven. Several were as bland and anodyne as the concept of the piece implicitly required: Dark chocolate, at least 70 per cent cocoa and Valhronafor choice; but some were surprisingly robust: Atheism. I detest religion. It has done untold harm and nothing would give me greater cause for celebration than if it were to die out completely. There was no mention of his son, Anthony, which told me he was taking the whole thing in the spirit I would have expected  some things are too deep, too private to be referred to in so light a context. But listed there at number nine, between Venice and Beethovens Grosse Fuge, was The incomparable Molly Fox, our finest actress, bar none. I wondered how she might react to this, whether the faux pas of the noun would cancel out the splendour of the adjective. At the bottom of the page was printed in italics: Andrew Fordes new book, Remember Me: The Art of the Memorial is published by Phaidon, price 30.00. The four-part documentary of the same name continues on Channel Four this evening at 8 p.m.
The photograph had been taken in a room with the air of a gentlemans club. Andrew sat in a deep leather armchair, and on the wall behind him hung a gilt-framed painting of a winter landscape. He was wearing a pale blue shirt, open at the neck, and a dark blue jacket. Although he was sitting in a slightly unnatural pose, with all his fingers balanced delicately against each other at the tips, he looked relaxed and at ease, as he always does in any context connected with his work.
I think that Molly very much regrets that she didnt know Andrew before his great transformation. They didnt meet until about eight years ago, which was already about ten years after Andrew and I had left college. There were many logical and valid reasons as to why this should have been. During those first ten years when we were all in our twenties and busy consolidating our careers and our lives in general, there were long stretches when I saw little of either of them myself. Work commitments and other relationships, friends and family, kept us occupied and apart. When Andrew got married I didnt much care for his wife, Nicole, nor she for me, and we perhaps saw less of each other because of that.
But I would be lying if I didnt admit that the main reason they never met was that I deliberately kept them apart for years on end, and for the best possible reason  I thought they wouldnt like each other. Andrew knew and admired Molly as an actor and had even begun to pester me a bit about her. When are you going to introduce me to that amazing friend of yours? I knew that this was exactly the wrong approach to take with her. One of the strange anomalies of Molly is that she has never, I think, successfully developed a public persona in which to conceal and protect herself in society; another harder, somewhat untrue personality that can be passed off as the real thing. She always was, and remains, painfully shy. Quite frankly, I feared that Andrew would find her a disappointment, mousy and introverted, dull even, so unlike the magisterial presence he knew from the stage. I had seen this happen before, and Molly did nothing to prevent it. In social situations she might well be deliberately taciturn and sullen. And if I thought Andrew might not get along with Molly, I was completely certain that she would dislike him. She is a merciless student of human nature, and while she finds her greatest truth in life through the artifice that is her gift, I thought that in the artifice that was Andrew she would find nothing but pure surface, and despise him.
My own birthday is around the end of the year, and eight years ago I decided to throw a combined Christmas and birthday party at my home in London. By this time Molly, like half the country, had become familiar with Andrew through his career as a television art critic, and she had begun to ask to meet him, as he asked to meet her. It seemed the best idea to invite them both to the party. If they got on together, well and good; if not, there would be enough people there for them to simply withdraw and talk to someone else. I had little time to speak to either of them that evening. As the giver of the party, I was too busy making sure that everyone had something to eat and drink, that no one was excluded or ill at ease. I did notice that Molly and Andrew were talking, but not monopolising each other. When I spoke to them in the following days I was slightly surprised by their reactions. I got the impression that Andrew had found her slightly intimidating, a reaction she rarely elicits, and while she had clearly enjoyed his company, what interested her most about him was precisely that change in him that I had spoken about and which she had not witnessed for herself.
Hes a study. That accent! Where did that come from, those vowel combinations? Ive never heard the like of it. And did you notice his cufflinks? Little bars of lapiz lazuli. Yes, I had noticed the cufflinks. Molly is not the only one whose profession has sharpened her eye for detail, but I was surprised at how much she picked up on the speech, because Andrews accent is most convincing. What on earth was he like when you knew him first? She was very curious about this, and quizzed me about exactly how he had changed. At the time I put this down to the actors interest in the transformation of the self. Now Im not so sure. I think she found my answers unsatisfactory, and I grew to resent having to try to explain it. In some ways he had changed completely, in others not at all. The way he looked, the way he dressed and spoke, yes, all that had changed comprehensively. In another man these changes might have made him seem effete and affected, but in Andrew they simply seemed right. There was a robust quality to both his mind and his personality that remained constant, that complemented his new manners and suited them perfectly. His essential self, in as far as I could understand it, hadnt changed at all.
But Molly couldnt get it. So its purely a surface thing then?
No. He was angry when I knew him first and thats gone. Hes much less sardonic. Hes become the person he needed to be, and hes been able to relax into that.
Have you slept with him?
Molly! What a question!
I take it thats a Yes? she said coolly.
Its a No. Its an Absolutely not.
I could hardly believe her cheek. Although we were close we were both quite reserved with each other. I think a certain kind of mutual respect was one of the reasons as to why our friendship was so strong. Of course we confided in each other about many things, but we never fished for information, never followed up casual signals or leads. If there was something one of us wanted to share with the other, she would tell it in her own time. I knew that she might sometimes ask someone a staggeringly frank and direct question, but she always did it as a tactic, as a way of wrong-footing the other person, distracting them when they were perhaps getting too close to something that she didnt want to reveal. It was a way of throwing people off balance. She had never before done it to me.
Obviously our friendship would survive such a thing; her friendship with Andrew was another story. If it had been down to me they would never have met again, a rather small-minded, even spiteful reaction I admit. I would certainly never have brought them into each others company; but some months after their first meeting at my house, they bumped into each other by chance. It was late at night in the centre of London. Andrew was on his way home from a concert, and Molly had just left the theatre where she had been performing. They went off together for a drink, Andrew told me, and sat talking for hours. It was on that night, rather than at my party, that their friendship had really begun.
It was something of a relief to me to learn all this. I had realised by then that Id over-reacted to Mollys remark, and that if she and Andrew got on well together then for all three of us to be friends made perfect sense. Together we were more than the sum of our parts. They were my oldest, my closest friends, and what developed between us was an enrichment of what was already there, what I already had with each of them separately. And it gave me pleasure to watch these two people, who I knew so well and of whom I was so fond, gradually get to know each other. It gave me pleasure to watch the friendship of my two best friends grow and develop.
On occasion Molly would ask me leading questions about him, but I wouldnt be drawn; I didnt feel it was appropriate. It was up to Andrew himself to tell her about his life and in due course he did: about how he had met his wife Nicole while they were both postgraduate students in Cambridge. They had married as soon as their studies were completed and moved to London, where she took up a job with an auction house and he began working at the Courtauld Institute. Their son Tony was born four years later, and by the time he was five the marriage was over. Molly was made aware of these bald facts but was left to divine for herself their true emotional weight and significance. You have to think of Oscar and Bosie to envisage the degree of amour fou of which Andrew is capable. How could I not love him? He ruined my life. Does Molly know even yet, I wonder, that Andrews loves have about them the quality of obsession? I remember this from the time we were at university together and he fell for a classmate, who was also a friend of mine, with such a degree of passion and intensity that I, callow girl that I then was, couldnt quite comprehend it.
Her name was Marian Dunne. She was a vets daughter from County Kildare and she was studying History of Art and French. Theres Andrew Forde. He asked me to go to Trinity Ball, she said to me one afternoon as he sloped past at a distance, unaware that we were watching him. Just imagine!
Hes a really decent guy, I said, and she agreed, with mild regret. She was gentle in manner, pretty, with long fair hair that she wore swept up into a complicated arrangement, secured with lacquered clips. Marian was decent too. She was sensible to the good heart concealed beneath the rancid jumper, but couldnt quite bring herself to get beyond the fact of the jumper. Suddenly even I could see that Andrew as he then was, scruffy, broke and blunt of manner, hadnt a hope. This made me say, perversely, You should go to the ball with him. Marian didnt reply. We watched him walk out of our line of vision and then she sighed. Its a pity, she said, and it was.
But it was only when she started going out with a fourth-year medical student and it developed into a steady relationship that I began to understand how deeply affected Andrew was. Rejection only made the attachment stronger. I realised that the impossibility of connection was a driving force behind his desire. This made me lose patience with him. He wanted Marian precisely because he couldnt have her; and it was aspirational too, I thought: he was the snob in wanting her, not she in turning him down. I put it down to too much time spent on art, too much time spent gazing at paintings of saints and goddesses, perfected, unattainable, impossible women. I took to creeping up to him at his library desk and whispering in his ear, You should get out more. He never spoke to me about his feelings, but I was aware of them all the same, as on the day when I finally had to tell him, Marians going to an engagement party tonight.
Whose? he said.
Her own.
Oh, he said, and it was a small cry, but full of pain, as if hed been burnt or stung.
With Nicole it was different. Perhaps because his love was reciprocated, or because his own life had changed by then, he had the confidence to declare himself freely. I just adore her, he said, the first time he told me about Nicole. Not long before they left Cambridge for London I visited them at the house they shared, where already the rooms were full of tea chests and packing cases. Nicole was a silent, smiling woman. The big room was flooded in light, and she sat on a broad windowsill, at a slight distance from us. Andrew was in high good humour about the move. Weve been really fortunate, someone we know here owns a flat in Highgate thats just fallen vacant, so well be renting that in the first instance. Its a beautiful place, isnt it? Nicole smiled and nodded. She was dressed in cream; she looked cool in spite of the heat of the day. You could spend a lifetime, I thought, looking at that lovely face and wondering at the nuances of its speechless expression: affection, condescension, contempt. Nicole was like a force of nature, like a cosmic void into which energy vanished. I saw that she could absorb anger as easily as adoration and still keep smiling calmly. She said nothing against me, was in no way hostile, and yet I realised as I walked away from the house afterwards that not since my final afternoon in Lucys employ had I felt myself to be so comprehensively dismissed. And in spite of all this I believed that Andrew could be happy with her, because, as Molly says, we all do get what we really want in life. We make a point of it, although sometimes we choose not to own it. Andrew wanted to be the adorer, not the adored; in any relationship he wanted to worship. Sometimes what we want is not in our own best interests. Sometimes we hunger for our own destruction. How could I not love him? He ruined my life.
By now the cat that had been trying to pilfer my lunch was sitting on top of the fibreglass cow. It looked funny, as they were both black and white but one was so tiny and active, the other immense and inert. The cat was sitting on the cows head. It patted the point of one of the cows horns with its paw, as though testing for sharpness. Then it turned around with amazing dexterity and walked away. It sat down on the cows wide back and gazed up at the sun. With slow deliberation the cat began to wash its face.
I looked again at the photograph in the magazine, at the dim splendour of the room, at Andrews face. Was I disappointed that he hadnt been able to find a place for me in his list, that he hadnt called me incomparable, our finest playwright bar none? Perhaps. I thought that maybe he put me in the same category as his son Tony; that our relationship was too special to be vulgarised in this way. I have known Andrew for longer than anyone else in his life, of that Im certain. By the time he and Molly met they were both successful and established, theres no comparison. I remembered that last day Andrew and I spent in Dublin, now more than twenty years ago, the light on the sea, how the blue night fell.
I put the magazine aside and took up the newspaper. There was a surprise there too, as I leafed through it. Tucked in under the obituaries was a small column devoted to recording the birthdays of famous people that fell on that day. There, in amongst the high court judges and the cricketers, the senior civil servants and the celebrity chefs, was Molly Fox, actress, 40.
Molly would go wild when she found out about this. It was just as well she was out of the country. How had this come about? And was it even true? Was she really forty today? Strange as it may seem, I didnt know. I thought she would have turned forty two years earlier. I would pass that particular milestone myself at the end of this year, and I had always been under the impression that she was a couple of years older than me.
There were two reasons as to why I wasnt sure. Firstly, there was her general distaste for birthdays. Because of what had happened in the past she never celebrated on this day. I knew better than to offer presents or a cake, it would only have annoyed her. I remember one year being with her on the twenty-first of June as she opened her post, and in amongst the bills and circulars was a card. Whether it was from a close friend or a theatre-goer I have no idea, but she glanced at its gaudy motif of candles and balloons, rolled her eyes in exasperation, and then threw the card in the bin without further comment. That was Mollys attitude to her birthday.
Her attitude to her age was more typical. Like a great many women actors she was deliberately vague about how old she was for a good reason: she was afraid of being passed over for roles. If people know youre thirty they wont cast you as a twenty-five-year-old no matter how young you look, she had remarked to me once. The much older actor who had played the mother in TheYellowRoses had expressed it to me with far more bitterness, staring at her own wrinkled, unmade-up face in the harshly lit mirror of her dressing room: Theres no profession that despises older women more than the theatre does. Duplicity about ones age was therefore understandable, indeed it was downright common sense. But was Molly really forty today? I had no idea.
I would buy her a present for all that, or perhaps a series of small presents, which I knew she preferred, as tokens to thank her for the loan of the house. I would get her a book and some hand-made chocolates, what else, I didnt know. I carried the tray with the ruins of lunch back into the house, but as I was clearing up at the sink, I broke Mollys milk jug. I swore violently at myself for my own clumsiness even as the jug was exploding on the quarry tiles in a mess of milk and bits of ceramic. I would replace it when I was in town that afternoon I told myself as I picked up the biggest pieces and put them in the bin, and wondered where the mop was kept. That is, I would buy her another jug, but the piece I had broken was really irreplaceable. Like most of her possessions it was particular and unusual. It had a matching sugar bowl and she had told me once, when I admired them, that they had been bought in Russia. Blue and white they were, the blue intense as lapis, and handsomely set off by the white motif, by the fine gold line around the rim. And now I had broken the jug and ruined the set.
Oddly enough, I knew that Molly wouldnt mind. I knew exactly what she would say: These things mean nothing. I was often surprised by the contexts in which she used this phrase. Shed said it when she herself cracked a glass vase of which I knew she was particularly fond, by rinsing it under a cold tap immediately after having washed it in scalding water. Her annoyance lasted for seconds, and then it was over, dismissed with precisely those words with which I knew she would dismiss the fate of the milk jug. I have always found it hard to square her acquisitive nature, her fondness for things, with her complete non-attachment to them. She would show these objects to me, these tokens and trinkets, with a childlike simplicity of heart: a wooden candlestick, an enamelled box, a fragment of antique lace. And then one day she handed me a small bowl made of olive-wood and she said to me shyly, Tom gave me this.
Tom. My Tom. They met for the first time during the first run of Summer with Lucy but only really got to know each other a couple of years later, by which time I was settled in London. By then the discrepancy between my life as a playwright and my other life as a member of my family bothered me greatly. One way of dealing with it was to keep them strictly separate, and in many ways this was easy. The geographic distance helped. Then my parents and siblings, while displaying a pleasing pride in me and enthusiasm for my progress, my successes, also had a useful lack of curiosity about what it was that I was actually about. Although they sent me cards and phoned to wish me luck, to congratulate me on any new production, they rarely came to see the work, and when they did, had no problem in cheerfully declaring themselves bamboozled. And this suited me fine.
The problem was Tom. Tom was the link between my two worlds. It was, after all, he who had introduced me to the theatre in the first place, and so it seemed churlish now to exclude him from it. But I was trying to protect him, I told myself. I had come a long way from when I was Lucys cleaner and would no longer artlessly announce to all comers that my brother was a Catholic priest. It only took a couple of unkind remarks to teach me to keep such information to myself. Toms idea of a good time was to come to visit me in London for a few days. He would trawl the book and music shops during the day, look at paintings, and then in the evening meet up with me and we would go to see a play. That was what he suggested to me for his first visit over. It sounded fine by me, and it set the pattern for many visits to come.
I went out to meet him at Heathrow, but when he arrived my delight at seeing him was tempered with dismay: he was in full clerical garb. Why did this surprise me? The dark clothes and dog collar were such a part of him that it shouldnt have done so. Suddenly it struck me that I wouldnt just be going round London for the next few days with my brother Tom, Id be going round London with a priest. On the Tube in from the airport I wondered if I could ask him to tone it down a bit: a grey, open necked shirt and a black suit would be enough. But I hadnt the heart. I didnt want to hurt him and I said nothing.
Im ashamed to admit that I didnt feel wholly comfortable with him for the duration of that first visit. I kept him strictly to myself, I didnt introduce him to any of my friends. It disturbed me to see him out of context, and I hadnt expected this at all. I was aware of things I hadnt noticed before, and I found it hard to realise that I didnt really know him as well as I had thought. He struck me as very much the country priest, the farmers son, and his accent was stronger and more marked than Id realised until now. Tom, thank goodness, gave absolutely no indication that he knew what was going through my mind. I think he was far too busy enjoying himself.
I settled down in England in the following years, and Tom made at the very least an annual visit to me. As I became more secure in my new life I began to recognise the snobbery there was in my attitude to my brother, and I hated myself for it. The next time he was over I resolved to introduce him to some of my friends and colleagues. Even though I was involved with Ken by that time  it was about a year since wed all worked together, me and Molly and David and Ken  I excluded him from any possible meeting. At the time I could hardly have said why. It was something I didnt even want to think about and, with hindsight, it had more to do with deep-seated reservations about Ken rather than any problem with Tom. There was always Molly, of course. She was in London at that time, in rehearsal for the role of the daughter in The GlassMenagerie, and when I suggested to her that the three of us meet one evening for dinner, she readily accepted.
She arrived late to the restaurant, apologetic and somewhat flustered. I could see at once that something was up. Part of the problem was, I think, her shyness, something I still found hard to square with the very public nature of her work, although I have since come to accept that the two are not mutually exclusive. She was that evening, at least to begin with, in her closed mode, and came across as mousy, dowdy. Tom, on the other hand, energised by the city, showed forth all his intelligence and good nature. The contrast between them was striking. There was something I noticed about Tom on this visit that I couldnt fathom: he kept reminding me of David McKenzie. The first time it struck me, I actually laughed out loud in surprise. What is it? Tom said. Nothing. Nothing at all. How could this be? My brother is stocky, jowly, with something of a paunch, so it wasnt a physical resemblance, that was for sure. It wasnt idiom of speech either, nor any particular mannerism. I watched Tom now as he talked to Molly, as he ordered from the waiter, hoping for a clue.
Molly then told us about a disagreement that she had had that afternoon with her director. He sat us all down and said, Today I want to look at the mother in this play and I want you all to share with us something of how you feel about your own mother. Some directors seem to want to turn the whole rehearsal process into a big therapy session. And I realise some actors like that. They want to do a certain kind of research  if theyre playing a homeless person theyll go out and spend a night on a park bench. I dont see the point in that, because even while youre lying on the bench you know that you have a nice safe bed at home and that youll be in it the following night, so you arent finding out at all what its like to be homeless. My approach is more direct; I like to just think my way into a role. A lot of its common sense and using your imagination. Of course you have to dig into your own emotions, your own feelings and experiences. I think some actors like to share all that with the company; it makes them feel closer to the people with whom theyre going to work, whereas I think it should go straight into the work. Its down to me to translate my own experience into the role, and I tried to explain that to the director. I knew the person in question.
So you had an argument? I said.
We most certainly did.
Ive often thought there are great similarities between being an actor and being a priest, Tom remarked unexpectedly, although dont tell my bishop I said that.
Molly laughed. No, seriously, he said. Theres obviously a certain theatrical side to what I do, in that you have to become at different times the person people need you to be at that particular moment. Which isnt to say that Im insincere or pretending, any more than the theatre is about pretence. Well, it is at one level, but it isnt at all on another, if you see what I mean. I did, but I was surprised, for what he said bespoke a deep understanding of acting, much deeper than I would have expected. Its my role in life, quite literally, and Im seldom out of costume, and he gestured to his collar. But its always really me.
Then its exactly the same as being an actor, Molly said.
Not exactly, but similar, yes. Its a way of translating your whole self.
With that, the waiter brought our starters, and for a moment I thought that Molly was going to ask him to take them away again. She wanted to go on quizzing Tom, and the food had become an unwelcome distraction to her. Fortunately her line of questioning had caught his imagination. I suppose whats similar about being an actor and being a priest is a certain perception of time. Eternity is a priests business. But we all live in time. And what Im doing is trying to make people aware of how the two coexist. Thats what religion is, keeping that sense of eternity while being in time; and trying to live accordingly. The Kingdom of God is here, now. Thats what thats all about.
And what about the theatre then?
Tom thought about this. What about the theatre? Well, it exists in time  a play lasts an hour and a half, two hours, but if its any good at all it takes you somewhere outside time. And then you can see things  see things differently. But then, who am I to say that? Youre the actor and youre the playwright. What do I know about the theatre? He picked up the bread-basket and offered it to me. I had already started eating some moments earlier, but still Molly sat there and didnt lift her cutlery. She was staring at Tom. Sometimes Molly reminds me of a cat. She has that same stillness, that concentrated energy, that steady, unblinking gaze. Suddenly Tom put down his fork again.
Last week, I called to visit a family in my parish. They have a lot of difficulties, a lot of social problems. The father drinks heavily and theres a strong sense of domestic violence, although the mother denies it. Social services are on the case and there are small children involved. Its all very sad. The father runs a breakers yard from right beside the house. The place is surrounded by old broken rusty wrecks of cars; its as bleak a spot as you can imagine. I parked and went up to the house, where one of the daughters of the family, Eileen, whos about five, was sitting on the doorstep crying. Her hair is badly cut, with a big square fringe that doesnt flatter her at all; and her face was blotched and red. I dont know when I last saw such a grimy, pitiful little scrap of humanity. I said hello and asked her how she was. She didnt reply and I hunkered down beside her. Is something wrong? Do you want to tell me? Still she said nothing, but she sniffed and shook her head. She was holding a Barbie-type doll, and even by Barbie standards it was quite over the top. It had a tiara and transparent wings, blonde hair and a gold dress covered in sequins. Is that you? I asked. She looked up at me and she smiled. Thats me, she said. Im really a princess.
I could tell that, I said.
Im a princess and sometimes Im a fairy, and Im a mermaid too. I thought she was marvellous. She knew her own worth, she insisted on it. She knew that no matter how miserable the circumstances in which life placed her, she was better than that. She knew that a part of her was special and remarkable, and she was able to articulate that in her own way. Im a princess and sometimes Im a fairy, and Im a mermaid too.
What made you mention that, just now? Molly said.
Im not sure. Eileen, indeed her whole family, have been very much on my mind in the past few days. I wish I could do more to help them, change their circumstances in some way. Forgive me for talking shop, this is foolish of me. Im distracting you from your dinner, Tom said to Molly, and he gestured to her to eat. I hope Im not annoying you, saying foolish things about your profession. Its only speculation on my part. Why dont you tell me what its like being an actor.
I dont know  its hard to say. She was abstracted, and I could see that she had been thinking of something else entirely. There are two schools of thought on acting, I said to help her out. Some people consider actors to be vain, silly people who only want to show off. And some think theyre incredibly brave  not for the way they embrace a life with so much insecurity and rejection hardwired into it, but for the way they put their whole self out there.
There are as many ways of being an actor as there are people who act, Molly said. Thats the beauty of it, that its so individual. Some are quite restrained and understated, some completely manic.
Surely that depends on the role?
Not in the way Im thinking. Its always about energy, energy either released and displayed, or held back and controlled; but one way or another it has to be there. If it isnt, youre just seeing bad acting. Some actors, like me, are chameleons, they transform themselves completely. And then there are other actors who are always just themselves. That isnt to say that theyre bad at what they do; that they cant act. Some of the finest actors who have ever worked in the theatre are like this. What I mean is that they have a highly developed persona in their everyday life that closely resembles what they present in their work. The public accepts it perhaps without fully understanding it or being aware of it, so deep is the convention. You tend to see it more in the cinema than on stage, and to be honest you dont see it that often. The more protean type, the kind of thing I do, is more usual. Take David now, for example, she said, turning to me. David McKenzie. Hes a classic example. Hes a wonderful actor, but hes always himself.
It startled me that she should so suddenly mention him, when Id been thinking intently about him in relation to Tom. It was almost as if she could read my mind, and it spooked me.
Is he the actor who was in your last play? Tom asked me, and I nodded.
Hes working on a film at the moment, Molly said. Hes going to be a huge star, wait and see. Hes got everything going for him.
By this stage she appeared to have relaxed into the situation. She ate her salad and chatted to Tom about the theatre, about the play he and I were to see later that evening. I withdrew somewhat from the conversation and studied my brother. Why had I been so worried about bringing him into my new life? It was more than just a social thing. Many of my friends were openly hostile to the church and with good reason. I fully understood their anger. I would probably have made much more of a distance from it myself had it not been for Tom, by which I dont mean mere family loyalty. Even if he hadnt been my brother hed have given me pause for thought, had he crossed my path. The very least he could do was make you consider the possibility of the divine in a world where the notion was generally scorned. I had often wondered how someone as mentally sophisticated as Tom endured his life. He was at that time a curate in the small mid-Ulster town where one of our sisters lived with her family. I had met his parish priest, with whom he shared a house: a humourless and unimaginative man who went through the rituals of his vocation, conducting marriages and funerals, saying Mass, as if it were all meaningless and functional. Tom has an exceptionally good mind. All through my teens it was he who had fed my imagination, been my intellectual mentor and companion. Hed introduced me not only to the theatre, but to Russian literature and Baroque music. He countered the pietistic Catholicism to which I was exposed at home and at school, all medals and miracles, by giving me books by St John of the Cross and St Teresa of Avila; he told me about Charles de Foucauld and about Liberation theology. And I took it all for granted. I didnt realise that he was setting my mind free, that he was giving me a life. Nor did I realise how much I meant to him. Sitting in that London restaurant I remembered being home for a weekend during my first year at university and suddenly Tom had blurted out to me when there was no one else around: I miss you. At the time I didnt understand. It was only now I realised how lonely he must have been after Id gone.
The rest of the meal passed over pleasantly enough, as far as I can recall. Nothing of any great consequence was said, and my memory of it has been somewhat eclipsed by what happened afterwards on the Tube. The three of us set out together although Molly, who was going home, was to get out at the stop before us to change lines. In the train we managed to secure for ourselves seats for four, two and two facing. I sat beside Molly, and Tom was facing us. I think the rolling stock must have been very old, because it was particularly noisy; we could barely hear each other. We had, I thought, by that stage fallen into the platitudes and courtesies with which one wraps up such an evening, when there is little time left for anything real to be said. It was lovely to meet you at last, having heard so much about you, Molly shouted at Tom. Youre fortunate to have each other, to come from such a happy family. When I think about my own childhood  My mother walked out on my brother and me when I was seven. So extraordinary was this information to me, so offhand the delivery and so strange the circumstances in which she had chosen to share it, that for a moment I thought I must have surely misheard. I glanced over at Tom, but his face was quite impassive.
The train pulled out of the tunnel and into the brightness of the station at Piccadilly Circus. Molly stood up. I hope we meet again before long, she said, leaning over and pressing her hand on Toms forearm. Her voice, which had been forced and harsh as she shouted out the great secret of her life, reverted now to its usual sweetness. Ill phone you during the week, she said as she turned to me. Enjoy the play, and again to Tom in particular, All the best for the rest of your time in London. Then she was gone, minding the gap, disappearing into the dense, swarming crowds on the platform. The doors slammed shut and the train moved on. Neither Tom nor I spoke. The appropriate conversation wouldnt have been possible over the racket, and when we arrived at our stop we hurried because we were late. At the theatre there was time to do nothing more than buy a programme and take our seats.
In spite of Mollys good wishes, I didnt enjoy the play. It was a contemporary work, one that has since been justly forgotten, and I dont know how it had garnered the good reviews that had lured Tom and me there. I spent the whole of the first half sitting in the darkness watching the actors rant and emote on the lit stage as I thought about what Molly had said just before we parted, trying to square it with what I already knew about her life.
Over the few years I had known her she had drip-fed me bits of information. A suburban childhood in a semidetached house. A father who had worked at some kind of office job, who died just after she left school and of whom she always spoke warmly, whom she had evidently loved. A younger brother who was deeply troubled in himself (I had not yet met Fergus at this stage, but I had heard him weeping behind the closed door) and to whom she was fiercely loyal, viscerally close. A mother whom she almost never mentioned, and then always disparagingly. Once, for example, we had been out shopping together and had seen a particularly dreadful handbag. It had a large piece of crystal incorporated into the clasp, and was the kind of thing that could not be redeemed from vulgarity, not even by the most highly developed sense of irony or fondness for kitsch. My mother would love it, Molly sneered. Another time she had mentioned something about the time her father passed away and I asked her if her mother was also dead. Oh no, shes still around, shes out there somewhere, living her life, she replied, but it was the short, dry laugh that preceded this remark that said still more, that chilled me. What she had said this evening did fit the picture I had had: it all added up, it did make sense now.
I suppose I expected that Tom had been thinking along the same lines as me, but when the interval finally came and the lights went up he turned to me with a sigh and said, Oh well, some you win, some you lose. We talked only about the play, and although he mentioned later how much he had liked meeting Molly he didnt pick my brains about her, as anyone else might have done. He did ask me very late one night, completely out of context,
That thing Molly said to us about her mother  did you already know about that?
No, I said, I didnt.
I see, he replied, and he said nothing more.
The following week, after Tom had gone back to Ireland, Molly asked me for his address. She wanted, she said, to drop him a note, to say what a pleasure it had been to meet him. I thought she perhaps felt embarrassed at what she had said at the moment of parting. It wasnt mentioned again to me, and I knew not to refer to it. Molly sets the tone for any encounter: from day one I have always known instinctively what not to say, when she wanted an issue addressed, and when it was strictly off limits. I gave her the address and heard no more about it, from either Molly or Tom, indeed I thought no more about it until a year later, when my brother wasnt long back from a pilgrimage to Jerusalem and Molly showed me the little olive-wood bowl: Tom gave me this.
I had had no idea theyd been in contact with each other all this time, and yet how could I not have seen it coming? I should have known on that day in London that already she had recognised him as someone whom she needed in her life, someone who could help her. No, I hadnt realised that it was happening, and I resented it when I found out. While Molly is undoubtedly generous with her possessions, she can take over other peoples friendships and relationships as a cuckoo takes over nests. But what was it that really bothered me in all of this? Was it that I didnt want to share Tom with Molly or that I didnt want my brother too closely linked to my other life, my life away from the family? Probably both were an issue and yes, it does pain me to know how small-minded all of this shows me up to be. Tom is a good listener. He is compassionate and intelligent, with a rare degree of moral knowledge and experience.
Molly on the other hand was more deeply wounded, more damaged by her early years than I could then imagine. She is also ardently although not conventionally religious; and like much else in her life this is something that she conceals rather well. Her childhood introduction to religion was made in an uninspiring suburban church, a barn of a place, to which she and Fergus would be taken on Sunday mornings by her father. It had nothing of the mystery, the earthed connection to place, to the seasons, that I knew from my own childhood church in the country. For all that, something got through to Molly, some spark, something that she needed in her life and that she has quietly cherished ever since.
The gift of the wooden bowl happened many years ago, and now there are other little tokens of Toms affection scattered around the house. An edition of the Psalms bound in dark green morocco. A rosary with pearl beads. A tiny Greek icon. I take for granted their friendship now, even though it remains something from which I am generally excluded.
Having finished with the lunch dishes, I decided to go into town and try to replace the jug I had broken. I stood in the hall for a moment to check that I had everything I needed  keys, money, basket, list. I also took a notebook with me in case I had a good idea about my work while I was out, unlikely though that was. I paused just before leaving. The hallway of Mollys house is arresting, because she has made of it a small shrine to her career, to her success. The walls are covered with framed posters of productions in which she has starred, together with striking black-and-white photographs: Molly as Ophelia, as Lady Macbeth, as Hedda Gabler. There is a chest of drawers the top of which is covered with awards she has won: great chunks of cut glass, gilded masks, semi-abstract figurines. I do not know how she lives with this, and I have told her so. My own awards  and there are a considerable number of them  are either in my family home or hidden away in cupboards and drawers. On a day such as today when Im struggling with the work and failing to make any progress they would seem to me more like a mockery than a valediction. Molly and I were in her hall when we talked about this, and I could see that she was only half-listening, smiling up at these proofs of her triumph. Do you really think so? she said. It always cheers me up to look at them. I wouldnt have it any other way.
 		   

The early-afternoon sun was strong on the front of the house when I left. I stepped out into the heat, into a great sweetness, a complex of fragrances: cut grass from someones lawn, and lavender, robust, overlain with the peculiarly fragile scent of sweet pea. As I walked away from the house I wondered at the facility some people have for creating a home for themselves. Molly can do it, Andrew too, but it has always eluded me. The places I have lived in have remained only that: places I have lived in; rooms full of papers and books. I should like a proper home not just for my own sake but because it would be an extension of me, and would allow me to communicate something of myself to others. But how people managed to do this with the things I glimpsed in the houses I passed  candles, rugs, bentwood chairs, dressers and lamps  baffled and defeated me.
In a tiny basement area of one house an old man was sunning himself, surrounded by plants in containers. He was wearing braces over a striped shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and a white straw hat was tilted to conceal his eyes. Seeing him, I was suddenly reminded of my dream of the night before, not just the atmosphere but the substance of it. For the first time since waking that morning I remembered the dream precisely  my grandmother, the shoes, the blanket, the feeling of being loved and protected. And this in turn triggered another memory, something that I had forgotten for years, of a fruit shop in the south of France where the woman behind the counter was identical to my late grandmother, and so strong was the resemblance that I became convinced that it was indeed her. She didnt recognise or acknowledge me, but kept on weighing out the fruit for which I kept on asking. I bought cherries and apricots, grapes and plums, more than I wanted, more than I could ever possibly eat, simply to keep open the line of communication with her. This is my grandmother. Even as all of this was happening I knew that it was absurd. How could someone be dead and buried in Ireland and then be selling fruit in Provence years later? It wasnt just that she looked like my grandmother, she moved like her, had the same habit of smoothing down her apron; she emanated the same sweetness of nature. I stopped asking for fruit when my grandmother remarked as to whether or not I would be able to carry all I had.
All I could feel afterwards was gratitude that this had happened. Being able to understand it was of no great importance. We see no visions because we live in an age in which they are not permitted; but if we accepted the idea of them, whos to say what we wouldnt see? Marriage is no longer a mystical union but a social contract. The moment when new beliefs reach critical mass and become generally accepted always eludes us, we are always looking away. Thereafter I would think from time to time about whatever it was that had happened that day in the fruit shop; in due course I thought about it less and less. But it was doubtless the memory of that uncanny meeting, deep in my unconscious, that had triggered the dream of last night. And for that too I was grateful.
I passed a house where the front door lay open, and I could hear a womans light voice deep within, at the end of the darkened hall. There were bunches of coloured balloons tied to the door knocker, more on the gate, and the garden fence was festooned with streamers and a foil banner: Seven Today! When Molly eventually told me that her mother had left not just in her seventh year, but on her seventh birthday, she did so in the laconic, offhand way in which I had by now come to expect when she was telling me something important. She knows how to pick her moment, my mother. You have to give her that, if nothing else. I forced myself to think again about the play on which I was working, about the man with the hare, in the hope of breaking the impasse I had reached. I had very little to go on so far, scraps of ideas, a general intuition. I could hear a childs voice saying, Nothing must change. That phrase had been embedded in my mind almost as long as the image of the hare in the mans arms, and I knew they were linked, but I hadnt been able to find the vital connection and get on with the work.
I was walking in Mollys footsteps now, taking the particular route into town that she had pointed out to me as being the quickest and also the most interesting: the route where there was most to see. She had walked these streets by herself time without number, and I had walked them with her on many occasions. She had pointed out to me the things she liked along the way. The massive clump of arum lilies that crowded out all the space of a tiny garden. The white oblong stones at the top of certain houses, carved with pointing hands and the names of the streets. The little tree that brought forth a startling foam of blossom each springtime, a tree so small and insignificant that one never noticed it when its branches were bare; it always seemed, Molly said, to have appeared overnight. In recognising such things we claim the city, make it our own. I never cross the Green that I dont think of Countess Markievicz; never am in Merrion Square that I dont think of Oscar. Oscar the child, she meant, she said when I pressed her, the tall boy who played with his friends in the enclosed garden but who noticed and who never forgot the children of the Dublin paupers, glimpsed on the other side of the railings. Every afternoon as they were coming from school, the children used to go and play in the Giants garden. 
As I walked along the hot streets the houses gave way now to offices and shops as I neared the city centre. I would look for a jug first, to replace the one I had broken. There was a shop I was familiar with near Grafton Street that sold kitchen things and china; I would look there. I hoped to find something particular and unusual, something out of the common run, and I knew the kind of thing Molly liked. As I was going into the shop a woman and a teenage girl were coming out. I held the door open for them and she looked at me, a glance first, and a smile to thank me. Then she looked more acutely, and then she said my name aloud. Her face was vaguely familiar to me but I couldnt place her at all, and then she said her own name. Marian. Marian Dunne. Dont you remember me?
Marian! I exclaimed. This is so strange. I was thinking about you only a couple of hours ago, thinking about when we were at college together.
And what put you in mind of me, she said, after all these years? That I didnt feel I could honestly answer, and I blustered a bit, made much of the coincidence of chance thoughts and a chance meeting. We moved aside from the door of the shop so as not to block it and the teenage girl  clearly Marians daughter  withdrew to a slight distance from us, took out her mobile phone and started to check her texts.
Marian had always been blonde, and now she was resolutely so. The complicated arrangement of long hair had been replaced by a short, neat cut; and she was all gold chains and red lipstick, all crumpled white linen, with her sunglasses perched on the top of her head. She looked well; prosperous and soigne. It wasnt that she hadnt changed over the years, for she had; but what she had become in no way fell short of what I would have expected her to be at this time in her life. I thought of her gentle dismissal of Andrew all those years ago. Its a pity.
Weirdly then, before she asked after me or spoke about herself, she suddenly said, Tell me, Andrew Forde: do you still see him? I remember you were great friends altogether. Was I becoming psychic? Was I able to summon up people merely by thinking about them? Could I plant thoughts in the minds of others? I told her that yes, Andrew and I had stayed in touch on and off over the years; we were still firm friends. Did you see him in the paper this morning? And his programmes on television tonight. I have all his books. Hes done so well for himself, hasnt he? But of all people I would never have expected him to end up on television. I told her that no one had been more surprised when it happened than Andrew himself, and she asked me how it had come about.
As an expert in the field, Andrew had been asked to present a five-minute film about a Bellini Crucifixion, in a little Easter series based on paintings. A tiny enterprise, it had been moving and powerful, not least because of Andrews on-screen presence. Against a background of Charpentiers Tenebrae he didnt come across at all as a fusty pedant, his occasional self-deprecating description of himself. He wore his knowledge easily and was confident, relaxed. The film-makers picked up on his unexpected charisma and thought that it would be a waste for him to retreat back to his papers and paintings, to a life that was purely scholarly. They suggested a follow-up to him, an hour-long documentary about Giorgione, in which it was confirmed that Andrew was a natural for the small screen. Obviously I didnt say so to Marian, but this new development in his career had been something of an eye-opener for me. I had thought I knew Andrew very well indeed; I hadnt expected anything new to be revealed to me. But it was. There was something of himself he could communicate only in this way: not his considerable scholarship, but something else, some response to the work that was deeper, that was more than intellectual. I have never been able to define it, but I think that it was this unnameable thing, combined with his ability to be both populist and learned, that made him such a success in his new career. A series on portraits followed, together with a book, and then a similar project on landscape. I filled Marian in on the essence of this, the facts, and she listened, rapt.
And you, I said then. How are things with you?
Martin, do you remember Martin? He was studying medicine then. Well, I married him. Hes a consultant now, a neurologist. We have two children. This is my daughter Sarah, and she indicated the teenager, whose thumbs were flitting over the console of her phone. The boy, Thomas, is younger. Hell be thirteen on his next birthday. Did you ever marry?
Two close shaves, three if you count Henry: bottled out of marrying Ken, with a week to go, because I knew it wouldnt work; bottled out of marrying Louis three years later, simply to punish myself for having bottled out the first time around. My love life deserves Mollys scorn.
Me? No, I never married.
Youre just right not to. I never thought you would anyway, you were always so into your theatre work. In any case so many marriages dont work out nowadays. Did I read somewhere that Andrews divorced? I nodded. What she said had affronted me, stung me, and I was tempted to walk away without another word. He has a son? she persisted. He does, I agreed.
And you, you never had any children?
I would never want to have children without being married, and as I told you, that never happened, I said. Terribly old-fashioned of me, I know. She bit her lip and nodded, unsure as to whether or not I was being ironic.
Im still in Kildare, she said suddenly. Can you believe it? All of my life, practically. Ive got a part-time job with an interior designer, now that the children are half-grown. Advising on furniture, paintings, ceramics, that kind of thing. Thats been my life: Kildare, Martin, the family. In that instant she looked like someone who had awoken from a dream, the dream that was her life, and who saw it for the first time for what it was, how far it was from what she had imagined in the past it might become. She stared at me, more astounded by what she had just told me than she would have been by anything I could have told her. Ill give Andrew your best when next I see him, I said, and she told me to be sure to do that. And then we went our separate ways.
I spent the first ten minutes in the shop looking blankly at kettles and thinking about Marian. Meeting her had been a dispiriting experience, as it so often can be when one meets old friends. The initial delight, the sense of connection, and then the distancing, the unravelling of that connection as information is exchanged and it becomes clear why one hasnt stayed in touch. Defensiveness sets in, and it all ends in melancholy when one is alone again. Then my eye fell on a thick pottery fruit bowl, spattered and dripped with colour, and I remembered why I had gone into the shop in the first place.
They had no ceramics I really liked; more to the point, nothing I thought would please Molly. I went to three more shops before I came on a cream-jug and sugar basin, a matching set in sponge-ware with a pattern of rose hips and little birds that was just what I wanted. From there I went to a bookshop, where the tables were piled high with books for the summer tourist trade  Joyce, Synge, Beckett. I noticed a small gift volume of Wilde that would have appalled Oscar himself, for the jacket bore a design of peacock feathers. While this gave it a suitably stylish fin de sicle tone, it took no account of the fact that Wilde had a great superstitious fear of peacock feathers. And this little book would be no gift for Molly, because she shared the same fear. She had an argument once with a wardrobe mistress who wanted her to wear a dress adorned with peacock feathers; but its a common enough superstition in the theatre, in itself a world riddled with such beliefs. The director backed Molly and the feathers were removed. I spent some time browsing in the bookshop but could see nothing that immediately suggested itself as something she would like.
I went to a caf after that and had a mineral water outside on the terrace with the smokers, even though I gave up cigarettes many years ago. I was tired from the crowds in the streets, tourists, Saturday shoppers; and the heat of the day was draining. Open-topped tour buses went past as I sat there and then a thing like a boat, a thing packed with children dressed as Vikings, who cheered as they went around the corner. I thought again about my encounter with Marian. I wondered how she would have reacted had it been Andrew shed met by chance in the street, and I remembered his passion for her all those years ago. It was strange that someone whose need to worship was so intense could be so dismissive of religion.
The night his son Tony was born, for only the second time in all the years weve known each other, my friendship with Andrew crossed a certain line. Friendship is only that, friendship. There are areas of reserve and distance, knowledge and experience that cannot be shared or entered into. When these limits are not observed, it stops being friendship and starts being something else. I was the first person Andrew rang from the maternity hospital. Tony was born in the depths of the night, sometime after 4 a. m., the hour of the wolf, the hour of dreams and nightmares, of deepest sleep. The phone call caught me then with no conscious defences whatsoever, the incessant ringing frightened me at such an hour. There was a man crying on the other end of the line, and then he said my name and I knew it was Andrew. Whats wrong? Whats happening? He told me that his son had just been born. Coming straight from the delivery room, he was in a strange state of extreme emotional openness; and in my own night-time confusion I more than matched him. If he was like someone who had been caught up in an explosion, I was like a hibernating animal that had been accidentally woken out of a sleep that was close to coma. Nicole was fine, the baby was fine, he had never imagined  he didnt know  Had he rung me like this, babbling and weeping, at four in the afternoon rather than four in the morning, Id probably have reacted with cool amusement. Im very glad things didnt work out that way, and Tonys birth became an emotionally charged moment of connection between Andrew and myself, unique, intimate, something we have never spoken of again to each other from that day to this. Andrew was still sobbing and close to incoherent when he hung up. I crashed back into sleep almost immediately, and when I awoke in the morning the memory of the whole thing was like a bizarre dream.
I went to the maternity hospital the following day. Nicole was sitting up in bed holding the baby, with Andrew on a chair leaning in towards them, to form a version of one of his beloved paintings: a secular nativity. Nicoles little face was pale and shut as a Flemish Madonna; the baby was absurdly small, out of proportion with the rest of the scene; and Andrew gazed at the pair of them in frank adoration, the ecstatic patron experiencing a vision. As the years passed and Tony grew, I realised that Andrew had at last found an object worthy of his devotion, someone who would return his wholly unconditional love.
Andrews mother died and was long buried before I heard about it, for I was abroad when it happened, but I did attend his fathers funeral, about five years after Tony was born. I found out quite by chance that he was dead, when I decided for no particular reason one day to speak to Andrew. We had drifted apart a bit in those years of his marriage, mainly because Nicole and I didnt get on. On the rare occasions when I did ring him, I had taken to calling him at work to avoid having to speak to her. Mr Forde wont be in for the rest of the week, his assistant told me, his father passed away this morning. I made a snap decision to be at the funeral, even though I was particularly busy with work at that time. It was easy enough to find out where and when it was taking place. I cancelled two meetings and booked a flight, arranged to pick up a hire car at Belfast airport. My plan was to be over and back within the day, which was eminently possible.
I was nervous as I went into the church. Although in London I had attended funerals in traditions with which I was unfamiliar, in Ireland I had only ever been to Catholic ceremonies. Andrews family was Church of Ireland. It was a small funeral and most of the mourners were elderly. As I sat waiting for the service to begin I looked around the church, admiring it: the great brass lectern in the shape of an eagle, the lustre of the tiled floor, cream and ochre and dark green. With a start I realised that this must be the church Andrew told me about, the first beautiful thing he had ever seen. I hoped that he would remember that today, and that it might afford him some comfort.
Andrew came into the church just before the funeral began, with Nicole walking a short distance behind him. The service was short, with a few hymns and readings from the Bible, using the King James Version, which was unfamiliar to me. It distanced and made strange familiar texts  the sufferings of Job, the raising of Lazarus  but the grave beauty of the language also enhanced them. The minister spoke at some length about Andrews father, whom he had attended in the hospital in the final weeks of his life, and whom he referred to as Andy. I hadnt known until then that Andrew had been named after his father. The minister said that Andy had lived the last twenty years of his life under the burden of a sorrow so great as to be nigh on unbearable: the death, indeed the murder, of his beloved son Billy. He likened Andrews father to King David, whose cries rang through the palace as he grieved for Absalom: O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would I had died instead of you, O Absalom, my son, my son! He said that Andy, his late wife Rose and their loving and dutiful son Andrew, who was here with us today, were all fully victims of the Troubles, and that they had borne with fortitude their terrible loss. Andrews devotion to Andy had been moving to see, he said; his solicitude, his many visits back to Belfast particularly in this last year of his fathers life. Now Andys grief was over, now he was at peace. Something was at an end, but it was also a new beginning. Then we said a few more prayers, there was another hymn, and it was all over.
Afterwards I stood outside the church, ill at ease amongst the mourners who gathered in groups talking to each other. There was no one I recognised, no one I knew except Nicole. She was also standing on her own, but when I caught her eye and started to move towards her, she gave no hint of recognition. It was as if she had never seen me before and had no wish to get acquainted. I abandoned my attempt to approach her. Instead, I joined a small huddle of people who were gathered around Andrew, taking their turn to shake his hand and offer their sympathy. Most of them were elderly: friends and neighbours of his parents; old work colleagues of his fathers. I was finding the whole day ineffably depressing, much more so than I had expected. I had come out of loyalty to Andrew, but the deep sorrow of the occasion, which the minister had skilfully identified, was getting to me. I waited for the last few people gathered around Andrew to disperse. It was November, but at least it was a dry, bright day, the sky all blue and the ground covered with fallen leaves. And then Andrew saw me.
He hadnt realised until then that I was present at the funeral, and it was clearly a great surprise to him. I tried to say a few words of condolence, but it was beyond me. He said my name; he said it again, and then he enveloped me in a great brotherly bear hug, crushing me and holding me to himself for some moments, so that my face was buried in the soft darkness of his overcoat. It was the first heartfelt gesture I had seen him make, the first real emotion he had shown all morning. I was overcome by it too, for it was out of character for Andrew and me, who were usually so undemonstrative with each other. When, as a part of the package of new social rituals he had adopted on moving to England, he took to giving me a little kiss when we met, he knew I found it slightly false, and although we still greeted each other in this way, it was usually with a degree of irony on both sides.
I cant tell you how much it means to me to see you here today, he said. I did then manage a few words of sympathy. I told him I was glad that, from what the minister said, Andrew and his father had drawn closer towards the end. Did we? he said. I dont know. We spent a lot of time together, as much as I could manage, but did we get close to each other? I dont know. Close: what does that even mean? Maybe thats the answer. Its not just my fathers passing. Its like the death of a whole family now, with both parents gone as well as Billy.
Youre still here, I said stupidly.
Not for long. Ill still have to come back and forth for a while to wrap things up: sell the house, close a couple of bank accounts, that kind of thing. In all honesty, there isnt a great deal to see to. And after that, my most ardent wish is never to come back to Belfast, ever, ever again.
The undertakers were still preparing the hearse for departure. I asked Andrew about the burial and he said to me, Dont even think about attending it. Youve already done more than enough by being here today. Are you going back to London tonight? Let me walk you to your car. Where are you parked?
As we crossed the short distance around the side of the church towards the hire car he said, Did you have a word with Nicole?
Im afraid not.
I wouldnt worry about it. Shes barely speaking to me these days. I was surprised she agreed to come over to the funeral. I dont think were going to make it. And then because he could see the look of bewilderment on my face he added, I know, I can hardly believe it myself.
But Tony  I began, and he winced.
I know, I know. Thats for another day. I just wanted you to know what the situation was. It felt like another death. Looking at Andrew I could see how hard it went with him. We didnt speak again until we reached the car, and then I told him to ring me when he was back in London and had settled. We would meet for a drink, or have lunch together. He thanked me once more for coming to the funeral and we said goodbye. He put his arms around me and embraced me again, but this time without the sudden, rib-crushing intensity. It was a strange embrace, caught somewhere between friendship and sensuality, for he kissed me on the cheek, but slowly, tenderly. He held me in his arms for a few moments and stroked my hair before kissing me once more. And then, rather awkwardly, he let me go.
I had left the city far behind me and was well on the way to the airport when I pulled over to the side of the road and took out my phone. I extended the car hire by an extra day and postponed the flight until late the following evening. It was only after Id made these arrangements that I began to think about what I might do with this extra time. I only knew that it was too soon for me to go back to London: I wasnt ready to do that. I needed time to assimilate everything that the morning had brought forth. Above all, I could see now the great failure of imagination there had been on my part in not understanding what Billys death had meant. I hadnt realised that such a tragedy wasnt fixed in the past, but was an active, malignant thing, that changed and mutated over the years; and it never went away. I had taken at face value Andrews silence over the years, and in this I had been foolish. The minister was right, there was something biblical in the familys loss. A certain man had two sons. The lost son, murdered; and then the living son with whom he would never be reconciled, not in this life: and Andrew believed in no other.
I suppose it goes without saying that I headed for home. That is, I drove over to where my family lived. I went by the most circuitous route and I took my time. I thought about Andrew the whole way there. It seemed an irony that I had rarely seen the north looking lovelier than it was today. The light deepened and intensified  a rich gold that lit up the landscape, the fading trees and the hedges with their bright berries; the drenched, flooded fields. To me it was a tragic place; to Andrew it had always been simply wretched. Perhaps he was right after all, I thought now, and in taking the view I did I was according it a sad poetry that it not only didnt merit, but that was a real perversion, romanticising all that had happened there. Dark feelings can become a habit, hed said to me once when we were talking  arguing  about this. And if theyre strong enough, like many strong feelings they can even be enjoyable. He said that this was why the peace process wasnt working, that the whole population was locked in a trance of grief that they didnt break out of because it defined them, it made them feel real. And in talking about all this he never once mentioned Billy.
I crested the brow of a hill, and there below me were the mountains of mid-Ulster, low and ancient, with their soft skyline. Blue-grey, green, on and on they went across the whole of the wide horizon, but gentle, for all that. There was a quietude about them that I loved to see, and that made them dearer to me than other, more spectacular mountain ranges. The sun was setting on them now as the short day ended. To me these mountains said one thing above all: home. At this precise moment, this was where I needed to be. I pulled the car over again and sat staring at the landscape before me. Where was I to stay tonight? I thought of my married sisters, my brothers families. I knew that even showing up unannounced I would be welcome; the inconvenience would mean nothing to them. But I wouldnt be able to bear it today, the babies, the dinners cooking, the television blaring in the background, the cloying happiness of it all and of which I would never fully be a part. I would go to Toms house instead. If he wasnt there or couldnt accommodate me it didnt matter; I would find a hotel or a guest house. It was enough that I had been here today. I needed that.
Tom was a parish priest now. His church was surrounded by a small graveyard, and beyond that was the parochial house, where he lived alone. It was deep in the countryside, about half a mile from the nearest house and three miles from the nearest village. It dated from a time long before the falling off in vocations to the priesthood, and at one time a curate and a housekeeper would have lived there, as well as the parish priest. Now there was only Tom. The house was grey and forbidding, a stern square block; and only a few rather lovely lime trees surrounding the church softened the impact of all that stone; of the granite crosses in the graveyard.
Tom was astonished when he opened the door and found me standing on the step; worried too, for he thought something must be wrong. I quickly reassured him and explained the situation. He told me there would be no problem with my staying the night, that he would be glad to have some unexpected time with me. I have to say Mass at seven oclock this evening, but other than that I have no commitments. Theres always the possibility Ill be called out, but I had to go to an accident at four this morning, so Im hoping not to be disturbed tonight. We were in the kitchen by now and Tom was making tea. We moved from there up to the sitting room, where a fire was lit in the grate. It reassured me, this room, after the austerity of the outside of the house. It was warm and full of books. On the floor beside the stereo there was a scattering of CDs that Tom hadnt bothered to put back in their cases. This untidiness compensated for the slightly institutional air the room, indeed the whole house, had, that was afforded by the presence of a few religious pictures and statues and by something else that I could never quite define.
This funeral you were at in Belfast, he said, whose was it? He knew who I meant when I mentioned Andrew, for I had spoken of him from time to time over the years. I explained the situation in some detail and told him about Billy too, about Tony and Nicole. Tom listened. Is Andrew religious at all? he asked when Id finished.
He isnt, no.
Thats a pity.
He wouldnt see it that way. Hes against the very idea of religion, to be honest with you.
Do you ever talk to him about it? I hadnt for years, not since I was a student, for I was no longer sure enough of what I myself believed. I didnt want to expose my last poor, weak vestiges of faith to the brisk rationality of Andrews atheism, but I wasnt going to tell Tom that.
No, I dont, I said, but himself and Molly row about it from time to time. It can get quite heated, vehement, you know. Tom laughed.
I bet it can. What sort of thing does Molly say?
Oh, I cant remember now.
Hows she keeping these days?
You tell me, I was tempted to reply, for this was at a time when I still faintly resented their friendship. I had begun to realise that Molly had a much stronger personality than I did, for all her shyness and (at times) mousy demeanour. She had a habit of taking over my friends, my family, now, even, as a cat will quietly move into the warm, empty chair one has vacated, and refuse to give it up again.
Mollys fine, I said. Busy as always.
She said an interesting thing to me a while back, Tom remarked. We were talking about her work and she said that theres a kind of truth that can only be expressed through artifice. She said that what she wanted to convey to people through her work, more than anything else, was reality. It was a question of showing something familiar but in a moment outside time; saying, Heres love, heres sorrow. Do you recognise them? I thought it was a good way of putting it.
More than Tom, I appreciated the accuracy of what Molly had said, because unlike him I had worked in the theatre. I knew the force of the experience one might have as a member of an audience; but I also knew intimately the strange tawdriness of the things that made it happen: the dressing rooms with their stale air and harshly lit mirrors; those blank corridors and stairways backstage; the faint smell of dust and sweat from old costumes. At no time does a play look more unconvincing than when viewed from the wings, but Molly had laughed when I said this to her. It looks even more peculiar when youre on stage in the middle of it, believe me.
Do the family know youre here? he said suddenly.
No. He let a silence sit between us for me to fill. I couldnt face it, Tom, and I dont know why.
You can get too much of a good thing, he said, after another long pause. I wont let on that youve been here.
I feel guilty about it.
Theres no reason. Conventional life always expects you to meet it more than halfway. You should give yourself the benefit of the doubt from time to time. There was another long silence which he finally broke himself, by adding, I certainly do.
Later in the evening, when the time had come for him to go over to the church, he suggested that I stay at home. It was a Wednesday-night Mass in November; it would be simple and quite short, with no music or sermon. He wouldnt be gone for long. Read the paper, why dont you, or watch television. But as soon as I was on my own the atmosphere of the house began to unsettle me. I was too conscious of the many dark, empty rooms. The silence was so complete that the coals settling in the grate startled me; and when I put on music I wondered what strange sounds it might be drowning out. At ten to seven I banked up the fire, put on my coat and let myself out into the night.
All the lights from within the church pressed against the coloured windows, so that the building itself looked like a reliquary or some kind of remarkable shrine. The stained glass glowed; its pictures of saints and angels were vibrant and fragile. Once inside, this effect was lost. The church was nothing like as interesting architecturally as the one in Belfast where the funeral had taken place that morning. It was like a great many other churches I had known during my life. There were the usual banks of little candles before plaster statues. The altar was decorated with some tough, long-lasting white flowers, carnations and chrysanthemums. The windows now looked black, with only the faintest of images visible if one studied them with particular attention. A small congregation had assembled. As I waited for the Mass to start, some of Mollys arguments in favour of belief came back to me.
It wasnt so much a question of believing in a certain thing as not being able to believe in certain other things, and so finding faith by default. She said that much as she valued it, she could never believe in society as a final truth, and the arbitrator of morality. What convinced her in the gospels was the constant denial of the world, that is, of worldliness; she liked the strange, unfathomable and elliptical remarks Christ made. She believed in a consciousness that encompassed everything; compassionate, forgiving. When she argued with Andrew, I noticed something strange: that what he understood as religion and rejected was far more orthodox and narrow than what she believed in, so that they were always talking at cross purposes. He was more concerned with the lack of material proof than she was. You could pray for a miracle, he said, but it would never happen. The blind stayed blind, the lame, lame. And why, Molly answered, would one be so foolish as to pray for a miracle? It got to the stage when she wouldnt talk to him about it at all; when religion came up she immediately changed the subject.
The door of the sacristy opened and Tom came out. He rang a small golden bell that was suspended from the wall, and crossed to the altar. The congregation stood up and the Mass began.
I remembered all the responses, knew when to stand, to sit and to kneel, in spite of not having been to Mass for longer than I could remember. I didnt  and dont  equate art with religion, but what struck me that evening was the theatrical nature of what I was seeing. At times, it was all I could do to stop myself from applauding. There was that same contrast between the energy and significance of what was taking place and the shabby props that went towards it  those cheap flowers, the banality of the stylised lamb embroidered on the vestments Tom was wearing.
I was torn in my attitude to Catholicism and most of the time, I suppose, I tried not to think about it. Tonight, that wasnt an option. I would never be able to turn my back on it completely, nor would I ever be able to feel wholeheartedly at ease within it. Perhaps that didnt matter. Perhaps Molly was right and, like Andrew, I was taking too narrow and orthodox a definition of religion and then feeling bothered because I couldnt come to terms with it. Tom crossed to the lectern. The second reading was from the Book of Revelation. Would that you were cold or hot! So, because you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spew you out of my mouth. Well, I thought, thats me told. He prayed for someone in the parish who had been killed in an accident early that morning, and for her family. Stripped to its essentials, without hymns or a sermon, the Mass had an austere beauty that I hadnt expected. Tom let short periods of silence fall from time to time. Someone rang another little bell. We knelt and he performed the rite of consecration. When everyone else went up to Communion, I didnt join them.
When the final prayers had been said, I remained in my pew until the congregation had departed, until Tom opened the sacristy doors and beckoned to me. He switched off the last lights in the church as I approached him, and was putting on his coat as I entered the sacristy, with its strange clutter of ecclesiastical bric-a-brac, censers and candlesticks and incense boats. Isnt this a tremendously cheerless place? he remarked to me moments later, as he locked the main door of the church. Ill never forget the first day I saw it; that big gloomy house, so isolated. I thought, How am I going to live here? We turned to pick our way through the darkness of the graveyard. There was a housekeeper some years back and she swore the place was haunted, which is rubbish of course, but I can see where she got the idea.
Back in the sitting room, we stoked the fire again and coaxed it into brilliant flames. Whats it like as a parish? I asked.
Oh, its very difficult. The priest who was here before me, he was an arrogant man. I hate to have to say that, but he created a lot of bad feeling and hostility towards the Church, and those wounds are still there.
That woman you prayed for, I said, the woman who died: is that the road accident you were called to this morning? He nodded.
She wasnt a woman. She was only a young girl; she was seventeen. She died in hospital a couple of hours later. You dont want to know about it.
Were you at the scene of the accident or at the hospital?
Both. You really dont want to know about it. Tom was the most squeamish person I knew. He covered his face if even the mildest of medical scenes came on television. It was something of a standing joke in our family. Open-heart surgery on BBC 2 tonight. Set the video, Tom.
How do you do it? I asked. He knew what I meant.
No choice. Comes with the territory. Girls parents had no choice either. Theyre the ones to feel sorry for, not me. There was a long pause, and then he literally shuddered at the memory. Lets talk about something else.
But we didnt talk at all. He lay back in his chair and closed his eyes. Within a few moments, I realised that hed fallen asleep, and I sat very still so as not to wake him. And how are you? hed asked me earlier that day. Id known it wasnt a casual question, a mere politeness. Sometimes I wished I could have him simply as a brother, without the priestly thing, but that was a vain hope. When I tried to follow the wish by imagining that brother, I drew a blank, so integral was his calling to his identity. He didnt pry into my life, he wasnt judgemental, but he ministered constantly, to me, to Molly, to anyone who crossed his path. Even when Id spoken to him of Andrew and his family I could see his deep engagement, that concern that was both profound and detached. Emotion was of less concern to him than was usual with most people. Hed asked how I was, not how I was feeling. Never mind me, Tom. How are you?
The prevailing orthodoxy denigrated what he was, saw it at best as irrelevant, at worst as inherently corrupt. It was the strangest life you could imagine. There was, to begin with, so much bureaucracy and administration, the number-crunching practicality of running a parish that he admitted to finding deeply enervating. There was much that was merely social. His priestly duties were considerable, Masses, funerals, christenings and the like. Ten pounds, my mother told me hed been offered recently to officiate at a wedding. And when you think of what they spend on flowers, on photographs  But no matter what the world thought of him nor how shabbily it treated him, Tom stayed faithful to the impulse that had led him into this calling in the first place. That he was able to do this was what made his life strange: the interaction between so much quotidian reality and his pure heart.
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