
How Deepak is that?

The portly figure in the yellow designer t-shirt, beige trousers and hush puppy shoes  didn’t look very much like a messiah or a guru. He was no more than five foot eight, and wore a mic around his neck like a pendant.  There were no props. His style wasn’t even what you would call evangelical. His voice was sonorous, his Indian accent pronounced, but he spoke to us with deference. He cut a tiny figure on such a massive stage, but you could see stagecraft in this performance. 

“The organisers told me that tickets sold out here in twenty three minutes, that’s three minutes ahead of Bon Jovi but two minutes slower than Eminem,”  There was a natural pause. And like the good performer he was, he took it.  “Maybe that’s because Eminem is a better rapper than I am.”  He tittered and lowed his head self deprecatingly. On cue, and sycophantically, the audience tittered along. Even making allowances for that fact, that most of the people here were fans, I found the way they laughed, at his corny one liners jarring. 

He was Deepak Chopra. This was the Point Theatre. I had spent the last hour and half immersed in positive energy, surrounded by smiling, always smiling, shiny happy-clappy people. Gretta, I noticed was not adverse to sporting the glassy grin herself.  

He worked a crowd well, mixing folksy anecdote with fake science. Who better than I to appreciate the virtue of that. 

There were pigeons who were homed in a loft in a ship, berthed in Australia. The ship sailed, to Minneapolis, where the pigeons disembarked, and the vessel sailed on to Stockholm. The pigeons were then released, and incredibly, flew not to Australia, but to the ship in Sweden. Then we heard about Bob and his water spaniel, Suki, who always got an inkling when her owner was coming home, even when, under scientific conditions (he seemed anxious to stress this), it was a third party who got to decide when Bob went home. 

Man and dog were, he said, were so closely connected they were synchronized, as one. 

There were learned references to electromagnetic fields, sub atomic particles, and how the ordered chaos of the universe could be understood in the unified field of the quantum domain. He was on safe ground there I thought. Quantum physics was impenetrable, even to scientists. 

Deepak spent the intermission signing books, which, I noticed, with a tinge of envy, were walking off the shelves.  The sceptic in me maintained a strong suspicion that Mr. Charismatic was a Grade A chancer. You wouldn’t catch Jesus charging €78 a skull (excluding credit card booking fee) or breaking down the bible into dozens of books, tapes and CDs to capitalise on merchandising. 

And yet. 

I am not a religious person - never was.  For me, God involves an act of faith in something which just has too many holes. But I am not totally ruled by my head. When I was fourteen my uncle put a salt cellar in a napkin, and then made it pass through the table. It was a simple but clever illusion. I was so disappointed when he showed me how it worked. Then, as now, part of me desperately wanted to believe it was magic. Well, I read avidly any book on magic I could get. Practised for hours. Cut my teeth on the children’s birthday parties circuit – there was a good place to earn stagecraft.  I daresay I wasn’t the only student to put themselves through college turning tricks, but I was at least lawfully my trade.  And strangely, even though I knew better than anyone the tricks were illusions, I was hopelessly smitten by the romance of it all.  

Developing the analogy of Bob and his dog Suki  and the homing pigeons Deepak had spoken about a form of spontaneous communication that could not be explained logically or rationally. That part of me that had never stopped believing in magic was intrigued, excited even.

*

But after the show, chatting to Gretta, I mostly articulated only my misgivings. 

We were sitting outside one of those trendy cafes with the aluminium tables and chairs, corralled behind a red rope, which had mushroomed since the smoking ban. The temperature was in the low twenties which is as near as it gets to balmy here.  It was only June and the promise and allure of the summer stretched lazily ahead. 

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Gretta said. (Even when she disagreed she always liked to sound like she was agreeing with you, to begin with anyway. It was tactic of which Deepak would have approved) “But he gets you to think about things all the same. I mean what about that book I am reading at the moment.” 

Gretta had just signed up as a volunteer in a half way house. The nun running  the place had assigned one of the residents to be under her win. She explained that every resident had a word for the week to think about and that this week it was “choice.”  So Gretta browses a second hand book shop and buys a book in which one of the main characters is a woman living in one of these places and has her word for the week. 

“Wait till I tell you. I was on the internet doing some research on the place and one of the sponsors of the place is a guy called Peter Sheridan.”

“I think that you’ll find that the sponsor and author are one and the same and if so it’s not such a coincidence as it sounds.”

“Thanks for that Mr. Logical, but I think that you’re missing the point.”

It took a couple of seconds for the penny to drop but she was right, of course. The real coincidence was her not just buying the book, but her buying it now.  

Now, fair enough, I was at that very moment thinking about something he said. On my way into town that evening I was stopped at traffic lights when I smelt cigarette smoke. It had wafted in through the sunroof, from the driver of the car, in the lane, beside me. Deepak had made the observation, smoke was just a tracer of a person’s breath. It only tells us that we are breathing in someone else’s used breath. And what was breath but oxygen and carbon dioxide that was metabolised from the cells of that stranger’s body?  It was a perfect illustration, or so he claimed, about how we were all sharing and exchanging atoms and molecules. 

To my surprise she then said: “Take what he was saying,” she said “about you’re walking down the road and then you get the smell of cigarette smoke in the air.” 

“Yeah, really deep man. What about when you’re walking along and you smell  a  fart. That’s recycled air too. What kind of molecules are they?” I liked to wind her up.
She shook her head back and forth as if she was in a spasm, her eyes raised high up in to her sockets, mouth pursed into a grotesque grin. The action took less than a second. 

“Very droll. How many times have we texted each other at the exact same moment?” 

I grunted. “That’s not even down to the laws of coincidence, but the statistical probability that as we haven’t texted in the previous five minutes, there is a very high chance one is coming through the ether at any given moment.” 

“Seriously though, you know what I mean?”
“I know that couples who are attuned anticipate each other.”
“And what about when it happens with a complete stranger?”
Last week I had been to see Philip, my GP, with an itch in my bottom. The scratching made me ecstatic, but left me sore and raw. He prescribed Preparation H cream. 

Jesus, I hadn’t seen that stuff since I was a kid. My ole man used it. I was never quite sure what he used it for, but I instinctively knew not to ask. I just associated it with being old.  I was thinking I would keep it discretely in the medicine press in the bathroom just like he did. At that very moment the good doc said: 

“You just got to get used to the idea of having a tube in the bathroom cabinet.”  Spooky. 

But even without my fart line, I thought if I told her that story that she might accuse me of being anal. Justifiably.

“Come on,”she said, impatiently “it’s like déjà vu, it happens to everyone.”  

“Well,” I parried, playing for time. 

Then, a little inspiration.

“Well, the other day I was listening to Radio 4, and there was this woman prattling on in one of those quintessential English Home Counties accents. I was thinking how much as a kid we used to feel so inferior to the Brits, how we all got so excited when the Boomtown Rats in 1977 got into the top ten with Ratrap - like an Irish group was good enough to be number 3 in their charts. I was thinking, how pleased I was, that all that was gone. I don’t mean because, in the meantime U2 have conquered the world, or that Westlife have had eleven consecutive number ones. It’s a mindset thing and their achievement is just a manifestation of that. We are well up with the Brits now.”
She had just lit a cigarette, and was exhaling hard, away to her left, while she looked at me wide-eyed and expectant, her head tilted slightly back. Sexy looking smokers were a dying breed, but it made her look cool, and I didn’t even like smoking anymore. 

We had met in Lough Bloody Derg of all places. 

I, a good son, doing his mother a favour, walked barefoot around the sharp stony penitential beds, in a cold lashing rain, deprived of food and sleep, reciting decade after decade of the rosary in a mantra.  I was probably the only pagan on the island.  I overheard Gretta telling my mother she had come because someone at a dinner was extolling the benefits of the whole programme. Notwithstanding the lack of my own credentials, my first impression was that she was a bit flighty.  She seemed to be treating the event like some glorified detox programme. Like one of these tough love fat farms. 

“So anyway, while I was thinking all this do you know what Ms. Home Counties was actually saying?”  I took a sip from my glass. Timing was everything. 

“What?”

At ten o’clock at the end of the first day there was benediction.  Afterwards, yesterdays pilgrims, exhausted, trooped off to bed. We  had to do five more stations through the night, replicating the beds within the confines of the Basilica. Our group numbered four hundred and twenty three, mostly women, mostly over fifty. The prior asked how many people were here for the first time. I was amazed that it was only about thirty. For most people this sensory deprivation was an annual event. 

The island had a tranquil quality about it no mistake, possibly a legacy generated by pilgrims who had been coming here for eight centuries.  Between prayer it was quite a chatty place. We hit it off immediately.  I confided, I was secretly writing a thriller about how a cop was driven to suicide by his colleagues after he exposed his partner planting evidence, and she reciprocated - told me, that she was adopted and had spent the last three years tracking down her natural mother, but the day before the meeting cancelled it. Sometimes it’s easy to tell strangers in a transient setting intimate things, but to me, part of it was where we were. 

“Go on,” she said pretending to be impatient. Gretta was looking at me intently now, over biting her lower lip which had the effect of furrowing her forehead. “What was Miss Home Counties saying?”

“She was saying, ‘being Irish was different  ‘it meant you were thick,  backward. And of course, there was “the troubles.”  The day after the Guildford bombing, in 1974, my maths teacher said: “I see your lot are at it again.”  I ought to have said something to him but didn’t. I ought to have told my parents. Instead I gave up Irish dancing. Stopped going down the Irish club. Cut my beautiful long red hair into a crew cut. My parents thought that I was just a rebellious teenager. I was stopping being Irish’.
‘So, anyway, life moved on. I got married and had children. My sister who lived in Australia, and had two children of her own, came home. She announced that she was off to Ireland for a holiday. So the six of us headed off to La Hinch in County Clare. And I met all my aunts, uncles, cousins all of whom fawned on the children. And I remembered what it was like to be Irish again. And how nice it was to know that there is a town in Ireland where I belong. Where I will always be welcome. Where I am family.”

“Nice story!” she said, appreciatively.
Later, the sun came out, and we got eaten alive by the famous Lough Derg midgies. We sought refuge in the refectory and stuffed ourselves with toast and black tea. We cheated by sprinkling the bread with sugar. Whether it was lack of sleep, or the hunger, or the sugar hit, I don’t know, but the happy endorphins ran amok in a state of wild intoxication. We were like two kids who had just shared their first spliff. Neither of us could get through a whole sentence without breaking into uncontrollable hysterical. laughter.  

That was a year ago. In a manner of speaking we had been laughing ever since. Except for the rows, which were pure vicious, but that topic, was not so much avoided now, as taboo.   

“Nice,” she repeated, this time more pensively. She stroked the top of my hand with her open hand, in a way that simultaneously managed to be intimate and yet proprietary in an off-hand way. 

*

Appointing Eric Leamy as my  agent was the best thing I had ever done.  He was wiry, and even with his badly dyed hair, you could still tell he was in his late fifties. he called everyone son, and was not the sort of person, on first meeting, from whom you would like to buy a second hand car.  Eric proudly introduced himself as an impresario who managed several acts in the UK, but was living out the Brit dream, living nine months of the year in a beach villa in Spain surrounded by other Brits drinking cheap gin and tonic. 

We met by chance at a football match in Old Trafford. By this stage I was doing the odd gig in Manchester. Eric gave me his card and suggested I look him up. I didn’t take him seriously but I took it out of courtesy . Later that day, I was in one of those collectable stores, looking through old theatre posters featuring the likes of Morecambe and Wise,  Mike Yardwood and Les Dawson. Eric Leamy’s name appeared as promoter on quite a few of them.  

Back in the hotel,  I Googled him, and discovered among a myriad of hits that he was the unofficial king of working men’s clubs in the North. 

So, I stopped by for a chat. The walls of his office were full of posters of his acts playing in Blackpool and Brighton. I was sceptical but I quickly realised he was a wily old bird.  The first thing he did was to insist I change my stage name to Darren James: “Patrick Rafferty doesn’t do it, son. Trust me” And so I did. 

Next he came up with these orange and black posters that were really tacky. He overrode my objections: “You one of those Ben Elton types. You only want to play down the Arts Centre, or some bloody University. Off you go son. There’s no money in it.”  Eric had correctly sensed my discomfort about playing the club circuit. But in sussing that he was an inverted snob I had sensed his.

“Yeah but why do we have to rush straight to the bottom?  Does it have to be the lowest common denominator?

“Look son, leave it to me to get the people in. After that it’s up to you to keep them.”

And that‘s just what we did. I spent the summer working his clubs. They were demanding audiences, impatient to be entertained, but much less judgemental than their middle class counterparts. If it hadn’t been a great show, they would just pass a remark to the effect that you’ll be building your act up. They really wanted you to do well. 

But we worked well together, and in September, he moved me up to a bigger and a better class of  venue. And he organised me a slot on Sky TV, with a promise of more.  

I fed my ticket into the console of the Dublin airport car park and it raised the red and white barrier. Mick O’ Leary was doing something right.  The plane ticket cost less than the parking fee.  The airport was hectic, teeming with Celtic cubs heading off to the sun at Halloween. Far from it we were reared. I had just done four shows in three days, which included a double header at the Princes Theatre in Birmingham I went for a walk between the two shows and saw touts selling tickets with a face value of £40 for a £100 for God’s sake. There was plenty of good press too. 

I had met the love of my life on a religious treat and the man who was building me a career at a football game. Both by chance. 

How Deepak was that?  

Since our night out at the Point that little phrase had entered our personal coded lexicon. –  shorthand to mark some coincidence. 

Once on the motorway, I hit 70, and engaged cruise control. The adrenalin of the last few days was still circulating and I was buzzing.  I felt the comforting vibration of my mobile in my pocket alerting me to a. text message: “Silent treatment!”  Adeptly, and practically without taking my eyes off the road, I punched out a reply: “In 15…”
I lived in one of those gated dinky town house  developments in Malahide overlooking the marina. Not my scene really, but when you are away as often as I am the security is a big plus. I had a gig in the in Wexford that night and I would be back on the road within two hours. Gretta was already parked in my slot so I drove into a neighbour’s space. 

My first impression of Gretta had lingered, and so, to begin with, I constantly underestimated her, which was understandable, and in turn patronised her, which was not. The first night we met I took her to the Hugh Lane. I did most of the talking. Two weeks later she invited me to an opening at the National College of Art and Design. The exhibition was a retrospective of the best work produced over the last decade. I was startled to find that she was a graduate and that two of the featured paintings were hers.   Both already red dotted. She was better read than I, did the Irish Times cryptic and slaughtered me at Soduku.  In between all this she managed and owned, one of those fusion eateries beloved of the in-crowd and which was never out of the gossip columns. 

We met as often as our circumstances allowed. 

I let myself in the back gate, pausing just momentarily to take my silk shirt off the clothes line. 

I slid the patio door across without making any noise. I took of my shoes before I went upstairs. I stood on the threshold of the bedroom -  the only sound was my heart beating. I inched the door open. Her skirt was draped over the bed post.  She was sitting on her hunkers in the middle of the bed with her back to me, leafing through a magazine. She was wearing a red bandana, and her bee top - the one with the black and yellow stripes. She was wearing cowboy-brothel red lingerie.  

I was confident that I hadn’t made a sound getting into the house. 

I stepped up behind her and deftly tied the my silk shirt around her eyes in a blindfold. This part was improvised. 

I stripped naked. She had turned around and was sitting on the edge of the bed with her feet on the ground. 

I knelt on the wooden floor, removed her panties and lowered my head between her legs. I could feel the oily skin of her thighs on my cheeks. I smiled to myself, at the thought, she always insisted that her skin was olive not oily.  I blew gently into her pubic hair. The moment my tongue slipped between the petals of her fanny I felt her heat escape. Her gasp, although predictable, was always an encouragement. Usually she tasted sweet but this afternoon she tasted a little bit woody. It still felt the safest place in the world.

The speed and alternating force of my tongue quickly brought her up to the point of no return; I stopped and entered her. Hard impersonal thrusts. I rested my ear over her mouth so that I could feel her breath, and listen all the better, to her feverishly muttered obscenities.  She came. More than once. 

Once I had believed this was due only, or even mainly, to my prowess.  But I soon realised, that, it was down to her being so comfortable with her sexuality. I did not feel threatened, mind you, just flattered to be the conduit. Not that I could have been anyone, or anything like that.  She had stopped doing sex for sex’s sake years ago. 

Soon , I felt my self approaching that point where I would not be able to turn back. I withdrew and inserted my index finger between the pleats of her bum and onward up into her back passage. I spread out my hand in a fan and banged it gently between her legs, simultaneously manipulating my finger inside her back passage.  

Now, I rested my cheekbone against hers, so that I was facing away from her.  She groaned. Success depended upon delicately preserving the balance between pain and pleasure. When the zenith was reached she pushed my hand away. My finger came out with a satisfying pop. It was our favourite orgasm.

The really big orgasm was for the taking, but not today. She encouraged me to go my own way, and I did. That was fine too. 

There were only three rules. No talking. No kissing. No mention of it again. Not even a knowing smile. Prohibado. Verboten.  

* 

“So Ciara, you stand just here and look straight ahead at Jeff if you would’t mind. Jeff, similarly I want you to stand there, at ease, and look right into Ciara.”  My professional voice always sounded more confident that it was. 

I walked behind her. I fanned out my right hand and moved it up and down in an arc in the area of her shoulder blades. 

“Can you feel that?”  

“No,” she said. 

I then walked over behind Jeff. 

Doing this on camera was high risk. But I thrived on that. 

The idea had actually been inspired by Deepak’s address on spontaneous non-logical communication. I had been working on this for weeks, but it wasn’t quite ready.

I then performed the same action on Jeff, and looked over at Ciara. Her face contorted in surprise and then into an uneasy laugh. 

“How did you that? How did you do that?”, her tone was both inquiring and pleading.  As a grant student I recognised the Mount Merrion accent as the sort I had learned to despise. The confident type, that had everything handed up to them on a plate, and in a way that would have made Darwin proud, selected only the strongest mates.

The item – I had lately taken to calling all my illusions items - combined suggestion, psychology and a little bit of je ne sais quoi, but I certainly wasn’t going to tell her that. Ciara was down to do a piece for Asides, an arts magazine programme airing later tonight. I figured (and I am usually right about these things) she was every bit as pretentious as the title of the programme suggested. If it worked I might just win her over.

I now passed my hand over the calves of her legs. When I repeated the action over the back of Jeff’s legs – again my hand not making any contact with his body – the support went from the muscles in his legs and she staggered as if drunk. 

“That is the most amazing thing I have ever seen,” she said.

This admiration was short-lived. Half a dozen questions into the interview, it was clear Ciara was a card carrying member of the Arts mafia, who regarded what I did as perching somewhere, between huckstering, and selling snake oil cures for baldness.  The temptation to have a go was strong, but there was no percentage in that. Instead I tried to raise my game. 

 “Well, in UCD I joined Dram Soc, and aside from all the usual stuff we did lots of pieces that were anarchic. Not crowd pullers or even pleasers. Have you ever tried doing Act 1 of Waiting for Godot in Russian, followed by Act 2 of Endgame in German?

I smiled, looking for empathy. There wasn’t any. 

“So, after college, I joined a rep company, toured all over, here, and the UK. It was fantastic, and really good experience. But I had to face facts. I had reached a plateau. And I wasn’t getting the parts I wanted.”  

I had hope she might soften, if she saw I had some credentials. She didn’t.  Ciara was a hardnose. 

“So anyway I was home for a few days and was listening to the Gerry Ryan show and there was a woman, a hypnotherapist, complaining about an item on the programme the previous day, that had made all of them out to be charlatans. Now, she sounded very genuine and it so happened, that, I was in one of my regular phases that I wanted to give up smoking and thought that I would give this lady a tinkle.”
“Like lots of other kids I had started behind the school bicycle shed. At that time, I smoked three cigarettes before breakfast, standing there in my dressing gown, drinking strong black coffee. A ritual, I was convinced, was necessary to get my head together. On the day of the appointment I had already smoked at least twenty cigarettes. So like, I had zero expectations and, in truth, was only there out of curiosity.”

“I loved smoking, the feel of the pack when you opened it, the catch in your throat, the six second delay before nicotine entering the bloodstream and hit the brain. Even though I was committed smoker for sixteen years. I stopped after one session. And Stayed stopped. And, she made it almost painless.”

I knew that most of this would end up on the cutting room floor but it wasn’t just an interesting story, it was the truth.

“So, I was blown away and read everything I could get my hands on. Did a diploma course in Hypnotherapy.”

As a student I used to do magic shows. But outside birthday parties that was a dead market, but it fitted in perfectly with other techniques which I developed from hypnotism and the likes. So, I devised this show and took it out on the road, refined it, and very quickly, I knew I was onto something. But it was the lady on the Gerry Ryan show that was the catalyst for the whole thing.”
“Did you not think it was ironic though?”
Oh God here we go I am now just about to bit hit by some bland piece of cleverness designed to show the superiority of the interviewer and her egghead audience. 

How I hated that bloody word. Look darling, meeting Gretta, the sexiest woman on the planet on a religious pilgrimage, now that’s bloody ironic. 

“How do you mean?” I asked just a little too impatiently.

“Well,” the tone was unmistakeably triumphant, “the woman on the Gerry Ryan show she was railing against stage hypnotists, trivialising the benefits of therapy, and that’s precisely what you are doing now.” 

The temptation to tell her to go away and fuck herself and her irony was strong. But starting with David Nixon,  Paul Daniels, Paul Mc Kenna, David Blain, Darren Brown had shown that television was the only route through which a mass audience could be reached and built. 

“I presume you have nothing against people having a bit of a laugh and enjoying a night out. I do my clinics. And the profits from my road show subsidise those who can’t afford to pay for those benefits.

She brought her hand down in a dramatic sweeping gesture for the cameraman to indicate it was a wrap. She was pissed off I could see. But she knew the limits of her own  medium, and she was just as happy to end on a soundbite even if it did take the edge off her own killer question. It would be interesting to see how she topped and tailed the package. The editing process, after all, was the ultimate illusion-creator.

Less than half an hour ago she had seen the most amazing thing in her life. And, well she might say that. I mean, it was right up there with the Antipodean pigeons homing to Stockholm and Suki always knowing when her owner was heading for home. I knew no amount of forensic analysis could totally explain it. In that regard it was right up there with the mystery of the Blessed fucking Trinity. This was true magic. But when was a prophet ever appreciated in his own land?

I was pissed off too. 

It was the twenty third of December and I spent the morning, or what was left of it, shopping. What do you buy for the woman who has got everything? Well, in this case, anything that was remotely personal. The easiest thing I could do was to buy a gift voucher for Brown Thomas. Except that might precipitate a row. Another one. They were fast and furious and these days. 

Tonight I was playing in Armagh and after that I would have some R&R until Stephen’s day.

At lunchtime we met at my place to exchange gifts. I had settled on a pair of antique earrings because the faded gold matched complemented her dark skin, giving her a gypsy quality. Even though it was something very personal, it was small enough that she could slip into her collection without attracting attention. She was not so fettered and had bought me an expensive Swiss watch. 

“That’s your present now here is your gift” I said.”.  I handed her a bag from the 02 shop. 

I had been due an upgrade and had bought a blackberry. Gretta is techo a real gadget freak. She was more excited by the phone than the earrings.

But. the atmosphere was all wrong. Her texts that morning were snippy. Maybe I was still brooding about the interview.  She was leaning  up against the kitchen counter drinking coffee. Her body language usually languid was spasmodic. 

“It was the busiest Christmas ever. Martin arrived in this morning and announced that he has booked two weeks in Lanzarote. Heading off, New Years Day. It means taking the kids out of school but to hell with it.”  

It was a lie and we both knew it. There was so much that had to be done in the restaurant, whenever she and Martin went away together, it had to be organised months in advance.

“Good for Martin.”   I tried, but could not keep the sarcasm down.

“Don’t get me wrong. I am looking forward to a bit of down time in the restaurant once we get New Year’s Eve out of the way. I would be just as happy hanging out around Dublin.”

“Really,”  I was annoyed now. But not because she was going away, or telling a bullshit white lie. No, it was the notion, that she had delayed telling me only because she thought it was necessary to find the right moment. I hated being managed in that way. I knew all this because I had to manage Gretta the exact same way. It was part and parcel of being involved in a relationship that was at its heart truly dysfunctional.   

“What about you, any plans?”

“Gigging up to New Years. Eric has arranged for me to go to New York for a few days. He is lining up a showcase gig and then he wants me to do a bit of networking.” I tried to make it my sound like my trip wasn’t in retaliation for her trip to the Canaries. I too was treading on eggshells. Christmas and holidays were the worst times for us and today we had to deal with both. 

“That’ll be exciting.” 

“Very - pity we can‘t go together.” 

“Oh, I am sure you won’t be stuck for things to do.”  Try as she might, she couldn’t keep the sarcasm down either. 

I could be gigging from one end of the month to the other where there were plenty of opportunities for casual liaisons.  It never bothered her. But whenever I went on anything approximating to a holiday, she fretted -  worried endlessly I might “meet someone” and if I did how would  I deal with it. 

“Not that type of trip,” I said with as much nonchalance as I could muster. “Sure I will get to a few nice restaurants, and take in a show or three, but it will be work oriented.”

“And what will you do if you meet someone?”     

“Look,” I snapped, “I have to contend with the fact that you will be in the sun actually having sex with someone else. Do you have any idea what that is like for me?”

That shut her up. 

It was bullshit really. Once she even told me that she would like me to go and have sex with a hooker and then come straight back to her and tell her all about it while I fucked her. The thought of me having sex with someone else didn’t bother her.

No, what terrified her, far more, was that I might make a connection across the table in one of those trendy New York restaurants, grounded in a furtive smile, or flirty conversation, that I might experience the frisson of New York city, combined with the heady excitement that you get at the start of a new relationship. 

What had made the night at the Point so enjoyable, was it was the one and only time we had gone out openly like a normal couple, and even that had only come about because her mate cancelled at the last minute. 

The relationship was a destructive one for all the obvious reasons. We weren’t teenagers even if we sometimes acted like we were. It would have been far easier to stop, but the reality was that neither of us could, even if we wanted, which we certainly didn’t.  We lived in a bubble.. We socialised only with each other. For the most part I loved this But it also meant that we could behave as badly as we wanted without any other people noticing. Overall things in Utopia were just fine but sometimes we did behave very badly. Every now and again, the contradiction of what we were doing, would descend ,on one or both of us, like a black cloud more intense than original itself, and cause trouble. Like now. 

“What are you thinking about hun?” 

How many couples played that game I wondered? How many played it with total honesty?  I was out of sorts enough not to varnish. 

“Martin.” 

She looked surprised. He was rarely mentioned by either of us and even then only indirectly. 

“And?”

“He doesn’t love you as much as I do. He couldn’t.      

*

I looked around my dressing room which was bigger than some apartments I had lived in, and was all white and blond wood. The antithesis of the cupboard under the stairs in some whelltappers an Shunters club in Bury. I reckon the idea had to have  been dreamt up by some spook with a sense of humour or a bad drink problem.  Or both. During one of the hearts and minds phases of the conflict it must have come to pass that some M15 type persuaded some powerful civil servant sitting behind a desk in Whitehall that building a theatre in this Provo stronghold would soften up the Paddies and shorten the war. 

The main auditorium eated 400  and wouldn’t have been out of place in Dublin Leeds or Bath or even Belfast for that matter. The building was all glass and white and concrete and you could see that it cost a mint. Architecturally it was one of the most striking white elephants you’re likely to see. 

When it first opened the bigger repertoire companies all toured there. Some fairly big pop acts came too, but now it played host to oldies like the Proclaimers and Acker Bilk.  But neither the sleepy hamlet that was Armagh or its hinterland could support a venue of this size. That was full of sheep farmers and smugglers, who kept to themselves, people quite frankly, who didn’t do culture. It was just the sort of posh place to which I wanted to bring my show, and while Eric would have enjoyed railing against the wisdom of building this venue he would have taken pride that his Act had sold out. 

The garish posters which I had seen for miles around, advertising Darren James, “As see on Sky TV” had done their job.  Everyone would make a profit.

But not everyone was happy. I was an illusionist who used a little hypnotherapy to put on a show. Like the Christmas Panto, I entertained large numbers. And anything that did that was automatically suspect. 

Asides had cut out all my acting background. The quality of what I had done prevented them from portraying me as a buffoon, but Ciara’s intro put me across as a lightweight.  The intelligentsia, hated light entertainment. They were embarrassed by its popularity, and regarded tonight’s audience, many of them who had never been inside a theatre, as hick and gauche. 

I had kept the hypnotism elements to the show to a minimum, and I maintained the dignity of participants. There were no lewd sex scenes with a mop, no people reporting to the post office after the show to buy a licence for their leprauchan. 

I did a few breathing exercises to relax and open my diaphragm. Stewart, an opera singer, who I had met at the Edinburgh festival, and wasn’t a member of the mafia had taught me them. 

The day had held such promise but had failed to deliver. I was on edge. Was I being too precious? I mean if I wasn’t me, would I have been sneering at Darren James in the same way Ciara and her ilk were?  

On cue I felt the comforting vibration of my mobile in my pocket: “Break a leg sweetie. Luv n Miss U X”.  No one had ever called me sweetie before. It was an acronym made famous by Terry Keane. But I think that it was in spite –rather than because - of that, it managed to be old-fashioned but incredibly sexy. 

The knock came on the door. Two minutes. Showtime. 

Her text lifted me. Instantaneously, as it always did, a response that was practically pavlovian. I did not know exactly why. I assume it was because I loved her.

I was ready.

I used Emerson Lake & Palmer’s Fanfare for the Common Man to open the show. It was kitsch but struck just the right degree of over the top. The perfect acoustics gave it an extra edge. My throat was dry. I would be fine once I got the first few words out, the first item done. My two hours on stage would seem like two minutes. 

“Think of a vegetable. Visualise it, the colour, the texture, the bits of soil still ingrained on it. See a clear picture of it.”.  The music, lower now, was still playing as a backdrop to my voiceover. I paused and looked around the audience: “How many people are thinking of a carrot?” The gasp though predicable always encouraged me. 

I fired a soft ball from my gun into the audience. The rule was that whoever the ball struck had to participate or nominate someone else who was willing. As it wasn’t possible to control the direction of the ball it undermined the random nature of selection. 

The ball hit a woman on the shoulder. She stood up. “Man or woman?” I asked. 

“Man,” she said.

 “Right this ball is for a man.” I fired it into the crowd. A man, in his forties, a little bashful, got to his feet. 

“Nominate a card.”

 “Ten of diamonds.” 

I produced a deck of cards and peeled off the cellophane wrapper. But before I could go any further I heard someone roaring to my left.  

This man in contrast was excited. 

“Fake. Fake. No, get someone else to think of a card, but instead of telling you, get him to write down the card, and after you have produced the card from the deck, then we will see does it match.” He turned around to the people around him to emphasise how clever he was.

There were loud cheers and guffaws from his group. 

“Hey, easy, it’s a trick eh” I said putting on my Italian accent. “All this,” I moved my free hand around in an arc, “It’s an illusion eh. Real fakery. Maybe you like to catch out the padre in church when he changing the bread and water.” There was a ripple of laughter. The strange thing about it was that it would never occur to him that there was any element of fraud in that act, much less create a scene over it. 

“What’s your name?” I asked changing my tone and accent so that it was no longer ridiculing. “Peter,” He replied. “Come here Peter, and we will sort this out.”  When he came up on stage. I handed him a piece of paper, and asked him to write down the number of a card. 

“Now ,” I said with a flourish. I picked up the pad, looked at him and wrote the Queen of Clubs on it. I turned it to the audience so that they could see it. 

I then asked him to select a deck of cards from a pile on the table. I invited him to inspect the pack and to open the deck. He then handed it over to me. Good items depend on the audience thinking that they are controlling the events, but by handing me back the cards I had regained some of the control.  I spread eagled the cards. One, the Queen of Clubs, which was out of sync was facing out, and I kept it tilted to the audience. 


“What card you write down, Peter?”

“He held it up for the all to see, and it was of course, the Queen of clubs.”

“Tell you what Peter, will you, mind this for me until the end of the show?” I handed him a bag which contained a balloon inside. 

We were still on the warm up but I knew it was going to be a good show.  

“What’s your name?” 

“Alanna.”

 “How do you spell that?”  There was a titter. It was the way I said it. This was deliberate. It was important that they thought it funny. Laugher was a diversion. My last item would be spoiled if some participant’s name was spelt wrong. Last week, Jimmy, my sometime assistant,  misspelled  a name and it made the itemlook shoddy. I hated that. 

The mind-reading was my favourite part of this show. I had four people on stage. The first three sketched crude pictures on paper and, after I asked questions I told them what they had drawn.  

Alanna was blond, blue-eyed, nervous and perfect for this item. The first guy had to pick a book at random from a bookcase.  A second would pick a page. The third the number of a line on a page. Alanna then had to open the book on that page and read a paragraph from that line. All this happened before the audience but out of my line of sight. 

Once again the strength of this item was, that it took control of all the key features away from me, and vested them in people randomly chosen. Every additional layer militated against fix. Logically this was so. However once the end route is known, diversions which have no real bearing on the outcome, can be used to accentuate how clever the process is. 

“Now is there a colour, in the piece that you read?”

“Yeah.”

“Yellow?” She nodded. 

“A yellow top or scarf maybe - Has there been accident?”

“Yeah.”

 “Would you read out the paragraph?”

“June went around and opened the door to let Lisa out. It was a bad fracture and Lisa had made a makeshift sling with her scarf. She thought, rather unkindly, that even with a busted arm, the canary yellow scarf made it look like a chic designer injury. They made their way into the hospital down to the A & E department. The nurses took over from that point.”

I knew this was one of my better performances. Finally, I bought Peter back on stage. We burst the balloon and inside was a note thanking all the people who had participated on stage including I was pleased to see the correct spelling of Alanna’s name. Doubtless, Peter, and his cronies would quickly work out it was a trick that depended on slight of hand. But I knew that they could dissect the mind-reading tricks forever and a day and be no wiser. That’s what truly made them magic. 

I had been so very tired before I went on stage. I had put more into this show than usual. And together we had all responded to make it what it was. 

I left the stage with some of the loudest applause I had ever got ringing in my ear. The tiredness was gone, my nerve endings doused in adrenalin. As I put my hand on the dressing room door I felt the comforting vibration of the mobile phone in my pocket. The perfect encore. Merry Christmas.

*

It was March 16 the day I got out of hospital. I was unsteady on my feet as I was only back walking a few days and still using a stick. I slipped out the back way and took a taxi. Not because I was avoiding my adoring public, (they weren’t there) or even my brother, who had insisted on coming to collect me, but because I needed to be alone to do what I wanted to do. 

I stopped at the florist and then the taxi took me straight to the graveyard. The spot where her ashes were interred was marked by a sapling. A simple plaque in black marble recorded in gold lettering that she had died on December 24, and was a loving mother and wife to her husband Martin and two children Emma and Rory. 

My immediate thought was how awful a Christmas it must have been for her kids. 

The garda in charge of the case  had called in last week to say that there would be no criminal prosecution, but that I might have to give evidence at the inquest. I hoped not. I still clung to the hope that I might keep the lid on everything. 

I had broken down when I gave him my statement. I told him how I got into my car after the gig shortly after midnight. Almost exactly half way between Armagh and Dublin, a car travelling from the opposite direction came around the corner over the white line and clipped me.

My car careered sideways into the ditch. Through my rear view mirror I caught a glimpse of the other car spinning around before it flipped over a few times, a spectacle that was eerily illuminated by the sparks generated by the metal contacting the ground. I will never forget that sound of metal scraping the ashphalt. 

Of course, I recognised the car immediately. I got out of my car, crawled, (the doctors said I could only do this because I was in shock) over to the wreck that was her vehicle. Her head was thrown back as if she was asleep. I saw a big fresh dark red stain which had seeped into the upholstery. I pleaded aloud over and over: “Please please please be alive.” I felt for a pulse. There was none.  

I was seriously injured myself. I had broke my right leg in three places and my pelvis and was in excruciating pain. My next memory was waking up outside the operating theatre on Christmas morning after the surgery. 

I did not tell the investigating garda that I saw her new Blackberry on the floor. Or that I picked it up, and read the half composed text: “Am lost Sweetie whe…”   The phone, or more accurately the sim card, contained lots of other texts, including the incriminating one in which we had agreed to meet for a coffee and a chat, in a late night roadside café. I threw it as hard as I could it over the hedge into the field. I didn’t tell him any of that. Nor did I tell him that I had endlessly prayed (in so far as an agnostic can ever pray), while I lay on my back for weeks on end waiting for my fractures to reunite that it would not be found. Or that I had replayed in my mind ten thousand times, Gretta driving around the corner, one hand on the steering wheel, the other punching out the letters w-h-e, probably less dexterously than usual I thought, because of her unfamiliarity with the keypad, eye momentarily off the ball for that critical moment. 

During the weeks and months since then lying immobile in my bed waiting for my bones to knit I had often wondered whether she would have known it was me, and what went through her head in those final moments. 

Nor did I tell him that I would soon be going back to the scene to retrieve and destroy the handset. If I found it I might keep the sim card. There was bound to be a way of finding out the pin number.  But I would cross that bridge when I came to it. 

The guard had sensed my conscience was at me, even if he did not know why. He told me there was nothing I could have done, that the debris shaken out by the crash was on my side of the road. The toxicology showed she had a small amount of drink taken. I could have told him too that was because she had a single glass of champagne at the end of the night with the staff in the restaurant before she set out to meet me.  

I paid my respects and I placed the flowers on her grave. I had visualised this moment as many times as I had the crash. But I did not really feel anything.  I walked to the brow of a hill and surveyed the graves which stretched out as far as I the eye could see in neat uniform lines. I saw a man, I recognised as Martin approach her grave. I thanked my lucky stars that I had missed him. 

He picked up the flowers and read the card. He looked around to see if there was anyone around. He then read the inscription again. I silently mouthed the words as he read them. 

“How Deepak is this? X” 

I turned away and walked back to the gate where my taxi awaited. 
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