





A chairde,

Dia daoibh and welcome to Edition VI
of Tintreach: The Smashing Times Arts and
Literary Journal. In this edition, we
include poetry by Richard W. Halperin
(our Featured Artist) and a Featured
Artist Interview with Richard, visual art
by Martina Furlong and Julianna
Sabitova, short fiction by Neil Flynn,
and an article by Mary Moynihan.

Although this edition is unthemed, the
artworks below share certain
preoccupations. Prime among them are
the overlapping themes of memory,
grief, and time. Grief feeds off memory,
while both are, by their very nature,
acknowledgements of the existence of
time, of the dividing line between then
and now. Things change; people pass,
our hearts freshly cratered. Without the
passage of time, grief and memory
would not be possible. Time is what kills
us — and yet, as the old adage goes, it is
also what heals us, what aids us iIn
reassembling ourselves in light of our
losses.

Grief is explored with devastating
subtlety in Featured Artist Richard W.
Halperin’s poem ‘The Arcades Project’.
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Featured Artist

Richard W. Halperin

Our Featured Artist this edition is
Richard W. Halperin. Halperin’'s
poetry has been published by Salmon
Poetry (five collections) and by
Lapwing (18 smaller collections). On 1
November 2025, Salmon Poetry
published All the Tattered Stars: Selected
& New Poems (purchase here), one of
the new poems in which, ‘Now,
Mother, What's the Matter?, was the
Poem of the Week in The Guardian in
January of this year. He was the
Featured Poet in the June 2009 issue
of The Stinging Fly. Halperin, a US-Irish
dual national who lives in Paris, reads
frequently in Ireland, with many of
these readings winding up on
YouTube.

On 7 January 2026, Halperin was Special Guest Reader in the First Wednesday
Poetry and Open-Mic Series, White House Bar, Limerick; the reading is now on
YouTube (click here to view). Irish poet Eiléan Ni Chuilleanain has described
Halperin’'s poetry as ‘intelligent protest’, while the Irish actor Raymond Keane has
stated that he ‘writes from the heart'.

Photo credit: Raymond Keane


https://www.omahonys.ie/all-the-tattered-stars-new-and-selected-poems-p-10600069.html
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2026/jan/19/poem-of-the-week-now-mother-whats-the-matter-by-richard-w-halperin
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2026/jan/19/poem-of-the-week-now-mother-whats-the-matter-by-richard-w-halperin
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_PQG7vfO8Zc

The Arcades Project

Richard W. Halperin

[ am reading a poet’s poems — Jessie
Lendennie’s — for the hundredth time

and wondering how she does it:

‘Pretty,” ‘Walking Here,” ‘And the child said,

“If you love me, take me with you,

and they are as good as the stars, but closer.

They are part of what goes through my mind
all the time now. So much else does, too:
people from my childhood, remarks from
my childhood, from all the offices I ever
worked in, from conversations with

my wife, with friends, with waiters,

with pharmacists. ‘Remarks are not
literature, Hemingway,” Gertrude Stein
said when he showed her The Sun Also
Rises and she saw her “You are all

a lost generation’ on an opening page

of epigraphs, and she was quite right,



thank God. Remarks are remarks.

They are what, after my hair turned
white, I live in: in remarks, in an Arcade
of remarks, an Arcade like Walter
Benjamin’s, shopping and selling,

people shopping and selling swirling

by me: as friends show me their
manuscripts or their sketches or talk

to me about their dreams and their
arguments, or will never talk to me
about their dreams and their arguments,

while through my own mind - and heart -

swirl fragments of Jung, of George Eliot,

of interviews with celebrities of my youth —
Marilyn Monroe just before the end saying

‘An actor is supposed to be a sensitive instrument.
Isaac Stern takes good care of his violin.

What if everybody jumped on his violin?’ -

my grandfather Halperin’s laughing
in my face when I, at age 13, said to him

that Wagner was a much greater composer






Nno, never, the ground of the Arcade,

but rather the solid ground of good literature —
The Sun Also Rises is literature, Miss Stein
recognised that at once — the solid ground

of Jessie’s poems, the solid ground of the

Tuba Miram of Mozart’s (posthumous,

Mr Benjamin) Requiem which my wife
loved, and now she can hear it direct,

and now | can almost hear it.

Should | buy a book by Walter Benjamin?
In a Paris bookshop, | once reached

for The Arcades Project. | returned it

to the shelf immediately. The damage
was done by the cover photo: a huge

wrought-iron-and-glass shopping arcade

my wife and | used to walk through.
A title — not his — ran through my mind:

‘Where Were You When You Woke Up?
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Featured Artist Interview

Tintreach Editor Féilim James Interviews Richard W. Halperin

Féilim: Tell us a little bit about the
creative process and inspiration behind
‘The Arcades Project..

Richard: There is no process. In my case,
without exception, a poem arrives,
usually whole. It's inexplicable. My job is
not to screw it up. (Agatha Christie says
in her memoirs that once, in a tea shop,
she overheard a woman say, ‘Why didn’t
they ask Evans? - and there was her next
book.) | came across a reference to
Walter Benjamin in a Hannah Arendt
essay, and the whole poem came
instantly. | wrote it in two hours. Or in 82
years (my age) and two hours.

Féilim: ‘No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone,” writes
(the sometimes-controversial) T.S. Eliot in his influential essay ‘Tradition and the
Individual Talent'. ‘His significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his
relation to the dead poets and artists.’ In that light, and in acknowledgement of
the many literary references in ‘The Arcades Project, what role do past literary
works play in your own artistic practice?

Richard: | can't relate to what Eliot says. | live with his poetry and plays, and
there it stops.

To respond to ‘literary references”: Jesus says, eat my words, they will become
part of you. | eat books. | think that that may be true for everyone. | think the
soul forgets nothing, and is nourished by everything, whether by Thomas Hardy
or by tabloid news. (Would you eat poison? Well, let's skip that one.) Poems - cf.
Hercule Poirot - arrive to me; one minute they are not there, the next minute
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what grief can look like. | use words,

the inadequate double of music.

| know where I'm going and | don't know
where I'm going. One tries to go forward
without disgracing oneself.

Féilim: You have published a number of
poetry collections throughout your
career. What advice would you give to
emerging poets who have published
widely in literary journals, but who are
struggling to get a collection published?

Richard: No advice. There has to be a
click between a collection and the
publisher. Publishing entails terrifying
risk. The publisher has to go to the wall
with the poems, and may make no
money whatsoever from them. She or
he has to love them, or to see something
in them so promising that that's love
too.
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Artist Biography

Martina Furlong is a visual artist from County Wexford, using the medium of
paint to tell the stories the land holds, and to celebrate the connection
between us, the earth, and life beyond. She explores our spiritual ties to the
Irish landscape, and how it links us to our ancestors, history, and culture.
Recent exhibitions include The Kenny Gallery, Galway; The Coastguard
Cultural Centre Tramore, County Waterford; and Enniscorthy Castle, County
Wexford. Click here to visit her website and here for her Instagram

profile.
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The following morning, he woke light-headed, like he’'d been
dreaming all night. He felt a chill despite the mildness of the day. He
milked a bowl of muesli for breakfast, squinted at the mildew light
coming in the kitchen window. He could let it be, ignore the man who
was married to his youngest sister. Let that be their relationship
henceforth. They’d never been close: socialising at Christmas, the
occasional family gather, the odd funeral, that was it. No one beyond
the two of them, even his sister — if his brother-in-law said nothing —
would be the wiser.

Appetite still absent, he threw out what was left of the muesli
for the birds. Why, he wondered, had it got him in such a state? Was it
the indifferent nature of the disrespect, and in the house he once called
home? The assumption his brother-in-law could act with impunity
because he wouldn’t do anything about it?

Beyond the row of pitched roofs in front of him, dark-bellied
clouds swept over the mountains that abutted this stretch of the
Atlantic coast. He recalled his niece’s Confirmation a few months ago.
He couldn’t go because of work. A deadline. He’d told his sister. She’d
told him it was no problem. It wasn’t as if he was the girl’'s godfather;
not as if he needed to stand with her when she was being confirmed by
the bishop. He'd repeated this to his mother when she wanted to know
why he wasn’t going. Like his sister, she’d accepted the reason.

Out of a sense of expectation, had his brother-in-law taken his
absence as an insult? Had he not sent his niece a card with enough
money inside as recompense for not attending? To his brother-in-law,
was this a question of love, or a lack of it?

He imagined a confrontation. His brother-in-law convinced he
could take a man outside his weight class. On the hard end of a left-
right cross his brother-in-law would discover the truth. He would

banish him from his mother’s house. A call from his sister, then, in a
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She’s travelled the world, Mal said, as they pulled into a small
yard. The woman of the house was waiting for them at the backdoor
step, straight-backed, strong-chinned, in a snappy gilet and knee-high
boots that belied her seventy years. The yard was a tidy square of
flagstones, whitewashed sheds, a henhouse with a shiny corrugated
roof. She welcomed him with a sharp-toothed smile and led them
inside to a room he assumed was her living room. She sat them in
front of a window that offered a postcard view of the Atlantic. Far out,
a chain of islands edged into view, dashed white by crashing breakers.

Some view, ha’ said Mal.

The woman of the house knew the Irish names of all the islands.
Some people still live on them, she said from the kitchen. “Tis hardy
gaisce, she said.

It was a curious living room. The only conventional thing about
it was the position of the couch, roughly centre. Books, magazines,
junk mail lay piled around them. Charts, posters for Puck Fair,
calendars sun-bleached with age covered the walls like post-its. A reek
of turf and mustiness hung in the air. Mal threw a sod in a fire that was
never let go out. A cat meowed. Then another, and another. The
woman mothered them over the whistle of a boiling kettle. Hush now
boys and girls!

She set a tea tray on the table between sheaves of paper and
poured them each a cup. A plate of digestive biscuits she placed on a
pile of books and took charge of the conversation when Mal
mentioned he was thinking of setting part of his novel in Iceland. She
regaled them with tales of Antarctica after venturing there years ago
on an expedition to remind herself, though she was no longer in her
prime, she wasn’t past it either. Her voice grew hard as she spoke of a

fellow traveller she considered a coward because he wanted to rest
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https://www.standmagazine.org/cgi-bin/scribe?item_id=3530
https://www.standmagazine.org/cgi-bin/scribe?item_id=3530
https://neilflynn.org/







Artist Biography

Julianna Sabitova, originally from Kazakhstan, has lived in Ireland for the
past seven years. She works with acrylic paint, textured painting, and mixed
media, while exploring tactility and the sensory perception of surface. Her
practice incorporates acrylic paint, texture pastes, epoxy resin, and gold leaf,
creating layered compositions that invite a desire for physical engagement
with the work. Over the past year, she has participated in six group
exhibitions in Ireland and presented her first solo exhibition in Dublin; she is
currently expanding her practice to include more realistic approaches
alongside abstraction. Click here to visit her website and here for her
Instagram profile.

31


https://juliannas.art/
https://www.instagram.com/juliannas_art.ie/
https://www.instagram.com/juliannas_art.ie/




bizarre set of circumstances. That’s how the idea for this book was
born, in that jolt of recognition you feel when learning certain words

for emotions, especially in languages other than English.’

Koenig loves the idea of possibility, that we can create new words to
define what’s inside, what we are feeling, simply by someone coming
along and giving it a name. He quotes the philosopher Wittgenstein,
who wrote that, “The limits of my language are the limits of my world.’
But what happens when the flaws or limitations in our language cannot
help us to define the world we are experiencing? As Koenig says, ‘We
have thousands of words for different types of finches and schooners
and historical undergarments, but only a rudimentary vocabulary to
capture the delectable subtleties of the human experience. . . In
language, all things are possible. Which means that no emotion is
untranslatable. No sorrow is too obscure to define. We just have to do
it.’

What I find fascinating about Koenig’s dictionary is the idea of

‘sorrow’. He writes:

‘This is not a book about sadness — at least, not in the modern sense of
the word. The word sadness originally meant “fullness,” from the same
Latin root, satis, that also gave us sated and satisfaction. Not so long
ago, to be sad meant you were filled to the brim with some intensity of
experience. It wasn’t just a malfunction in the joy machine. It was a
state of awareness — setting the focus to infinity and taking it all in, joy
and grief all at once. When we speak of sadness these days, most of the
time what we really mean is despair, which is literally defined as the
absence of hope. But true sadness is actually the opposite, an exuberant

upwelling that reminds you how fleeting and mysterious
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	Meanwhile, Mary Moynihan’s article, ‘The Joy and Sorrow of Being Alive’, in reflecting on John Koenig’s book The Dictionary of Obscure Sorrows, addresses sadness, a cousin of grief (or perhaps not, as argued in the article). Martina Furlong’s colourfully expressive paintings depict the untainted, and often mysterious, beauty of the Irish landscape through varying degrees of abstraction. Neil Flynn’s ‘Land’s End’ constitutes a sort of two short stories in one, either side of a kind of philosophical interlude which again draws on the symbolic depth of landscape. The story is also a hymn to things that could have been, all the while demonstrating our capacity to mourn things that never were.
	Artistic discipline and control are also hallmarks of this edition’s artworks, an excellent example being Julianna Sabitova’s precisely detailed and expertly crafted artworks. They take an already striking element of the natural world – flowers – and elevate them to new heights through the catalytic powers of artistic imagination and technique.
	I would like to offer my heartfelt thanks to the artists included in this edition; to Smashing Times Artistic Director Mary
	Moynihan, and to Freda Manweiler, Company Manager and Producer; and to you, the reader, for lending us your attention amid this busy world.
	Beir bua agus beannacht,
	Féilim James Editor, Tintreach: The Smashing Times Arts and Literary Journal
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	The Arcades Project
	Richard W. Halperin

	thank God. Remarks are remarks. They are what, after my hair turned white, I live in: in remarks, in an Arcade of remarks, an Arcade like Walter Benjamin’s, shopping and selling, people shopping and selling swirling
	by me: as friends show me their manuscripts or their sketches or talk to me about their dreams and their arguments, or will never talk to me about their dreams and their arguments, while through my own mind – and heart –
	swirl fragments of Jung, of George Eliot, of interviews with celebrities of my youth – Marilyn Monroe just before the end saying ‘An actor is supposed to be a sensitive instrument. Isaac Stern takes good care of his violin. What if everybody jumped on his violin?’ –
	my grandfather Halperin’s laughing in my face when I, at age 13, said to him that Wagner was a much greater composer
	than Rossini – all swirl by, remarks, remarks, like the Woman at the Well’s ‘he told me everything
	about myself that I ever did do’ – and I am in the sociologist Walter Benjamin’s The Arcades Project, his great unfinished posthumous fragment – I am in the huge nineteenth-century glass-and-wrought-iron  Arcade my wife and I used to walk
	through when we lived on the rue  du Bouloi a few streets away –  everyone shopping and selling,  looking for something by which  to help get through life, or to distract  from life, since God was sanitised out of life
	during The Enlightenment (to imitate the way Alice B. Toklas talked: ‘the term “Enlightenment” is a scream’) – and now, every remark I ever heard comes back to me, swirling above the ground I walk on which is not,
	no, never, the ground of the Arcade, but rather the solid ground of good literature –  The Sun Also Rises is literature, Miss Stein recognised that at once – the solid ground of Jessie’s poems, the solid ground of the Tuba Miram of Mozart’s (posthumous,
	Mr Benjamin) Requiem which my wife loved, and now she can hear it direct,  and now I can almost hear it.
	* * *
	Should I buy a book by Walter Benjamin?  In a Paris bookshop, I once reached  for The Arcades Project. I returned it
	to the shelf immediately. The damage  was done by the cover photo: a huge  wrought-iron-and-glass shopping arcade
	my wife and I used to walk through.  A title – not his – ran through my mind:  ‘Where Were You When You Woke Up?’
	No idea. For a moment there was no I,  no my wife, no Walter Benjamin,  no place, no time and maybe no question.
	‘The Arcades Project’ was previously published in the April 2025 edition of Live Encounters Poetry & Writing (Bali, Indonesia). It will appear in Halperin’s next poetry collection, Silk Threads (Lapwing Publications).
	Featured Artist Interview
	Tintreach Editor Féilim James Interviews Richard W. Halperin

	they are all there, or almost. If as part of that – e.g., ‘The Arcades Project’ – a citation is included which is neither elegant nor clean, I will not include it. Life before art every time.
	About ‘role,’ my citations have no ‘role’, any more or less than a comma does.
	As to why particular citations are in ‘The Arcades Project’ as opposed to other citations, Oscar Hammerstein II nails it forever:
	‘Who can explain it, who can tell you why? / Fools give you reasons, wise men never try.’
	Hammerstein is describing falling in love, and so am I. Writing poetry is just that. Maria Callas, in one of her televised interviews with Lord Harewood, when asked where to start if one wants to sing bel canto, says, ‘First of all, you have to love it,’ and she makes a slow gesture with her eloquent hands.
	Féilim: Following on from the above, who would you say have been your biggest artistic influences to date?
	Richard: Suffering. Full stop.
	Féilim: I have often considered how difficult it would be to explain what exactly poetry is to an alien with no experience of human culture. How
	would you go about explaining it?
	Richard: If I handed the alien ‘Tears, Idle Tears’ [by Alfred, Lord Tennyson], or Pip’s words to Estella [in Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations] when he tells her that she has broken his heart, and the alien cries, then that was a poem. If the alien doesn’t cry, sorry, it isn’t, and no teacher or workshop can make it a poem. I would also say to the alien, ‘Good poetry, and there is a lot of it, can be lectio divina.’
	Féilim: Would you say there is a socially conscious element to your work?
	Richard: My poems come out of me and out of wherever poems come from. ‘Socially conscious’ is having its hour in the sun. What could be more socially conscious that Lewis Carroll’s, ‘Off with her head!’
	Féilim: What role does the theme of grief play in your work?
	Richard: See my response to the third question.
	Also, I quote from the penultimate poem, ‘I Know Where I’m Going’, in the new Salmon collection (All the Tattered Stars: Selected & New Poems):
	‘My wife took a train which I missed. I am still on the platform. I began writing to show that this is
	what grief can look like. I use words, the inadequate double of music. I know where I’m going and I don’t know where I’m going. One tries to go forward without disgracing oneself.’
	Féilim: You have published a number of poetry collections throughout your career. What advice would you give to emerging poets who have published widely in literary journals, but who are struggling to get a collection published?
	Richard: No advice. There has to be a click between a collection and the publisher. Publishing entails terrifying risk. The publisher has to go to the wall with the poems, and may make no money whatsoever from them. She or he has to love them, or to see something in them so promising that that’s love too.
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	Uiscí Cósta Martina Furlong
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	glass of water, found his younger brother at the kitchen table with said brother-in-law who made what he perceived as a dismissive gesture of salute as he entered. He replied with a civil: How are you? and proceeded to the sink, ran the tap and received no response. Busy chatting, his mother and younger brother didn’t notice. Not one to stoke things, he didn’t mention it when his brother-in-law left.                 Several weeks later he was playing with his sister and brother-in-law’s youngest daughter in the kitchen. His mother had been watching her that morning. When his brother-in-law entered in his customary way, he turned to him, tested the waters: Hello. His brother-in-law responded how he had that first day, but instead of moving past him, he stood his ground and spread his arms wide to receive his daughter.            A tightness gripped his chest, then. Not saying anything, he made for the back door. In the yard, a shrill westerly blew. Diesel tanged the air, from the oil tank that stood on block next to the shed. If he cracked a match he was certain the air would ignite. Pain flared from the top of his head, flared across his chest. He went into the shed and hung by his hands from a power tower he’d assembled with his brother when they still lived at home. He closed his eyes, held his body weight, slowly de-stressed.                 With equanimity crept resolution.                 That evening into night, rage and serenity alternated. His face seemed to pulsate when he looked in the mirror. He sat in a recliner in the living room, stretched back till he was almost horizontal. He tried box breathing. He swallowed paracetamol, extra-strength – seven pills. A sense he was floating above the chair began to seize him. He tried to watch a movie – about Death coming to earth to take a holiday – without success.
	The following morning, he woke light-headed, like he’d been dreaming all night. He felt a chill despite the mildness of the day. He milked a bowl of muesli for breakfast, squinted at the mildew light coming in the kitchen window. He could let it be, ignore the man who was married to his youngest sister. Let that be their relationship henceforth. They’d never been close: socialising at Christmas, the occasional family gather, the odd funeral, that was it. No one beyond the two of them, even his sister – if his brother-in-law said nothing – would be the wiser.               Appetite still absent, he threw out what was left of the muesli for the birds. Why, he wondered, had it got him in such a state? Was it the indifferent nature of the disrespect, and in the house he once called home? The assumption his brother-in-law could act with impunity because he wouldn’t do anything about it?            Beyond the row of pitched roofs in front of him, dark-bellied clouds swept over the mountains that abutted this stretch of the Atlantic coast. He recalled his niece’s Confirmation a few months ago. He couldn’t go because of work. A deadline. He’d told his sister. She’d told him it was no problem. It wasn’t as if he was the girl’s godfather; not as if he needed to stand with her when she was being confirmed by the bishop. He’d repeated this to his mother when she wanted to know why he wasn’t going. Like his sister, she’d accepted the reason.                Out of a sense of expectation, had his brother-in-law taken his absence as an insult? Had he not sent his niece a card with enough money inside as recompense for not attending? To his brother-in-law, was this a question of love, or a lack of it?               He imagined a confrontation. His brother-in-law convinced he could take a man outside his weight class. On the hard end of a left-right cross his brother-in-law would discover the truth. He would banish him from his mother’s house. A call from his sister, then, in a
	state of panic. What would he tell her?              Between rage and indifference, he oscillated. He’d never known this oscillation before. He’d never been in a fight. He’d trawled city streets, parks bustling with ne’er-do-wells, and always come through unscathed.              At forty-five, he was done fronting, was that it? The tightness in his chest would not abate. He needed a medical, it was past time. Heart, head, lipids, insulin resistance, prostate. It hit him, then: he wasn’t young anymore.
	****
	He couldn’t shake the dream from the night before that had woken him with a gasp. He couldn’t move; it held him in its clutches, wouldn’t let him go. It felt realer than a dream.               That day, he drove thirty miles along the coast road to see his friend Mal. Mal had relocated from Wicklow to west Kerry to work for the summer so he could earn enough money to hole up on Inishbofin for the winter and write the novel that he’d been waiting to write for years. It’s now or never, Mal had said.              He picked him up outside the last bar before land’s end. The bar didn’t open till evening and rather than head back to Dingle for a jar like they’d planned, Mal invited him to the place where he was staying further along the coast road. He wanted him to meet the lady of the house. She’d told Mal she’d make him and his friend a nice cup of tea.           The coast road narrowed to a winding boreen. Green fields banked high on his side; steel-blue ocean under a grey sky on Mal’s. The house Mal called home here was located up a rocky lane that overlooked the sea.
	She’s travelled the world, Mal said, as they pulled into a small yard. The woman of the house was waiting for them at the backdoor step, straight-backed, strong-chinned, in a snappy gilet and knee-high boots that belied her seventy years. The yard was a tidy square of flagstones, whitewashed sheds, a henhouse with a shiny corrugated roof. She welcomed him with a sharp-toothed smile and led them inside to a room he assumed was her living room. She sat them in front of a window that offered a postcard view of the Atlantic. Far out, a chain of islands edged into view, dashed white by crashing breakers.              Some view, ha? said Mal.             The woman of the house knew the Irish names of all the islands. Some people still live on them, she said from the kitchen. ‘Tis hardy gaisce, she said.             It was a curious living room. The only conventional thing about it was the position of the couch, roughly centre. Books, magazines, junk mail lay piled around them. Charts, posters for Puck Fair, calendars sun-bleached with age covered the walls like post-its. A reek of turf and mustiness hung in the air. Mal threw a sod in a fire that was never let go out. A cat meowed. Then another, and another. The woman mothered them over the whistle of a boiling kettle. Hush now boys and girls!         She set a tea tray on the table between sheaves of paper and poured them each a cup. A plate of digestive biscuits she placed on a pile of books and took charge of the conversation when Mal mentioned he was thinking of setting part of his novel in Iceland. She regaled them with tales of Antarctica after venturing there years ago on an expedition to remind herself, though she was no longer in her prime, she wasn’t past it either. Her voice grew hard as she spoke of a fellow traveller she considered a coward because he wanted to rest
	when the weather was favourable for journeying on. Her opinion of him had not mellowed over time. Mal would tell him later that the woman scared him the way her voice could pitch up, her chin jut, her eyes blazed when triggered by a memory.            She told them that, during long marches, she would hallucinate that she was flying. Then she fell into a contemplative lull. When he was sure he wouldn’t be interrupting, Mal spoke about a recurring dream he had of being on stage in front of an audience who eyed him as if his life depended on what he was about to say. He stood there, bereft. The audience stared at him, shook their heads. He could only endure the humiliation.             Mal and the woman pondered the meaning of his dream – fear of failure stopping him from fulfilling his potential at this stage of life. He watched Mal and the woman for a while, then proceeded to tell them about the dream that had woken him, gasping, held him like a vice in its grip.            In the dream, he told them, he was given to understand that he would die at forty-six. It did not fade, he said, like his dreams usually did upon waking.             I don’t believe it, he said. But in the dream I was convinced.          The sea stirred restless outside the window. Mal and the woman mulled what he’d told them, the way he’d faded out.            Mal looked at him and said, But you don’t believe it?            The old woman fixed him with a gaze that had pierced blizzards.
	****
	He told his mother about her son-in-law. She claimed to have noticed nothing. He told her that he was too long in the tooth to tolerate such carry-on. The implication of this, she didn’t ask him to elaborate on.
	The drawing-in of her lips suggested she’d caught his baleful tone. She loathed consternation. That’s why she’d stayed married to his father thirty years longer than she should have.          True to form, she changed the subject to the weather. He pretended not to notice. He told her he had to go. He didn’t tell her he was unsure if he’d ever come back.              If he confronted his brother-in-law that would be it for him and his sister. He and her, eight years his junior, had never enjoyed the kind of relationship he had with their other sister, who he was older than by a year. His youngest sister relished getting their mother rankled about the latest tiff between her and their youngest brother who she was in endless competition with over who had the best-looking children, the biggest car, who went on better holidays. He’d thought about telling her in no uncertain terms to keep their mother out of her agitating, but resisted, to avoid being drawn into a soap opera. If he and her didn’t talk anymore, would he be any worse off? He asked himself this in the bath as his phone rang and rang in the bedroom.                 The call from Lara was unexpected. He hadn’t heard from her since she’d come back to live here. In a hotel bar in town on a close, windless afternoon, they met. Once upon a time they worked together in Saint Mary’s, the school where he began teaching until he moved to another school five years later after he was offered a full-time contract. Not long after that, Lara moved to London. She’d always wanted to live and work there. They only saw each other when she came for a visit or if he found himself over there. When Lara returned to Ireland, she came with a young son and partner. The quiet of London during those months when the pandemic shut everything down made her realise that the place to raise her boy was far from its hustle and bustle, once things returned to normal.
	The other reason, she told him, was the diagnosis she received after giving birth. She rubbed her hands together to generate heat even though it wasn’t cold. Hormone surge during pregnancy was likely responsible, doctors in London surmised. Hence, she’d undergone a double mastectomy, bouts of chemotherapy, radiation. At the end of which, her oncologist told her there was no longer evidence of disease. Pandemic restrictions no longer in force, then, she packed her bags.                 Four months home, settling into her new house, she began to feel a pain in her side that wouldn’t go away. She went for an MRI. Her Irish oncologist delivered the news: the cancer had returned, metastasised to her liver.            She wore a woolly cap to cover her patchy scalp and a bra stuffed for effect with what she called ‘chicken fillets’. The prognosis, she told him, maintaining a smile, was medication could keep it from spreading through her liver. The oncologist refused to speculate for how long. Her son wasn’t yet three. She’d like to see him grow up, reach double digits. She averted her eyes when she said this. Despite everything, they still shone. He thought of those pearls first whenever he thought of her. Her chirpy patter that made them fast friends still lit the air between them.                I’m still only forty-six, she said. Bit early to knock off.                It was a question and a statement. He felt a knot in his stomach so tight it made him wince, but he eyed her levelly and she didn’t notice.                How old are you? she asked.                Just turned forty-six.                That’s right. Remind me when it’s your birthday?                Today, he said.                I knew it. Happy birthday! You don’t look a day over fifty!                Back at ya, he said.
	Easy repartee their enduring spark. They held each other’s eyes, made each other laugh.                   How are you, seriously? she said.                   He shrugged. Just had my first check-up as bona fide middle-aged.                  And?                  Awaiting the results.               She flashed crossed fingers. With a wry grin, she said, Wish I could say the same.                 He thought of the time they met in London, a beer garden in South Bank, sitting on deck chairs in front of a Spiegel tent that hummed and rocked. They lounged in the evening sun, swigged cold longnecks. They thought about going into the Spiegel tent but opted to stay in the garden where they could hear each other talk, relish the sun sinking across the Thames.                They never ran out of things to say to each other.                They had scoffed greasy burgers bought from a fast-food stand in the garden. They had smoked fags that she rolled dextrously. Tobacco so sweet he, a non-smoker, ransomed his lungs with glee. They watched the sun turn the waters of the river golden, before it sank.             If he’d made his move then, she would’ve been his. If he’d reciprocated at Waterloo station, when, parting, she’d kissed him full on the cheek. If he’d pulled her back, kissed her lips rather than watch her go, rather than let her dissolve into the rush for the Jubilee line.            A trio of American tourists, lugging beach towels, plodded through the hotel bar in search of the swimming pool. She tipped the woolly cap on her head to an impish slant and said, A beer for your birthday, shall we?                   We shall, he answered.
	At the bar he ordered two bottles of the beer they drank in the garden in South Bank. He crossed his arms, girded himself, as a sense of departure harrowed him. In the mirror behind the till, he almost waved goodbye at his reflection.              He brought the bottles to the table. Lara clasped hers and raised her hand to toast as he sat. To this moment, she said.           He raised his bottle, uncertain what might happen, but certain that something would. Light would be shed: an answer to the question, that question, perhaps.              Their bottles clinked.              She read his eyes. What is it?              He looked at her. He said something he’d never said before.              His heart swelled, swelled like an ocean.
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	The Joy and Sorrow of Being Alive: A Reflection on John Koenig’s Dictionary of Obscure Sorrows
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	bizarre set of circumstances. That’s how the idea for this book was born, in that jolt of recognition you feel when learning certain words for emotions, especially in languages other than English.’
	Koenig loves the idea of possibility, that we can create new words to define what’s inside, what we are feeling, simply by someone coming along and giving it a name. He quotes the philosopher Wittgenstein, who wrote that, ‘The limits of my language are the limits of my world.’ But what happens when the flaws or limitations in our language cannot help us to define the world we are experiencing? As Koenig says, ‘We have thousands of words for different types of finches and schooners and historical undergarments, but only a rudimentary vocabulary to capture the delectable subtleties of the human experience. . . In language, all things are possible. Which means that no emotion is untranslatable. No sorrow is too obscure to define. We just have to do it.’
	What I find fascinating about Koenig’s dictionary is the idea of ‘sorrow’. He writes:
	‘This is not a book about sadness – at least, not in the modern sense of the word. The word sadness originally meant “fullness,” from the same Latin root, satis, that also gave us sated and satisfaction. Not so long ago, to be sad meant you were filled to the brim with some intensity of experience. It wasn’t just a malfunction in the joy machine. It was a state of awareness – setting the focus to infinity and taking it all in, joy and grief all at once. When we speak of sadness these days, most of the time what we really mean is despair, which is literally defined as the absence of hope. But true sadness is actually the opposite, an exuberant upwelling that reminds you how fleeting and mysterious
	and open-ended life can be. That’s why you’ll find traces of the blues all over this book, but you might find yourself feeling strangely joyful at the end of it. And if you are lucky enough to feel sad, well, savour it while it lasts – if only because it means that you care about something in this world enough to let it under your skin.’
	That is a wonderful thing to take note of: when we are sad, it is because we care. I have always believed that modern life tries to deny us our sorrow. To feel sad or sorrowful or lonely is normal, natural, and human. We all experience these emotions, some of us more than others, and often on a daily basis. It is normal. When you feel sad, do not think there is something wrong with you. Sadness, sorrow, and longing are like joy, happiness, or excitement – they are simply emotions that make up what it means to be human. They are all normal emotions on a spectrum. How can we fully experience the beauty of joy without knowing what it feels like to be sad? There is a full range of emotions within all of us, and we need to celebrate an experience of all those emotions.
	Take myself. I often feel sad about life or the world, but that is because I care deeply. My emotions prompt me to write or create in order to articulate the sadness, sorrow, or loneliness into a celebration of what is beautiful and profound in life. Without sadness, I don’t think I would ever create.
	Sadness is an emotion that is temporary and can pass. It is different to something like depression, which is described as a mental health condition characterised by a persistent low mood that lasts for weeks or months and significantly interferes with daily life. What is important is to support ourselves to sit with what we are feeling, to
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