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Author Jamie 0'Neill talks
about being thrown out on the
streets after the death of a
famous love, the decade it fook
to write At Swim, Two Boys,
and earning a place on his

mother's wall By Michael Giltz

rish author Jamie O'Neill keeps
making headlines. His mpturously
received new novel, A S, Tioo
Doys (Scribner, $28), first made a
metlin splash in the United Kingdom
when the book snagged what was re-
portedly the largest advance in history
for a debut Trsh novel, Onee overseas
rights and film rights were sold, the
tabloids breathlessly annotmeed, (fNeill
stoodd 1o garmer some 5 1.5 million.

“It does give you confidence,” O'Neill
remarks, and he's actually sincere, His
story is wonderfully mgs-to-riches;
He'd spent 10 vears crafliing AF
his 200,000-word epic
about Ireland’s 19106 Easter rebel-
lion—while working in a psychi-
atric hospital. “Night Porter Strikes
It Rich”™ was a typical headline, and
amid the reporting on his success,
no one seemed (o care that the heg
of Al Swim's story was the growing
love between two teenage lads.

Sitting down to talk in MNew York, .
O'Neill tums out to be a genial man
whao can trace a word's Latin roois
and guote Wilde—but insisis he isn't
very leamed or well-read. He's more con-
vincing when he claims no knowledge of

S

current pop culiure; questions about the
in-the-works movie version of Af Swim
don't interest him, {The UK, company
making the film reportedly plans o cast
Jamie Bell of filfy Eliof as one of the
leads,) I mention the actor Jude Law as
perfect for another role, and he says,
“Jude Law? [ don't know Jude Law. It
soninds ke a book in the Bible,”

But Af Swim, Theo Bogs puts 1o rest
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0'Neill's novel links the birth of modern Ireland fo the love of two young men.

any notion that C'Neill
i unlettered. It's a grand
novel filled with allusions, a rol-
licking, language-rich stew bursting
with delight over the friendship of up-
tight, well-schooled Jim Mack and the
randier Doyter Doyle, a smart but poor
kid with a useless dad. Dovle fools
around with older men to make a little
cash and fuel his campaigns against the
hated British. Sweeping and ambitious,
the novel does nothing less than link
the love of two young men and their
growing sense of a gay identity with the
birth of modern Treland
' Nedll savs he's determined that the

THE anvocaTe | @& | JuLy 23, 7002

role of gays be reflected in stories of
Irish history—even if he's pessimistic
about his countrymen’s ability to get
the point. “There’s so much that could
be leamed from the gay experience, bt
they won't,” he comments. “Among
gays there's no division betwersn
Catholics and Protestants. They all get
along and go to the same pubs and
clubs, You would think someone like
Sinn Féin, instead of saying, “Yeah, we'll
tolerate [homosexuality].” would say,
‘We've god to learn from this)””

In ('Neill's own gay life, the lessons
have come hand. Durdng the press freney
over Al Swim, Two Boys, a sharp- pe



eyed UK reporter realized O'Neill had
been in the national news before: In
1868, ('Neill was hounded by the press
after the death of his partner, BBC tallk-
show host Russell Harty. O'Neills pic-
ture was splashed across every newspa-
per as Harty's lover—that's the
unimaginably awkward way he came
out to his family—and callous reporters
offered him S50,000 for an interview.

Worse still, O'Neill says, he was
treated horrendously by Harly's
relatives, who immediately threw him
out of the home the couple had shared
for years. *I was actually living on the
streets of London,” says O'Neill. *1 had
nothing. They burnt my clothes,
They stole my car. They even wanted
my dog.”

O'Neill sank into depression for
vears. To his credit, he resisted all the
dirty money tossed at him, and when
his novel hit, he hoped the link to his
tabloid past would never come up. He
worried people would think he wanted
to capitalize on his celebrity connec-
tion. He even allowed a couple of mis-
taken impressions. Although the press
widely reported that At Swim, Two
Boys is O'Neill's debut, the fact is that
Harty, an older mentor figure, had en-
couraged him to write two earlier, far
less successful novels. “1 don't consid-
er them to be mine,” says O'Neill.
“They're from what [ would consider a
previous incarmation.”

But At Swim is a book he proudly
claims. And its success has changed
one persan in particular, O'Nedll's mum,
who didn't post a picture of her son
among the family photos for many
years for fear of being asked when he'd
be marrying a wormsan.

O'MNeill's current partner, a French
dancer-turned-masseur named Julien
Joly, tried to mend the situation after
their first visit. “When we got home, he
sent a picture of me,” sayvs O'Neill. “The
next time we went there, still no picture
of me. Then when all this [the fanfare
over the hook] happened, my mother
started showing the newspaper clip-
pings to the neighbors.”

’Neill laughs: “They all said, ‘God,
she's got Alzheimer's. She's inventing
this new son,’ because they'd never
heard she had another one.” B

(rillz writes for publications incfuding
the Mew York Post.
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