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My boys’ books 
casting a spell 
more powerful 
than Hogwarts
I

t began like any other 
day. I was sitting quietly 
reading a book when up 
beside me jumped our 
seven-year-old. He was 
clutching a copy of Roald 

Dahl’s novel, Matilda. 
I said nothing, but simply observed 

him from the corner of my eye. He 
settled himself and then proceeded 
to read in a whisper.

to my delight, every word was 
perfectly pronounced.

For two years now, he and I have sat 
together each afternoon reading his 
school books. Each page is heavily 
illustrated and short on prose.

the fact that he now speeds through 
them shows he is making real 
progress.

this, however, was something quite 
different. Matilda is neither easy nor 
short for a boy of his age. Yet there he 
was moving from page to page with 
relative ease.

Every so often he would giggle at a 
scene in which the young Matilda 
takes revenge on her dysfunctional 
father. I read on while feigning igno-
rance of the small miracle that was 
taking place at our table.

My son had discovered books and 
the most beautiful world had just 
opened out before him. 

My boys know that I am an author 
and that my books are written in a 
strange, exotic language. Our eldest 
tried to make his way through Why 
Be A Catholic? He didn’t get beyond 
the first chapter.

Recently, he flicked through my 
latest offering, Moral Matters, but 
decided to ‘leave it until I’m older’. 
Despite this, my two eldest sons 
understand how central books are to 
their father’s life. they sense that 
there is an almost mystical aura sur-
rounding the books in our home. 

As we sat there reading in blissful 
silence, my son suddenly inquired: 
‘Dad, why are books so important?’ 
they are important, I said, because 
they show you what language can do. 
Language allows you to enter imagi-
nary worlds where even your greatest 
dreams can come true. 

Each book, I explained, contains 
the soul of its author. When we read 
we touch that soul, and see the world 
through the eyes of another. that 
enables us to perceive things from a 
perspective other than our own. 

‘I see,’ he said, and then simply 
went back to reading his book. Could 
it be, I thought to myself, that this 
little boy will give books a future? As 
books decline, we desperately need 
young readers who will save them 
from extinction.

Now, I know I have a vested interest 
in sustaining our literary culture. 

However, who can deny that when 
the last page turns we will have lost 
something precious in human experi-
ence? Some will say: ‘Why worry when 

we have our Kindles and electronic 
books.’ that is true, but where in a 
machine is the soul of a writer? Where 
are the tears that flow from the page 
of a beautifully composed work?

As I write, I am surrounded by 
books gathered over a period of 30 
years. Each one is a tangible link to 
the world of those who wrote them.

I can, quite literally, feel the spirit 
of those who left their imprint on 
the page.

to lose that would be to detach 
from the imaginative horizon con-
tained in each book. It would be to 
lose touch with people and worlds 
which challenge and confound our 
expectations. It would be to deny 
something we all need if we are to live 
a full human life.

We closed our books and, as my son 
left the kitchen, I smiled as only a 
proud father can. then, to my amaze-
ment, I found him in his room reading 
the next chapter. In that moment, it 
dawned on me that he had found 
freedom through books.

For one thing, he had found free-
dom from me.

No longer was he dependent on his 
father to read to him. His literary 
world had just become so much big-
ger and I was no longer part of it.

that evening, he sat wide-eyed with 
wonder as his older brother read 
aloud Harry Potter.

In fact, only this morning we got the 
latest instalment from Hogwarts as 
we travelled to school. the world I 
was so determined to open up to 
them is one from which I have now 
been exiled.

D
 
 
O I mind? Not in the 
slightest, for now they 
have endless horizons 
stretching before them. 
they have a lifetime of love 

and laughter to which they can look 
forward. And that is because the 
world of books is one from which only 
good things come. 

the day began with Matilda, but 
ended with a most familiar story. It is 
now forty years since I read my first 
Mr Men book. Since then, I have read 
the very same batch countless times 
to all my children.

‘tonight, we will read Mr Snow!’ an-
nounced our youngest. I tucked him 
up, sat on his bed and began to read 
that tender tale. From the next room, 
I heard the English accent of a young 
wizard followed by a howl of laughter. 
the fruits of sweet labour, I thought, 
before resuming the job at hand. 

the story ended as it always does, 
but this time I closed the book sens-
ing that my long journey with the Mr 
Men is almost over. 

Soon, all my boys will be free to set 
out on journeys of their own, journeys 
that I hope will bring them as much 
joy as life with Mr Snow gave me.

Rocca’s €400k bill... after 
Van’s dramatic statement

MIchelle Rocca must pay a 
legal bill of up to €400,000 after dra-
matically withdrawing her high 
court case against her neighbours.

While the case was going on singer 
Van Morrison, who had been mar-
ried to Ms Rocca, issued a statement 
saying they had been legally sepa-
rated for two years. he also strongly 
dissociated himself from the civil 
action, saying: ‘I have never lived in 
Kilross house and have always been 
a resident of the UK.’

Ms Rocca backed out just as she 
was due to resume giving evidence 
on the fifth day of her action. She 
had claimed she wanted to protect 
the sea view from the luxury man-
sion on Dalkey’s Sorrento Road.

Yesterday Judge David Keane 
rejected an application by Ms Roc-
ca’s neighbours, conor and eileen 
Kavanagh, for a ‘punitive’ ruling 

that she pay any additional expense 
incurred by their solicitors. 

Their barrister, esmonde Keane 
Sc, said: ‘It’s no exaggeration to say 
this has basically become close to a 
living hell for my clients.’ he said 
they had spent ‘significant time and 
expense’ preparing to fight ele-
ments of Ms Rocca’s claim, which 
were withdrawn on the first day of 
the action. he said they should not 
be ‘left significantly out of pocket’.

Mark Sanfey Sc, for Ms Rocca, had 
said his client expected to pay the 
Kavanaghs’ costs in defending the 
court action, but said the additional 
order sought regarding all solici-
tors’ costs was an excessive 
punishment.

Ms Rocca was not in court to hear 
the judgment.

By Helen Bruce

Legal bills: Michelle Rocca


