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Preface


As a queen sits down, knowing that a chair will be there, 


Or a general raises his hand and is given the field-glasses, 


Step off assuredly into the blank of your mind.


Something will come to you.


Richard Wilbur, Walking to Sleep


THE WIND BUFFETS the treetops, rattles the corrugated roof, pulls and pushes at the windows around all four sides of this freestanding house. It recedes, lies back awhile, resumes its attack, no sign of it stopping. The sturdy old house won’t yield to the alternating current of suction and pressure, unruffled by sudden gusts. Never trust the wind in the west of Ireland, whispers the house, it won’t be letting up or going away.


The white space of a blank page, nothing in focus so far. Was that a wavering gleam of movement, something shimmering into view, emerging out of the horizon like the slow arrival of Omar Sharif through the desert haze in Laurence of Arabia, or like one lone rider pursuing another lone rider, each out of sight of the other, across the salt plains of Sam Shepard’s Blackthorn? Follow that shadowy figure before it gets away. Too slow, interrupted, missed it. Start again.


Write down one sentence and a second surely soon will follow. Not this morning. Go and make breakfast. Back again now with a half-cup of head-clearing green tea.


You wait for the word, consider the weight of the word. The poet Theo Dorgan notes his schoolboy wonder at the discovery of the word torpor. Tor-por. Roll that around in your mouth. He reminds me of my own student-days fascination for the word diagram. Dia-gram. The clarity of the word itself, set out in logical lines. Too late for logic. Lately, I’ve been thinking about death, good friends departed, my long-gone father, and more recently, in her hundredth year, my late mother. At the same time as speaking of the life lived, we have to deal with the dead. 


Unconnected experiences link together in chains, then rearrange themselves as consecutive rooms of reconstructed remembrance. Episodes combine into stories. Half-remembered events emerge in the mind’s eye and settle into shape, making a sort of screenplay, reducing the distance from time past to time present, between then and now. By a process of sedimentation, fragmentary images of the past compress themselves into factified fables, gather in overlapping layers of time, and recollection becomes truer than reality.


Memory reshapes the past and helps us shape up to the future.


One reward of working together with your life’s companion is the continuity of conversation across day and night, marking little difference between work and play, exchanging thoughts on places and things, discussing ideas as they arise. In this life entangled, Sheila and I have a shared memory bank, a visual library held in common, which opens shortcuts to creative communication. Close as can be. We share joint authorship of all the designs referred to in the following pages. We work differently but we think the same. Whenever I use the word ‘we’ in this book, especially with reference to matters of architectural design, you can usually take it that means us.


We each belong to our own life story.













Dealing with the Dead


Do we ever write about our parents without perpetrating a fraud?


Janet Malcolm, Still Pictures


DEAD. DECEASED. CEASED TO be. Gone.


It wasn’t as if you hadn’t been waiting, wishing even, for her to slip away out of her pain, standing by her hospital bedside, gazing for the last time into the first face you’d confronted in the world. The one who could never fail to recognise you. Seen you, heard you, from the beginning, unfailingly, no matter what disguise you thought you had assumed, across whatever measured distance you might have resolved to maintain, you the boy with the sliver of a distorting mirror stuck in his cold and hardened heart, riding in the Snow Queen’s carriage.


Recently, at the National Gallery, looking at the painter John Lavery’s A Windy Day, with its languid lady standing by a wavy shoreline, white-muslin-dressed, holding onto her hat, body bending with the wind, brought back one moment on a summer’s day at Mulranny Beach. Her ninetieth birthday it was, her all in white, head to toe, off in the middle distance, out on her own, paddling in the sunshiny shallows. Happy in her element, her girlishness. You felt the glassy splinter begin to dislodge, shift to one side for a heartbeat, admitting the glint of a glimmer of love.


Once, in a TV interview, I heard the writer Sebastian Barry offer the idea that an underground cable connects every human person to their mother – and I thought how true, of course, the earth mother, it’s a buried connection, different from the overhead line leading to the distant father far away, a good deal farther away. The day before the day of my mother’s dying, holding on tight to my two hands, she told me that love is the only thing that matters. Those were the last words she spoke to me.


Not that she’d gone suddenly soft or taken her sharp eye off the ball. After my youthful experience of her sudden bannings and summary banishments, fierce pleadings and guilt-inducing admonishments, some might have considered that my mother had mellowed with age. A year or two before, the year after the Covid lockdown, driving her home from a Dublin outing, I thought I’d open up an amiable topic of conversation, something aimed in her direction, mild and placatory, meaning to compliment her outgoing energy. She had recently returned to her weekly bridge club and had been placed second in a regional competition. It must be good, I offered, to get back to the social world, the warmth of old friends, to enjoy the conviviality. Hissing back at my patronising tone, not missing a beat, she said – ‘John, you play bridge to win!’


It was always a war with my mother.


The week before she died, a few days before the ambulance arrived to take her off to hospital, I was trying to help her manage a newly dispensed nebuliser, prescribed to relieve shortness of breath. She couldn’t get the hang of it. Gasping for breath. Desperate. Clinging on with her fingernails. Steam swirling from behind the face mask. My efforts concentrated on keeping things calm, pleading for her to relax, co-operate, try to breathe slowly through the machine. Was she going to die now, right now, here on my watch, would this be her last breath? She clawed the mask from her face, reached out through the fog, locked eyes with me and asked in a rasping voice of crystalline clarity – ‘But John, what’s the studio really for?’ The old style! She wasn’t convinced of any practical need for me to build a home-based studio. She was annoyed she wasn’t going to live to see it finished. The woman never gave up. The poet Michael Hartnett confesses, in the poem he wrote as an apology to the grandmother who’d reared him – ‘I loved her from the day she died.’


Later that spring, a month after the funeral, Sheila took me to Paris for a few days strolling around the streets, visiting the places we’ve always enjoyed. A restful break, some breathing space for me to recuperate and absorb the loss. I’d been in the habit of sending my mother a postcard from wherever I went, ever since she’d begun to cover the walls of her kitchen in postcards from abroad, that is, until she ran out of wall. One fine Parisian morning I thought I’d pop a card in the post as usual, then realised the change. Could I send a card anyway, I wondered, just to keep the conversation going?


Conversation with my father had continued, indeed the relationship someways improved, in the years after his death. We seemed to understand each other a little better from this remove, given a chance to make sense out of the half-life, to pore over the remains, when what remains turns up again, this time inside ourselves. W.H. Auden tells us, in his lament for W.B. Yeats, that, on the cold day of his death, he did not disappear. It was as if the poet had been transfigured into widely transmitted particles of energy.


But for him it was his last afternoon as himself


… He became his admirers.


Now he is scattered in a hundred cities.


I decided to adopt this idea of ongoing distribution, the afterlife in the everyday. It helped me get to grips with the loss of my father. The process begins again now with my mother.


In the deserts of the heart


Let the healing fountain start


For years, I had done my best to hold my mother at a distance. Ever since the honeymoon of happy childhood found itself dramatically disrupted by teenage fights and early adult clashes between my wilful transgressions and her stern intransigence. A gap opened up. I closed down, or a dry river gulch got hollowed out between us. Not that we ever lost contact with each other; we always saw through to one another, she could see into me, I’m sure of that. But for my part, I operated from behind a veil of caution.


She, for her part, never did anything other than continue to encourage me. She told me that Sheila and I were destined for each other, that our paths had crossed in the Garden of Eden. She opened her house to our two young sons, always guaranteed to be at their granny’s, a place where they could do no wrong. She showed endless interest in my work and took huge pride in my achievements. And yet, I felt I had a lot to forgive her for. For what, I ask myself now. I should be grateful, there’s a lot to be grateful for. I’ve long ago forgiven her. I’ve yet to forgive myself.


She kept abreast of everything I did or ever tried to do. She always knew where I was teaching, where I was building, where I was going next. Her coffee table was piled with publications of our work. After she died, my sisters found drawers full of press cuttings, highlighted wherever my name was mentioned. Ninety-nine years old and never lost her grip. How was the lecture? Have you been to the doctor? Are you getting enough sleep? Regular messages, received at all hours, written in embarrassing text-language, ‘U’ for you, or ‘Gr8’ for great, a surprising departure from the strict insistence on grammatical correctness of my schooldays.


My parents, following the twelve years of their country-wide wanderings – my father having built two factory buildings in the town of Dundalk – settled their brood of five into a big red-brick house of twenty rooms, a short walk from the railway station on Dundalk’s Carrick Road. A three-storey Edwardian house with a terrazzo-floored and lofty hall, a wide and winding stair, a red-tiled and later sadly subdivided kitchen, three cold sculleries and two brick-built backyard sheds. A somewhat distinctive, semi-detached and gable-fronted house, part of a singular composition of four, all of them sharply built in angular brickwork. A gaunt and solid block of a house, its long back garden laid out for lawn tennis, it reminded my mother of her childhood home on Limerick’s Ennis Road.


She had grown up next door to a boy she spoke of with special affection, her famous friend the actor Richard Harris, known to her as Dickie. We’d been told how they played tennis together, a string pulled across the width of the traffic-free Ennis Road. How they read Oliver Twist to each other, sitting in the branches of an apple tree. How bold and smart he was. How bold they’d both been. These stories were taken with a grain of salt, considered unlikely for my prim and proper mother.


Until one summer holiday in Kilkee. Walking along the windy prom, my mother happy to be returned to every Limerick native’s riviera, we heard someone shout her name. A somehow familiar voice. She turned and ran towards the broad-shouldered, handsome man who came bounding down the footpath. I watched with surprise while my mother was swept up in a swirling hug, the two of them laughing and dancing off together, skipping away, arm in arm along the seafront. Richard Harris was famous at the time, a real movie star. He had been King Arthur in the recent film Camelot, his heart-stirring cry ‘Run boy, run!’ still echoing in boyish ears. That’s why the shouting voice was recognisable. Every teenager knew by heart the preposterous words of his long pop song MacArthur Park, with its half-sung, half-spoken lines. I did not follow in the dance. From my perspective, my mother wouldn’t be suited to such high jinks, lively and fun at home alright, but always and ever strict on the street. I wasn’t ready to see the girl behind the woman.


He soon redeemed himself, leading a troupe of teenagers, Pied-Piper style, all expenses paid, into a matinee at the Arcadia picture house. Challenged any boy with a tennis racquet to a play-off at the ball alleys. We sat in a crowded line like seabirds, legs swung over the sea wall down at the West End where the long snaking wall is at its highest, to watch the sporting contest on the beach below. Those four white-painted patches are part of the mythology of Kilkee holidays. Harris won every match, except the last one, after an athletic marathon, losing to a slender boy who got the better of the middle-aged hero by biding his time. He brought the happy winner up to the Hydro Hotel to celebrate. Sent him home to the campsite, slightly drunk on shots of vodka, or so the story goes. I wasn’t there. I would have been back in the caravan in time for tea, still wondering at this chink in my mother’s armour, having seen her hair let down, metaphorically speaking, for just one moment, from behind the tightly knotted headscarf. Reconsidering my ideas about my mother in the world.


I asked her once, in her very old age, how old she felt really, on the inside. Thirteen, came the immediate reply. My fourteen-year-old self would have been surprised to hear that. Perceptions were different back then.


To their already too-capacious house on the Carrick Road, its upper level lying empty and neglected as the years went by, despite their total transformation of the garden, my parents added only one tiny attachment. A glass lean-to, clamped like a limpet onto the back of the house, barely room for two chairs, scarcely wide enough to walk through. And here, in this narrow porch, in their fading days, they chose to sit and consider their garden. The garden they’d worked in and worried at for more than half a century, developed from the flat-grass simplicity of a tennis court into an interwoven set of leafy pockets and shady places: vegetable patch, sunken garden, fish pond, apple-tree walks, greenhouse, summerhouse, wind-sheltered hammock, stone-mounted sundial, and so on. They seemed to thrive inside spatially confined quarters. Happiest when heading off together in their rusty yellow camper van, gone fishing, living the free life al fresco on Mannin Strand.


On the day of my mother’s month’s mind, my father being dead these twelve years past, mostly dead, that is, going by Auden’s conjecture, and for the first time in my life, I sat into the empty chair that faced the garden, his HSE-supplied sentry post, the supportive chair passed down to her after his slow passing away. Their own station, their lookout, their skywatching point of view. I heard birdsong enter the empty house through the open sliding door, while my sisters chatted in the kitchen. The house would soon be emptied out and sold on. It was time to let go.


Not that it was ever really my home place. I felt no bloodline attachment to that house. Happy memories of childhood adventure, roaming free, climbing trees, riding around town and country on my bicycle. Untrammelled boyhood independence, followed by increasingly turbulent times growing up within its walls. The confinement of teenage years overtaken by an inward determination, the feeling of waiting to make my getaway. I had lived in five other houses, left all of them behind by the time I was ten. Growing up meant going away. That old house means something different, a lot more, to my younger siblings, who still, in any conversation, instinctively, automatically, refer to it as home. I was ready to move on.


In the dark of winter, three short seasons before my father’s death, I drove my mother down to Limerick to see my first-born son play his part in a staged performance. Storybook was a theatrical collaboration with two of his friends, him drawing live on stage, another reading from a script and a third playing keyboard accompaniment. This much we knew before taking our seats in the Belltable Arts Theatre for the afternoon show. What had not been expected was a play based on my father’s life story.The death by drowning of his own father, his wartime adventures, his meeting my mother, episodes from their young married lives, and so on. A fairy-tale version of the life of Jack. This outing, a break from her daily vigil at the nursing home, had been suggested to cheer up my mother, to check what her young grandson was up to these days, out and about on the arts scene in her home town. He was always good at drawing. Now here he was, seated far upstage, leaning over the top of an overhead projector, quick and artful sketches thrown up on the backcloth in real time, line drawings changing in synch with the storyline. It was quite a surprise for her to see fleeting likenesses of her husband, to hear his backstory, their love story, retold as a fable by the next generation. Disarming, disquieting at first, but as the production continued, consoling for her in the end.


My second son, in a different way, put me through the wringer on another occasion. He had photographed my father when he was laid out in his coffin, this much I knew. Then, a month or so after the funeral, working with other artists towards an exhibition, he asked to borrow our office projector for the installation of the work. Underground; the exhibition title should have told me something. Calling themselves ‘Basic Space’, this group of young graduates, having set up as an artists’ co-operative, had taken over a disused industrial premises near the National College of Art and Design. The building had been surveyed before its abandonment, with engineers’ trial holes and shallow trenches criss-crossing the floor slab. I arrived on the night of the opening together with a good friend, the two of us probably the oldest people in the place. The broken floor surface was overlaid in drifting clouds of theatrical smoke, with sculptural pieces rising separately out of the fog. A spooky sort of atmosphere these kids have magicked out of a gloomy shed, we said to ourselves. And then, suddenly, eerily, laid down horizontal in a long slot in the floor, there was my dead father. The light of the projector, the machine itself hidden under an overhang in the concrete screed, revealed a ghostly presence, a still familiar figure, hollow-cheeked, hologram-like, lying calm and composed in the weirdness of this half-ruined setting. It was, as intended, something of a happening, especially for me.


Two years before, I’d been to visit him in the Lourdes hospital in Drogheda, late at night, after work when the place was quiet. He had been admitted for a simple hip replacement, but he knew it was more than his motor powers that were slipping. As soon as I walked in the door of his sixth-floor room, he whispered – ‘John, thank God you’re here, just get me to the window, I’ll take it from there.’ I had to explain that this was not something I could help with, much as I would have wanted to ease his distress. He sat back in his chair with a despondent smile. I knelt and held the hospital bottle between his legs, hoping to be of more practical assistance. Nothing doing. ‘I’ve forgotten how to pee,’ he sighed in weary dismay. He could see the way things were headed, had begun to recognise the inevitability of his slow descent into confusion of mind. I recalled his earlier and instant reaction to Sheila’s father’s sudden death, who fell over in a stroke and died the same day. ‘I envy him.’ Out of the way, swiftly departed with minimum disturbance; such an exit would have suited him fine. My mother, horrified by this frank confession, didn’t foresee what was going to be the love’s labour of her life for his last three years.


A few months later, another greeting on walking in his door, this time into a garden-facing room at his Dundalk nursing home. You okay Dad? I asked. ‘I’m floating on air in this paradise of a place.’ How reassuring to hear him say this, comforted and cared for, accepted as he was now, the days of desperation gone and forgotten. But he was no longer himself, despite many recognisable aspects of his reasonable attitude remaining, his gentle manner, his kindly smile. Not his full self. As the rooms of his memory emptied, his conscious reflection diminished by gradual degrees. I had harboured a vague hope of getting to know more of my mysterious father, someday, maybe, as I got older myself. Not anticipating that as he grew older too, he might forget himself. However close we sat in silent companionship, what little I knew amounted to more than he could recall. Now that he’s dead and gone, he has moved house to take up residence inside my head, and all that’s held in there is all there is for me to know.


Meanwhile, as if to prove the point of this predicament, here I sit in his old office chair, lately passed down to me by my mother. An old bow-back Windsor chair, probably elm, possibly oak, hard to tell through the layers of varnish, though the maker’s mark remains visible on the seat. The kind that’s known commonly as a captain’s chair. I’m struck by the question of how this shy man, reluctant to stand forward in any company that I witnessed, could ever have thought of himself as captain. And yet, going by the photo album handed to me in a moment of shared reflection, these pictures from his early life being his own personal record, before my mother took over as family archivist, I see that he had been anointed captain of his school rugby team, his university rugby team, his college rowing team. He once told me that after the pointless disappointment of the war, he was no longer in favour of joining anything, not even to join his hands in prayer. At some point, his personality, his capability, his social attitude must have shifted inwards. And yet, despite the diffidence, no doubt about it, he was a moral leader in my young life.




	[image: A black and white line drawing of a wooden armchair with a curved backrest and armrests. The chair features vertical slats on the backrest and turned legs with a horizontal support bar.]




And a funny storyteller too. Two of those tales come back to me, happy memories from his boyhood, retold at bedtime in the tent on Dog’s Bay or the caravan in Gurteen. In his teenage years, he spent summers employed as a teaboy in his aunt’s boarding house on Northbrook Road, not too far from the place Peig Sayers came for treatment, up to Dublin from Dunquin in her declining days. My grandmother’s family, the Houlihans, were all from the Dingle peninsula. Her brothers had started the Phoenix cinema, built in Dingle in 1919. Must have been some Kerry connection there in Northbrook Road. The story goes that there was a climbing rose bush, or was it a Virginia creeper, widespread across the street frontage of the boarding house, much admired by regular residents and fondly remarked on by returning visitors. The aunt had had enough of pruning and trimming this bountiful wall-blanket, so she instructed my father to go out under cover of darkness, dig down below garden level and chop the bloody thing off at the roots, backfilling the scene of the crime. Then, with all evidence carefully covered up, she could join in the daily lament for the slowly ailing plant until, regretfully, sadly, a consensus emerged for the removal of the withered remains. My grandmother’s people had a ruthless streak.


Another yarn about a sailing trip to France with his stubborn and non-French-speaking father. Ignoring the harbourmaster’s strenuous gestures, dismissing the sign language of this agitated French fellow’s arm-waving and finger-pointing, they tied up at the end of the pier in St Malo. Easier to get out from there if the harbour gets crowded, snapped my seafaring grandfather. Then striding off down the town to buy brandy and butter for the home voyage, cautioning his schoolboy son to disregard any such foreign histrionics. Came back a short while later, after a good feed of mussels and cider, shocked to find the boat had vanished. Not gone, but gone out of sight, shamefully dangling in fresh air by its dock lines, swinging off the quay wall until the tide came back and, quietly, they could sail away. St Malo, I learned, is notorious for its fifteen-metre tide differential.


My younger sister phoned late one night, as my father lay dying, her sitting close by his bedside, so together we could listen to his last breath. Released from his captivity. Relieved, I felt for him. Early next morning, a fine October Sunday, I drove up to Dundalk to see for myself and say goodbye. There was nothing I could usefully do there that day, so I came back to the office to lose myself in the competition design for the Central European University, a satisfyingly complicated problem to concentrate the mind. In the long waiting days before the funeral, I was glad of the comfort of work.


I visited my mother in that same Drogheda hospital the day before she died. She was alert, communicative, intrigued by the busy doings of the doctors and nurses. She wished me luck with tomorrow’s final presentation of a competition design in Oxford. The next day, feeling doubly depressed after a disappointing interview, I texted my sisters, all three of them on watch at the hospital, to check in on her condition. Our mother had died in the night. They felt sure she wouldn’t have wanted me distracted from the task at hand, so they’d waited until I emerged from battle. Blessed by the solidarity of my siblings, sticking together through thick and thin.


I am marked by both my parents. My mother, perhaps, gave me the drive, the sense of purpose, a quotient of her considerable energy, unshadowed by doubt. My father might have set the direction, with his inward austerity and the influence of his ethical outlook. My mother’s inborn optimism and rigidly positive outlook, her sheer resilience, ran in compensatory counterpoint to his more melancholic inclination. Plenty of room for me in between. At this stage, the word orphan can no longer be invoked, even inside yourself, as a sympathy-seeking appeal, both parents having exceeded the norms of life expectancy. Nonetheless, from the point of view of the orphaned, whatever their age, it remains a powerful word.


I sometimes thought, used to think, doesn’t everybody, that I might have fallen by an accident of birth into the wrong family. Eager for escape, I could see nothing to keep me in this set-up, my real self being most probably from nowhere in particular, not joined to anything from before. Periodic retreat into fantasies of self-exile saw me through some of the bad days in my teenage years, safely protected as I was within the security of two control zones, school and home, no part of the school ethos, inwardly freed from family ties. An island entire of myself. No such fool thoughts now.
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