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1
The Cottage
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’Tis as if my house is human, this little cottage with its windowed eyes, its daily scent and odours of turf, smoke, wood, sea and fried herrings in sizzling butter. The big old fireplace with a hanging crane, whips orangey red flames of heat and memories, its mouth always open and ready to be fed with spirits, stories. Its hearth and solid stone granite walls, wait for my return like a silent friend ready to protect and console. Apart from family and a few close buddies, the biggest relationship I have ever had is with this cottage. It was built in 1875 and ’twas here the most profound things happened to me. Yes. This place is me. Cosy. Safe, my sacred space. It has character. Identity. History, even a bit of aul mystery. A living whole which cannot be dismembered. And yet it remains a small, proud, almost forgotten specimen of rural Ireland among the surplus electric gated mansions and overworked cleaners and housekeepers trudging back and forth down Coliemore Road. I wouldn’t swap it for the world.

The cottage’s quaint, shy charm is a bit of a curiosity in Dalkey. Some nights I close the wooden shutters, the lids of its eyes, with a bang to block the light. There are loved little things in special places that only I know. Everybody has keepsakes, precious possessions that tell you something about them, about their attitude, triggering their past story and who they really are. Objects have no tongues. Yet they speak. There is a pencil sketch of an egg I drew amongst the blue and white willow on the yellow dresser that connects me to my late husband Michael. I sketched it before the waters took him; a horsehair snare that I associate with my father’s life and stories; a rusty madeleine tray, a poignant reminder of the last thing my sister gave me two nights before she was murdered; an old iron crane; a one-eyed cast iron black cat with its jaunty red bow who guards the fire; a small dusty white frame with no picture; a tin pandy made by Irish travellers that my son Johnny still drinks from.

Many of these objects remain largely unnoticed by visitors, even friends, yet these simple things stir the deepest feelings within me. There is a special energy here, a pulsating, sacred energy and stories, so many stories, the spiritual residues of heritage. Stories of love, joy, agony, torment.

When I go back in time a bit, I think ’twas 1998 that I bought the cottage. My father Owen restored the cottage with so much love, care and consideration. The red half door was made in Donegal where his people came from. Dad asked me to fold my arms in the hollow doorway while he measured me from foot to elbow with a piece of old string. The string would provide the Inishowen craftsman with my exact measurements while leaning over a half-door – that was required for chatty comfort. ’Tis an ingenious device, the half door. Its original purpose was to keep the animals out and the children in, or as one Leitrim woman said laughing over a whiskey, ‘Not at all, not at all, it was to keep the cocks out and the hens in’.

Right now, as I sit by the turf fire, a glass of Guinness in front of me and a little brown paper bag bursting with dillisk from Donegal, my pen like a natural finger draws each and every one of these objects. These little specimens keep the ball of life’s conversation going through me. Some trigger memories of mischief and high spirits, wild craic and careless fecklessness, others are solemn and sad.

And suddenly I see a tiny little toy, a red metal combine harvester covered in dust on the mantelpiece. The cutest thing you ever saw. If you moved into this little house when I have passed, you would most likely throw the little harvester out. It would never occur to you that this toy had significance for me. Sure why would it? Little things hold memories. But only we know them, the more I see them, they more they astonish me. They have the force of things actually experienced, some have hope, some not.

But as I stare at a solitary plume of red light from the Sacred Heart amid the encircling darkness, a light that has been dazzling through all the dramas, I realise that one thing they do have are revelations. Revelations that keep confounding me. This is my story.
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The Star
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I often wonder what whore of a star I was born under for my little star has brought fierce tragedy and very few twinkles. There were times when I felt like saying fuck you star and the road you’ve led me but something always stopped me. Sure every star sparkles in the dark, doesn’t it?

I was born on 28 December 1961, on Pembroke Road, Dublin, the feast day of the Massacre of Innocents in the middle of a snow storm. Sure it had to be dramatic, didn’t it? I have always felt that being born on the feast day of the Holy Innocents is important because if I think of one characteristic of myself, it is innocence. The writer Anthony Cronin had the same birthday as me and we both agreed that because of that little bit of innocence we never quite knew what was going on in our lives. That said, I’ve been consistently intrigued by everything around me and knew from an early age that life, despite its sorrow, is always remarkable. As for enduring happiness, I have never had it long enough to savour it. If I sound vague it is because I am. In fact looking back there was only one thing I was sure about.

My father’s people came from Carndonagh and Urrismanagh, north-west Donegal, an isolated, harshly beautiful place. The McLaughlin’s and Kearney’s all fishermen and farmers were manifestly people of rectitude and spirit. Faced with the adverse elements of a scowling Atlantic sea, their way of life had a code of toughness about it, a hardiness that my father inherited. My mother was born in Waterford City to a family of stonemasons called Bergin’s, but grew up in Howth, County Dublin. Her father, my grandfather, ‘Pops’, was a bullish commandant in the Irish army, her mother, Margaret, an elegant beauty who had bleached blonde hair well into her eighties. Granny was a thin, refined lady, always immaculately dressed in black and white, who placed great faith in prayers to Our Lady. Mum was and still remains a great beauty and life enhancer who in her early days, grappled with shyness. My parents were both good lookers and good people. Seven daughters and one son kept them frantic. I was the eldest of the family followed by my sisters Deirdre, Aisling, Caroline, Siobhán, Annie, Niamh and my brother Owen-John.

To me, the land of our childhood, ‘The Ward’, County Dublin was a bleak, strange place. It was a rural no man’s land on the Meath, Dublin border, between Finglas, and Ashbourne, a quarantined hamlet, with no great heart or soul. It was chiefly known for The Ward Union Hunt which started in 1854 and I remember some arrogant feckers, the reins of authority in hand, galloping through our land without regard for any of the inhabitants, tearing after a stag and sometimes a poor aul fox. I’ve since had an enduring devotion and affection for these extraordinary animals. There was always a tradition of horse-breeding among the local farming community. The first time I met the horse-trainer, Paddy Woods was in his stables. I was standing beside a local farmer, waiting for a lift home. ‘Now, Brighid,’ he said, ‘that man standing in front of you has etched a place for himself in racing history. Paddy guided Arkle to success in Gowran Park in 1962, isn’t that right Paddy?’ Paddy, being modest, just smiled. People always talked about horse-racing. The legendary trainer Tom Dreaper lived up the road as did the jockey Mark Dwyer.

There was no village within walking distance, no church. There were land commission farms all around us, farmers came from Mayo to start a better life with the rich land of County Meath. Flemish farmers, lovely people called the Hemerycks also came. They changed the landscape by filling in ditches to make larger fields. Their arrival was an endless sort of fascination to me. As were what my neighbour called ‘the Palaces of Protestants’ who nearly all lived in large houses with long drives and huge orchards. I remember the names, the Craigies who owned Merville Dairies, employed local girls as domestics and the Cuthberts whose house was full of framed pictures of biblical verses inside were just a few. They generally kept to themselves.

Once while conducting the delicate and important task of selling raffle tickets for Macra na Feirme, I knocked on the door of one of the new land commission houses, which was built beside a stagnant swamp. Most of the people who now lived in these dwellings came from poor land in Mayo. The neighbour, a lovely, rosy cheeked roly-poly country woman in a pale blue apron searched for coins. I asked her if I could use the bathroom. Upstairs, the door was ajar, I glimpsed a pink toilet and the edge of the pink bath. Once inside I nearly died. A whole pig, with a stick which stretched from his mouth to his ass, rested on the tap and was being bled for black pudding. The bath was full of black blood. I let a scream out of me and ran like the clappers.

Our dad was self-employed as an agricultural farm machinery dealer. He worked long hours into the night to keep us all fed and watered. But his life had been much more interesting before. Working in Canada in snow, mining, tunnelling, flying planes through blizzards. Now farm machines, balers, combine harvesters arrived at our door like gigantic toys, their seats wrapped in plastic. Our father could get more solid enjoyment from the whirr of a combine harvester than anyone I have ever known. I can still see him, standing in axle grease, wheat chaff, absorbed in parts, connections, crops. I remember waiting in his red van on a rainy day in Ballivor, County Meath waiting for machines to be fixed, parts to be ordered. It took hours. But you never dare utter a word. He worked so hard that by the time he came in, he was utterly exhausted.

Many of the farmers joined us for dinner. Clouds of wheat dust rose from their work clothes. Some would stare at us, sure they didn’t know their luck, the extraordinary sight of seven beautiful blonde girls sitting at a table as quiet as mice. Mum was a great cook and baker. We were well fed; salty shepherd’s pie and parsnips, Irish stew, steak pie covered in buttery flaky pastry that melted in your mouth. The farmers were always thankful and over the coming days, bags of clay potatoes, dirty cabbages, logs, packets of USA biscuits would arrive at the back door. We would mill into whatever bounty was on the step. All eight of us.

In summer, our half-finished bungalow was surrounded by platinum wheat prairies of North County Dublin. The land was flat like Kansas. We wore black rubber wellingtons, tee-shirts, shorts, helped with the cocks of hay, picked potatoes, mushrooms, tomatoes, strawberries and peas, and wandered freely through hedges and ditches. Mum made lemonade with citric acid, gooseberry fool and sharp apple tarts.

In winter it was a muddy and pitted place. I can still see my father shovelling and pushing wheelbarrows in and out of clay foundation pits, balancing himself on shaky scaffolding. In the evening he sometimes sketched detailed architectural plans with a pencil on an old breadboard while Mum laid out tea and homemade currant scones.

I grew up in a self-contained world, fearful and innocent. I was born an introvert but became an extrovert in order to survive. My mother used to say I was a quiet child but that when I did speak, often in bursts, I was like a gale force wind with enough energy to fuel Poulaphouca and I spoke faster than the French Revolution.

Not a single detail of that place has faded. My first interest was in old objects. I became fascinated by broken bits of blue and white willow pattern crockery, in the newly ploughed field behind our house. These were known as ‘Chaneys’, broken pottery which was used as a soil improvement method. I spent hours squatting in the fresh clay scraping underneath the earth with a soup spoon for these magical relics of a long-forgotten past. I once found a little blue face with squinty eyes peering up at me from the clay. It gave me such a fright. There were piles of clay to shift, sift, clean and sort. Lives to imagine, examine. I unearthed skulls of birds, animal bones, broken clay pipes, pieces of deep blue glass. Each piece belonged to a historical jigsaw. Who I wondered had taken tea from that cup for the first time? Or the last? Who had thrown the plate that lay smashed into smithereens?

A hunched up peculiar child, beavering away in the ground, I revered the lost and discarded lives I had never known. I imagined death. Laughter. Conversations. The land seemed consecrated, sacred ground. Looking back there was a philosophical mystery to it. As a child, I touched its past with glee. Damp clay falling into my wellingtons. Sure I suppose that is what I’ve been doing ever since in a different sort of way. Finding stories. I was fascinated by what I now know as folklore and archaeology.

My father was appalled by the huge collection of broken delph that steadily built up into china mountains near the kitchen door. ‘That crockery has a purpose, it’s used as lime to improve the soil. The farmers didn’t put it there for nothing.’ He made me put it all back. There was absolutely no way he was going to disrespect the farmers. And just like that, my dreamlike existence was shattered. I bawled crying as I returned and emptied my treasure in small batches back into the clay. This was my first taste of harsh reality.
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The Combine Harvester
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Right now, aged eight and bent beneath the rain, I am happy to hide in the grain tank of one of Dad’s new combine harvesters. ’Tis fierce expensive for sure. The Ferrari of farm machinery. It’s bright red, made by a German company called Faher. With a packet of Maltesers in my back pocket, I skip up the ladder on the side and climb every glossy wet rung until I reach a dizzying height. As I latch on, I can see all around the Ward, North County Dublin, its golden wheat fields, the Flemish farmer Clara Hemeryck in her tractor. I see the horseboxes in Finn’s Stables and in the distance, a row of balers in the next field. I lift the newly varnished lid and slide down inside, at last, I am entering the realm of sheer detachment from a family of ten people. Finally I will get some peace to be alone. The bliss of silence. The bliss of sucking chocolate slowly off the Maltesers, the pure joy of it all. The combine is new and smells of paint. Inside the grain tank I stare out of the tiny glass window in front of me, behind the driver’s seat. At last, I am airtight. All right. Oh the peace. That pleasant sense of peace, away from the hubbub of people, the noise and bickering of family life. Such is the scope of freedom.

The smell of new plastic covered manuals is intoxicating. I tear them open, these detailed instructions with drawings for expensive German machines. I turn the pages around to the blank side and draw and draw, constantly shaving my pencil with a little kitchen knife. I draw little pudgy, robust figures with intent little expressions, going about their business, feeding hens, eating enormous pies, lying in bed, looking at the stars, all of them stoically oblivious to drama. I am still drawing these extraordinary little folks, but now they have been given colours to heighten their happiness. Yes, that tiny little knife pared many pencils, drew many things, as my paint brushes do now. I had no conception of what folk art meant then but I certainly do now and for sure I was a folk artist.
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The Patchwork Quilt
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If I was a parent whose daughter caused as much trouble as I did, I’d throw myself off a cliff. I mean it. I was simple torture to live with. It all started off so well. As a young lass, the eldest of eight children, I was shy, bookish and reserved. Like many of my sisters, we loved being outside sucking the honey from cowslips, making garlands of daisy chains in the meadow. We ‘lived’ nature as they used to say, gathering bunches of primroses, daisies, daffodils and honeysuckle and branches of furry pussy willow that grew on a lush, busy spouting hedged dirt track called the Green Lane. What were we going to do with the wild flowers? Well, May was Mary’s month, a celebration of the beginning of summer. Mum had bought a blue and white plaster statue of Our Lady, an important part of Bealtaine and the more flowers we had the better. The statue was placed on a special table, laid out with a white cloth, candles and egg cups of buttercups and primroses. With Mum’s enthusiastic approval we arranged the larger flowers and branches in vases and glass bottles around the altar we had built in the back of the garden. The making of the May altar was an annual event every spring. When the prayers and singing were over, we’d run into the kitchen for Mum’s lemonade. ’Twas glorious altogether. Bitter and sweet. A bit like life itself.

 

A CREATIVE SPIRIT, I was constantly sewing, darning and knitting and once made a huge patchwork quilt that took me seven months to finish. My national school teacher at Kilcoskan School, Mrs Margaret Collins, was a large woman in her late sixties who wore an inadequate supporting bra and a very low plunge necked lime green Aran cardigan. She was a brilliant teacher but a bulldog to deal with. I was transfixed and somewhat horrified by her wrinkly cleavage pushing heaven wards across her skin which had the texture of a golf-course. She always said I was born to be an artist. I think she was right about that. Yes, ’twas she who inspired my love of language and painting, but not maths. The main problem for me was always maths. I had and have an abject hatred of numbers. She was particularly cruel when you couldn’t perform. My knuckles were red from the belts of Mrs Collins’ leather strap when I couldn’t add or subtract. I was and still am completely at sea with arithmetic. Even today, working out the tips on a restaurant bill is enough to make my head ache.

As children we played outside in the fields for hours on end, congregating around the Broadmeadow River which ran behind our house. It was there we fished for minnows. We referred to them as ‘pinkeens’, drawing them out from under rocks with old bits of old bread. We dropped stones upon clusters of delicate frogspawn. Tapioca nipples. Watching them rise, bubbling to the surface, we spooned the jellied mess into milk-bottles then transferred them to plastic basins where we stared with fascination, as they separated and wiggled like the very spawn that brought us into this world. During the harvest, we watched brawny local farmers hoist hay onto cocks with forks. It was a communal activity and we too helped the farmers gather the straw and in later times when balers came, and mechanised hay gathering, we made sturdy houses from the heavy bales of hay to hide and play within. Those were magical times, halcyon days of rural joy, free from all fear.

There wasn’t a word out of my gob until I was fourteen and then suddenly I became the most difficult demon you could ever have the bad luck to be landed with. Years of rebellion and teenage withdrawal lead me through some wild phases for sure. One day I was a hippy, in an Indian kaftan, dripping with long lengths of colourful beads, fringe suede waistcoats and wearing Moses sandals, the next I was an avid mad republican with a black beret and green army combat jacket selling Easter lilies outside the GPO. This was followed by a stint as a punk rocker with safety pins hanging from my shredded black t-shirt and PVC trousers. No words could describe the phases I went through. To me, yes meant no and no meant yes.

Truculent, troubled, edgy, combative, I gave my parents hell. There was only one solution. Boarding school. So my parents, exhausted by my presence, rightly bundled me off to the Brigidine Convent, Mountrath, County Laois, two long suffering sisters, Deirdre and Aisling in tow. Why Laois ye may ask? Mum had been a boarder with the Brigidines in Abbeyleix and had loved it. Abbeyleix boarding school had closed down so the next best place was Mountrath. The minute we crossed into County Laois, all we could ever see was the dark swell of a rain sodden sky. The town itself had twelve pubs, an undertakers and one tiny sweetshop on the bridge that supplied the tuck shop. And we were never let out. There was a seven o’clock morning mass six days a week no less.

Early morning, in complete darkness, we’d have to trudge through the graveyard, the air damp, the bitter biting cold, our faces and fingers freezing, towards the church. Creepy for sure.

Despite the hefty fees my parents paid out, the conditions in the Brigidine Convent were beyond basic. It made Edna O’Brien’s memories of primitive Ireland seem idyllic. There were thirty beds in the dormitory with two basins of freezing water. Punishment meant being deprived of a bath or a hair-wash. A huge deal for young teenage girls. Despite dips and dives in the brown cold water full of rust that choked sporadically out of the old copper taps into a well stained bath, I never felt clean or fresh. Everyone knew when someone who was punished had their period. They simply stank.

The food in the refectory was inedible. Disgusting meat-balls made from shredded offal and bone. We frequently found centipedes in between slices of white bread from the local bakery, all their eggs intact. After a string of letters home telling Mum how much we missed her cooking, she sent us giant parcels with cream crackers, Heinz sandwich spread, exotic looking Krakus pickled dill cucumbers from Poland, biscuits and all the goodies you’d need to brighten the unmitigated dreariness of the place.

Laois was a culture shock for sure, but in some respects the move worked. It seemed to calm me down. Eventually, I settled down a bit in Mountrath and I took to reading and study like a child possessed. I spent most of my free time in the beautiful ornamental library, peering through back copies of chocolate coloured Capuchin annuals and endless books on patriotism. The writings of Patrick Pearse, his interest in bi-lingualism in Belgium, the works of James Connolly and Thomas MacDonagh fascinated me. I wasn’t letting the nationalism go at all. That was until I got my hands on some aul French writers, Alain Fournier who wrote Le Grand Meaulnes and all of Albert Camus’ books. The Magic Mountain by Thomas Mann and To the Lighthouse by Virginia Woolf were my favourite books at that time. My literary interests changed after that. You see, I was a late developer in everything I pursued. I started a desperate specimen of a school magazine called Hibernia and ended up successfully debating with teams from Roscrea and Borris-in-Ossory. Begod, I took everything very seriously indeed.

Photographs of the time show a sullen, chubby girl with a defiant scowl.

Taking limited advantage of the academic opportunities presented to me in Maynooth College when I was nineteen, I later, somewhat miraculously returned to education in my late twenties, buckling down to a BA and MA degree in UCD by night. I studied English and history, completely unaware of the existence of the Folklore Collection in the exact same building. Years later I so wished I had studied folklore. ’Twas my true passion. Even now, I can’t think of anything more magical and satisfying than travelling around rural Ireland, collecting stories and interviewing people about Ireland’s heritage. ’Tis one of my biggest regrets.

I was a happy dog’s body in my first job in a pirate radio station called Alternative Radio Dublin on Belvedere Place, Dublin. Owned by Bernard Llewellyn, it was a professional station, primarily dealing with current affairs and community issues, but it also had great DJs who played generic jingles and a lot of Lionel Richie. I worked there in 1978 with a young Ian Dempsey, Tony Fenton, Tony Allan, Peter Murtagh, Diarmuid MacDermott Ray McGuigan, Ken Finlay and Jean O’Brien who later became a poet.

’Twas Mum who suggested I apply for a job with Dublin Public libraries. ‘Sure you love books,’ she said. ‘Hmmnn’.
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The Library Books
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Everything changed when I joined Dublin Public Libraries in 1979. You see I always believed that public libraries played a vital role in individual lives and the communities who used them. I was a fan. But not for long.

It was with single-minded fury that I bided my time there. Mum was right, I loved books but it was the bosses I had a problem with. There was a massive hierarchy in those days, almost like the caste system in India. There were Divisional Librarians, Library Directors, Senior Librarians, Acting Senior Librarians, Senior Library Assistants and Junior librarians. Junior Library Assistants. I was a Junior. The librarians, young and old, were like clucking hens nesting on administrative thrones demeaning their staff. One of my colleagues, a lovely, gentle man from Lucan was sixty and constantly called ‘Junior’. I felt so sorry for him. It was humiliating to say the least. Looking back it was a stifling, moribund environment run almost entirely by a crowd of hard-assed, conservative, nit-picking women.

One librarian in particular used to bully me ferociously. This yoke spent most of the time during the summer months drinking rosé and topless sunbathing in the backyard of the library. I was at the front desk managing everything. My only pal was Anne Boyle, a cleaning lady from Chamber Street Flats who used to read me passages from Ulysses on our breaks. She was extremely witty and droll, but she too was mercilessly bullied. One day this librarian kicked up a corner of lino with her high heel and asked Anne to glue it back and polish it. I lost it. My punishment? They kept me working an extra fifteen minutes which caused me to miss my bus from Inchicore to Parnell Street and then miss my connection from Bus Áras to The Ward. This meant that I had to hitch a lift from Finglas to the Ward at night. Not the safest habit. That went on for a whole year. She was a right wagon.

Stacking books may seem like a pallid, tedious way of life, but I didn’t really mind. I read chapters as I put them in order and as for stamping dates onto books, collecting fines and endlessly keeping the Dewey classification system in order, it was oddly meditative. I journeyed through most of the library branches, Inchicore, Terenure, Rathmines, Phibsborough and finally Finglas.

I particularly loathed working in the mobile libraries which were like Noah’s Arks on rusty wheels. There was a foul-smelling chemical toilet for staff at the rear of the van and many of the books were covered in mildew from interior dampness. When we reached our destination, usually Chapelizod, Cabra or Kilbarrack, we would have to plug the electricity into a pole and local thugs would just plug it out for fun. We would be left inside in darkness, the doors locked as they rocked the van from side to side. ’Twas scary indeed. I did however love the elderly folks who would step inside the van mainly for a chat. ’Tis all changed now, I’m told that mobile libraries have modern flooring, skylights, wheelchair access, internet, microwaves, ‘aircraft’ seats and cool little children’s areas.

In the early days, stuck in a mobile library in winter, it seemed to me that the only sensible thing was to aim at what excellence I could within the mobile service. Thus I read copies of my own books by Richard Burton and Nerval, Walter Thesiger, then the women travellers; Jane Digby, Aimee Dubucq de Rivery. Their journeys made me feel even more restless. Sadly, I felt stifled among the books I loved. I too wanted to live life robustly.

So extreme were my efforts to make myself comfortable in this hellish atmosphere that soon the positioning of a Busy Lizzie or a packet of Panadol became hugely significant to the wagon. I remember her going into a paroxysm of rage when she found two missing chocolate digestives in her packet. Yours truly had eaten them. I learned about library psychosis. Her favourite cup, biscuits, newspaper, magazine, portions of fruit, spot in the fridge, defined her private space. For this woman there was a curious comfort to be found in repetition and harassment. To me it was hell. Most of the staff in Dublin public libraries, not all, were overeducated, many of them eternal students with not one but several Masters and PHDs. They all seemed really quiet and aloof.

And oh, if you were any way creative you were fucked. I loved seeing children reading and used to tell them stories and paint murals for them. I received a stern rebuke for that. The mural I painted was removed with turpentine and the children were devastated. That put another damper on any enthusiasm left for the job. Then one day when poor Anne produced a sick note from her dentist which concerned ‘Miss Boyle’s “mental” health’ is deteriorating instead of ‘dental’ caused her to be fired. That was the end.

One thing I did learn. Despite my own little library of books on Ireland, folklore, boxing and cookery, I have rarely borrowed or bought a second-hand book since the day I left. Why you may ask? If you saw what I saw you’d be the same. I found everything in books, nail clippings, a used condom, a greasy rasher. People are inclined to read in their beds. Say no more.

One winter’s evening myself and a colleague headed into Mulligan’s on Poolbeg Street after work. Dublin had a thick blanket of mist, like a duvet, hanging over it. I had just received new contact lenses. They were made of glass and seriously uncomfortable. My eyes were streaming. A handsome looking fellow in a navy crombie with wavy black hair and pale blue eyes, the spit of Humphrey Bogart sat squashed in the corner of the pub. I was what you could call pleasurably conscious of his presence. Then, just like that, he stood up, smiled and said, ‘Good evening,’ and offered us his seat.

Thank you,’ I said.

‘My name is Paddy,’ said he. ‘Would you ladies like a drink?’

He returned from the bar with two gin and tonics. I finally had a chance to look at him properly. He had gorgeous teeth and a warm broad grin. Yes, I thought, this fellow is incredibly handsome. Over drinks, I told him how much I hated my job. He listened carefully. ‘Just leave,’ he said, laughing. ‘Just leave.’

Anyhow, after eight tiresome years with the library services of Dublin Corporation I found a stinging note from a librarian in Terenure library informing me I wasn’t employed as an artist so I was to bin the fun mock cartoons I had for the children at once and stack books which was a job synonymous with my position as a ‘JUNIOR’. I looked at the date in the office diary. April 1st. April Fools’ Day. Begod, I wrote a chirpy, cheeky reply. ‘In case you think this is an April Fools’ Day joke, ’tis not. You can shove your job up your hole. I’m off for a pint and hopefully will never see the likes of ye again.’

I then walked out the door of Terenure Library into the sunshine. I hadn’t a twig to my name and I didn’t care one bit. Paddy was right. I was finally free.
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Grogan’s Pub
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It was April Fool’s Day 1988, when I left Dublin Public Libraries for good – without a farthing to my name. One year later, absolutely penniless, I was living in a flat in 127 South Circular Road with Paddy. Embarrassed not to be bringing in my own money, I enviously watched him leave for work every day. Paddy, looking dapper in his crisp white shirt, bright yellow polka dot tie, navy pinstriped suit and camel overcoat, would return in the late evening with hampers and goodies from some business lunch he had in the Unicorn or the Burlington Hotel. In those days business journalists were treated like kings.

In the meantime, I sat in Grogan’s Pub on South William Street devouring cheese and ham toasties and answering advertisements for jobs. As I was studying for a master’s degree in English by night in UCD, I wanted a job that was unchallenging enough to keep my brain fresh and alert for the long hours of study ahead. Even they were hard to come by. Finally, in desperation, I walked into the Pound Shop, a tacky, smelly shop on Camden Street tucked behind the fruit sellers. They were looking for staff. The man who managed it, Jamie, was straight out of an episode of Only Fools and Horses. He wore slicked back jet-black hair and a dirty grey tracksuit. ‘You can start now,’ he said.

So I did, packing boxes of Squeez orange juice and men’s half-price jocks. In terms of observation it was fascinating. Oh my God I was in my element eavesdropping on the conversations of the punters who came in, market sellers, students, hookers and alcoholics. On my first lunch break I went into Cassidy’s pub, happy as a bumblebee and ordered a ham sandwich, a gin and tonic and a slice of apple pie. Then having paid the bill I realised I had spent my first day’s wages and it was only 1:30 p.m.

After work that evening, I walked disconsolately down Aungier Street to meet Paddy in Grogan’s Pub. Grogan’s was, and is to this day, an extraordinary place. Owned by Cavan born publican and art collector, the late Tommy Smith, it attracted creatives, legal eagles, republicans, students but most of all artists. Tommy was a genuine and enthusiastic friend to artists allowing them to hang paintings on the walls of the pub without taking commission. That was unheard of, even now. He was incredibly generous to painters and sculptors, often letting them store their work in his basement that had access from the bar. And best of all you would never find a TV blaring, ever. They are banned.

As usual, I found ‘My Paddy’ as I called him, being the centre of attention in the back bar of Grogan’s, chatting with some business journalists, a lovely gentleman called Martin Fitzpatrick and Campbell Spray. Both men worked for the Sunday Independent. When Paddy informed Campbell that I was an artist, Campbell asked me to send in some illustrations which I subsequently did. And to my delight he published them in the Sunday Independent.

The pub was packed, crammed with artists. I found myself surrounded by AR Penck, Mick Mulcahy, Brian Bourke, Rory Breslin, Corban Walker, Liam Delaney, T.C. Murphy, who lived in Christiania in Denmark and spoke fluent Danish, Brian McMahon, Rachel Ballagh, Catherine Lamb, Johnny Duhan, Maeve O’Byrne, Kevin Liddy, Tim Morris, the Rastafarian painter, Ulli Bili and Paddy’s best friend, a lad called Conor Kenny, the nephew of the journalist, Mary Kenny. His brother Patrick, an angelic looking creature with curly black hair, was often with him. Conor was an aspiring filmmaker. I wasn’t his biggest fan. The feeling was mutual. Conor could be urbane, selfish, arrogant, bright, intelligent, cruel, sad, funny. He was also witty, and despite merciless slagging from his bar fly buddies retained a fascination for James Joyce. I could never understand what was so bad about that. Not unlike Leopold Bloom, Conor spent much of his nocturnal time pounding the pavements of Dublin forever in search of revelation and free drink. Exhausted from listening to the two of them, I retired home on my own. I was never one for late nights.

Early the following morning, I could hear footsteps padding up the stairs. It was 4 a.m. Who the hell was it? ’Twas the bould Paddy and Conor, drunk as skunks. Paddy always defended Conor like he was some sort of godlike genius. Maybe he was. But Conor could also be contemptuous, mocking my little folk-art paintings that were hanging on the wall, blasting the Dublin social scene, scoffing at journalists he had met that evening, yet bumming drinks from those same hacks.

When he sat on the sofa, already pee-eyed from booze, I knew he was there for the night, I was furious. As for Conor, he wasn’t bothered at all. He paid scant attention to my annoyance. I had an exam in UCD the next morning and grew fidgety as I tried to think of a way to get him out and home, but he stayed on. I knew the makings of a bad situation when I saw it. After several glasses of vino later, he was talking about the surrealist filmmaker Luis Bunuel’s ‘L’Age d’Or’, about ‘dissolves’ framing and ‘shot device’, Klaus Kinski, Bertolucci, his pudding stomach pushing out above the buckle of his belt. Conor’s talented nose had sniffed a sucker.

As the night progressed into morning, I subsequently took a slightly fresh view of things. I learned that Conor was as bright as a button. He was intellectually and artistically adventurous and possessed the agnostic, lofty, satiric views of a rebellious teenager. Obsessed by film, he saw Dublin as by and large Philistine, with artists sunk in passivity waiting to be handed down truths. By Conor of course.

Conor had charm and it worked. By 4 a.m., I was slavishly reheating spaghetti for him in the early hours, and the three of us were happily blitzed having drunk copious amounts of Rose D’Anjou. He was cordial and polite. I remember that he spilled pasta on his trousers and on the cover of a copy of a well-thumbed book about Tito. At 7 a.m., I emerged from my room wrecked with tiredness. Conor had rolled off the couch and began massaging cramped limbs. He clutched his chest. ‘Jesus, it’s the heart murmur,’ he said and grinned. I didn’t know he was serious about the heart murmur. He was. In the meantime I cycled to UCD to do my English exam. Delicate doesn’t begin to describe how I felt. Years later Conor died tragically of a heroin overdose in the Central Hotel, followed a few days later by his gorgeous brother Patrick.’Twas a shocking time.

Anyhow, back to the subject of employment, remember the Pound Shop? I lasted two days. So on Paddy’s advice, I nervously attended an interview with Frances O’ Rourke, the editor of the Irish Press whose offices were on Burgh Quay. I had never worked for a newspaper. The only thing I had ever written were some horrendous, self-indulgent plays that I had the nerve to direct and produce in Temple Bar Studios before Temple Bar was famous like it is now. An extraordinary lady called Jenny Haughton had founded the studios transforming it from a disused shirt factory to artist studios and space for performances. She encouraged my dreams and offered me a space to produce the plays. She had an air of what the art critic Aidan Dunne once called ‘Utopian possibility’, about her. I remember crying in one of the old phone boxes after reading a review of one play I had written by the Irish Times. The critic rightly savaged it. ‘Ms McLaughlin’s youthful naivety is cringeworthy’. Sure I was only devastated. ’Twould hardly give you confidence to write again now would it?

The first person who consoled me was Jenny as she sat breast feeding her child in the concrete foyer of Temple Bar Studios. She always made me feel better about myself. I think she was a Quaker and to this day I don’t think I ever met a Quaker who I didn’t like. Anyhow I digress. The interview with Frances O’ Rourke seemed to go okay. She even mentioned the possibility of writing a piece on the new IMMA Gallery of Art.

Having spent time with Jenny, I tipped through the city dropping into my usual haunts. The Duke Street Gallery, owned by Hugh Charlton, was top of my list. I found wise old Hugh, like a big owl, ensconced in his chair, behind an enormous canvas surrounded by painters, Peter and Graham Knuttel, Rachel Strong and Simon MacLeod. They were all admiring Graham’s portrait, a very strange one of Patrick Collins the painter, with long extended arms, eyes that pierced through a shock of white hair, defying his one-dimensional, paralysed, cardboard body. I cannot say I liked Knuttel’s harsh paintings. I felt he was an illustrator, a fine one at that but I did love his papier mâché sculptures.

After all the artists left, I told Hugh that Frances O’Rourke suggested I might write about the opening of IMMA – if I got the job, he clutched the sleeve of my coat. ‘Go downstairs to Geraldine in the basement and ask her about writing some art catalogues for us.’

The ‘Geraldine’ he was referring to was Geraldine Walsh, who ran an environmental publishing business downstairs. She was a leading conservationist and would later found the Dublin Civic Trust, an independent charitable trust dedicated to protecting and promoting the architectural heritage of Dublin. Geraldine and I gelled at once. She was and is to this day one of the smartest people I have ever met. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘we are compiling a book of interviews with artists for the RHA. Would you go and interview Patrick Pye and Markey Robinson for his forthcoming exhibition there?’

‘In fact,’ she said, ‘you just missed Markey. He’s gone to Bewley’s on Grafton Street. I will go and introduce you.’ We found Markey tucking into an almond bun and tea. Markey, a Belfast eccentric, was extremely lucid and funny. This would be the beginning of a glorious job, meeting artists and writing their catalogues. Sometimes I’d interview them outside Geraldine’s offices in Duke Street. Sometimes Geraldine and I would pop over to Graham O’Sullivan’s coffee shop and listen to their stories. These artists, mainly RHA painters, were different than the artists in Grogan’s. They were more conservative and reserved, Peter Knuttel, Rachel Strong, John Kingerlee, Adam Kos, George Dunne and Eric Patton who had started his career painting shoes and stamps no less. There was never a dull moment.

I was in my element. Soon Grogan’s became a place of refuge where I could work in the morning undisturbed. Most of the punters at that time were from the rag trade, except for legendary journalist Con Houlihan who would sit at the bar nursing a brandy and milk.

At the end of April 1991, I took a call from Frances O’Rourke, ‘Brighid, we would like you to go to the Royal Hospital Kilmainham and interview Declan McGonagle, the first director of the Irish Museum of Modern Art.’ I was over the moon. Finally some decent work. Always punctual, I ended up late for the interview. A taxi left me miles from the main entrance. Standing perplexed at the western gate, bad language pouring out of me, I realised I had only five minutes to get to the main entrance. I didn’t know what to do. However, I had a bit of luck on my side when I saw some roadworks. I asked a workman standing under a ladder at Islandbridge how long it would take me to get up over the wall and take a shortcut. He said it would be a twenty minutes’ walk from the wall itself. So I climbed up his ladder which was leaning over a ten-foot stone wall. All the workmen seemed very happy peering up my skirts. It was very, very funny. When I looked over, the other side of the stone wall was level with the grass of the museum grounds. Just as I put my foot on the grass, two ferocious Alsatian dogs came bounding towards me with two security men. Thankfully, they seemed nonplussed by the sight of me.

I marched through the cemetery up the main driveway with as much dignity as I could muster. When I recounted my story to Declan, he roared with a strong Derry laughter. I found Declan McGonagle to be a vibrant, warm, stimulating character and I left impressed by his ideas for the museum and his charisma. My first article was published on the front page of the Sunday Press. I was only delighted. That night Paddy brought me to Nico’s, an Italian restaurant on Dame Street to celebrate.

One week later, Paddy escorted me into Eason’s on Abbey Street and produced a copy of Who’s Who in Ireland, a directory of the most influential people in Ireland by Maureen Cairnduff. He pointed out a photograph of Anne Harris, deputy editor of the Sunday Independent. ‘I don’t know her, I’ve never met her but my gut feeling tells me she is the woman for you.’ Paddy was right. She certainly was, but like all great things in life, meeting her would take time and a lot of determination on my part.






7
The Chef’s Hat
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As a child my sister Siobhán was obsessed with cooking and baking. As was I. Right now, I am in my bedroom staring at a long fine cream box. I am almost afraid to open it. I gently, almost reluctantly, unfurl the crepe paper inside and touch her white cotton chef ’s hat known in the culinary world as a Toque hat. I have kept this tall, pleated chef ’s hat here for many years. It makes me cry just looking at it. It has remained crisp, hygienically white. If I close my eyes, I can see her face. I see her in this hat and I see her in her apron too, white calico, starched. Underneath the apron she wears a snow-white blouse, collar turned up at the nape. From the back, her head is bent down, rolling pastry in her Mediterranean kitchen. Her blonde hair is in a chignon, neatly tucked at the back as if stitched to a seam. Classic. Chic. Very French. I see her slim frame – a tidy bow tied around a tidy waist.

When she turns around, she is laughing. A tablespoon of chopped walnuts moves towards my mouth. ‘Taste these Biddy, I caramelised them in maple syrup, rock salt and cinnamon. You are in for a real treat.’

I taste the crunchy, sweet, salty walnuts. I see her face, quizzical, looking for approval.

‘Well?’

‘They are delicious Seanie (Siobhán’s nickname).’ We eat them all.

But mostly I remember her eyes. Two huge almond-shaped blue eyes dominated her fine face. She looked like Tippi Hendron, the actress in Hitchcock’s film, The Birds. She was delicate. Beautiful. I remember her elegant side face, fine nose and head buried in the Concise Larousse Gastronomique. I can still touch her profile with my pen. I knew every shape of her face. For I drew it often.

Not a single detail of my times with her has faded. Not one. So let me tell you a little bit about her. Siobhán came fifth in the family. My earliest memory of her is quite distressing. I was about ten and I was passing through the kitchen to go to school. I found my poor mother and father in an awful state squeezing out large bloodied bath towels into the sink. Siobhán was five I think, her little face was aspirin white and her skin had an extraordinary transparency. Her snow-white hair had blood on it too from coughing, persistent coughing. We had just installed a landline and Dad, anxiety and fear all over his face, frantically begged Dr Cantrell from Ballymun Avenue to come out. He did. It was not good news. The ambulance arrived and took her into Temple Street Hospital where she stayed for many weeks. She was diagnosed with Purpura, a condition that causes bruise like spots all over the body and inside the membranes of the mouth. It can also be an early sign of leukaemia. ’Twas a very frightening time.

‘Is Seanie coming home?’ Was a constant refrain from all of us. We missed her so much. Eventually she returned as thin as a whippet. She had lost so much weight and remained super thin for the rest of her life.

With absolutely no interest in books, except tomes on cookery, she left school when she was sixteen and landed her first job in the Granary Restaurant on East Essex Street in Temple Bar, Dublin. It was a long way from rural life in the Ward but Mum and Dad took it in turns to drive her in the nine miles every morning. They knew how happy she was there. The Granary was cool for its time. They used goji berries, wheat berries, maple syrup, etc., in their recipes and Seanie, always full of original ideas herself, was in heaven to be cooking with such unusual ingredients. Neither of us had ever seen anything quite like it. Because of Seanie’s age and lack of experience the owners had asked her to show them her skills and presented her with a Dover sole to fry for them. She cooked it perfectly and yet she had never eaten one in her life. Her talent was instinctive. You either have it or you don’t. I was thrilled when she was offered the job because to my great satisfaction, I could sometimes nip into her kitchen and taste the dishes. You see, while she was there, I was working nearby in Copper Alley. One December morning on my way to work, I called in to her for a quick cup of tea. I found her standing in the kitchen with her hands on her head, ready to scream.

‘Oh God Biddy, you just won’t believe what happened. The Chef is out sick, I’m on my own and guess what’s happened?’

‘What?’ says I, beyond concerned by the alarm on her face.

‘I ordered a ten-foot Christmas tree for the dining room and after a lot of torture they finally got it inside the building. There is a young lad called Anto from FÁS (an apprenticeship programme) helping me out for the week, so I asked him to cut eight inches off the tree because it was hitting the roof. Off he went outside.’
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