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			FOREWORD • senator ivana bacik

			a new instalment of Trinity Tales is always welcome. But it’s sobering to realize that the contributors to this edition all started their university education around twenty years after my own graduation – they seem very young! It’s also sobering to reflect on the immense changes that have taken place over the decades, as revealed within this text. Re-reading the reflections of my own contemporaries in the 1980s Tales, what comes across most strongly is our collective sense of gratitude. Because of the bleak political, social and economic context, we felt privileged to have the chance of escaping reality at college, prancing around the cobblestones like characters from Brideshead Revisited. In our time, a Cold War divide persisted between the United States and the Soviet Union; apartheid prevailed in South Africa. In Ireland, the Catholic Church remained all-powerful in dictating social policies, and horrific brutalities were being committed in the North. For us, the ongoing grimness of prolonged recession and mass unemployment, and the anticipation of inevitable emigration, provided a stark backdrop to our student lives.

			Yet, in spite of all the grey clouds overhead, we had great fun on campus in the 80s; the music was fabulous and the parties legendary. And a distinct sense of social change was already in the air. As Mary McAleese wrote in her foreword to the 1980s volume, the ‘last tiny petted cohort of students’ were finally being ‘rudely supplanted by the arrival on the scene of the more numerous first-generationers … education-hungry youngsters from humble and modest backgrounds’. This increasing diversity was palpable. The Law student body was enriched by an influx of exotic creatures from Northern Ireland – and while plenty of us were middle-class Dubliners (in my case via Cork and London), many more were genuine first-generationers from beyond the Pale. Trinity was a very enticing prospect then for bright teens from rural Ireland, with its whiff of forbidden liberalism; condoms could even be purchased on campus, and when I and other Students’ Union officers were threatened with prison in 1989 for distributing information on abortion, our Law lecturer Mary Robinson heroically took on our legal defence (she kept us out of jail!).

			How things have changed since then. The 1990s saw the decriminalization of homosexuality, the legalization of contraception and divorce and the beginnings of the economic boom. Peace broke out in the North, and Mary Robinson was elected President. Internationally, the Soviet Union was no more, apartheid had ended and Clinton was in the White House. Contributions to the 1990s Trinity Tales were later critiqued for ‘dripping with privileged nostalgia’. But maybe it’s understandable to look back on the 90s with nostalgia. In Ireland, it genuinely represented for many a decade of progressive change and economic prosperity.

			And so to the Millennium and the experiences of this new generation of Trinity students. Clearly the context for their college years was vastly different to that of ours in the 1980s. In the contributions to this volume, we see fewer references to international movements, the politics of Northern Ireland, or the influence of the Catholic Church. But what is similar, unfortunately, is their awareness of a grim economic context. For them, the heady excesses of the ‘Celtic Tiger’ were followed swiftly and brutally by the 2008 financial crash, bringing with it the realization that distant 1980s emigration experiences were to be replicated for another cohort of Irish graduates.

			More positive common themes do also emerge, however. Like us, those who entered Trinity in the noughties write that they felt trepidation and excitement on first walking under the Front Arch. Like us, they felt anxiety about ‘fitting in’. And, like us, over successive years most found intellectual stimulation and formed enduring personal relationships. A further common theme lies in the increased diversity of the student population in this recent decade. What’s evident here is the vital work of the Trinity Access Programme in opening up new routes into college for students from traditionally underrepresented communities. This text reflects the extent to which more socially, politically and ethnically diverse voices have come to represent Trinity during the noughties, leading to the welcome subversion of the old ‘Trinners’ stereotype of privilege. 

			At the time of writing, colleges remain closed due to the global COVID-19 pandemic. In accordance with national public health guidelines, staff and students may only enter the Trinity campus for ‘essential’ reasons. Academic teaching has moved online; communal facilities are shuttered; library access must be booked in advance. The future is uncertain and, again, grey clouds loom over us all. But one thing is certain: for all current students – and indeed for all recent graduates, just as for my own generation – further massive social and economic change is now underway in Irish society.

			Ivana Bacik is a barrister and Reid Professor of Criminal Law, Criminology and Penology at Trinity College Dublin. She was a Senator for Dublin University (first elected in 2007; re-elected in 2011, 2016 and 2020). Her research interests include criminology, feminist legal theory and equality law; her publications include Legal Cases That Changed Ireland (co-edited with Mary Rogan, Clarus Press, 2016). She chaired the Oireachtas ‘Vótáil 100’ Committee programme in 2018 to mark the centenary of women’s suffrage in Ireland. Ivana was elected as a Labour TD in the Dublin Bay South by-election in July 2021.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION • katie dickson and sorcha pollak

			In the summer of 2003, I did a brief internship for the Lilliput Press, shortly before starting a year-long sabbatical position as Deputy President of the TCD Students’ Union. After graduating from Trinity with a BA in English Literature and Philosophy, my career path took a leisurely stroll through teaching and into librarianship. I therefore hesitated before agreeing to take on this project; I knew that my own professional experience lay far outside the realm of editorial work. I am a school librarian by trade. 

			I was in Trinity in May 2019 for a dinner for ex-Students’ Union officers. We were taken on a tour of House 6. (For those uninitiated, House 6 is the building in Front Square that hosts the Students’ Union shop, the SU offices, the Publications Office and many of the society rooms.) We were brought upstairs and I was shocked to find that the SU Bookshop was no more. This had been a space that was central to my own Trinity experience, and now there were only couches and microwaves where once there had been shelves of books.

			I started working in the SU Bookshop around Christmas of my First Year. I had applied for a position in the co-op in a spur-of-the-moment whim when I saw an ad outside the SU shop downstairs in House 6. At the time I didn’t realize how important this job would be. The SU Bookshop became my Trinity experience. And, other than a small, faded sign above the door, there is no longer a trace of it. No longer a physical trace, but of course the friendships and the stories live on. I regularly come across books on my shelf with the familiar pencil pricing and code, letting me know what month and year we bought the book. My many years sitting behind the counter of the SU Bookshop allowed me to meet a vast array of Trinity students. And it was ultimately the idea of sharing these stories – the student-centric, realistic, tea-drinking, counter-leaning stories of the college I knew – that finally tempted me. I believed that by revealing the authentic tales of those who graced its cobbles from 2000 to 2010 we would open people’s eyes to what real ‘noughties’ Trinity was like. This would be a Trinity less austere than the tourists’ Trinity, but one that alumni might recognize more. The school librarian in me even hoped school-aged readers might see themselves in some of the contributors, opening Trinity up to those who might have otherwise dismissed it.

			When Sorcha and I sat down to compile the list of potential contributors, we were united in our desire to represent a wide spectrum of campus life at the time. We asked our contributors to write as honestly as possible, and they obliged beautifully. Our writers dropped their masks and exposed vulnerabilities, opening up in a way we couldn’t have predicted. It was clear that each person’s Trinity, despite the overlap of time, was a different university, a different place. Contributors who I knew at the time – who I still know now – had huge, life-changing events that coloured their college experiences. 

			I loved being a Trinity student. Unlike many, my path to Trinity was an easy one. I grew up playing on the carpeted blocks in the foyer of the Department of Modern History and knew my way around campus as a teenager. I didn’t question this advantage. I threw myself into every aspect of student life – writing for Trinity News (later defecting to the University Record), managing Trinity FM and taking up all sorts of Students’ Union positions. Of course it caught up with me later, but that’s a different tale.

			Recalling old memories and contacting Trinity friends and connections for this project has been a happy experience. For some it might not have been so easy. To our contributors, thank you for your openness and willingness to share your stories. I have had many lovely interactions by email, phone and Zoom. You have all been so patient with us throughout the whole project. 

			And thank you to Sorcha: from the beginning, it has been comforting to have a co-editor with publishing experience, and one who attended Trinity in the second half of the decade. Meeting Sorcha in person added to my relief. From the beginning, our vision for the book aligned. If Sorcha had reservations about working with someone outside of publishing, she didn’t let it show. I hope our vision for Trinity Tales has translated onto the page and that we have done justice to this project and to the stories shared by our contributors. 

			Katie Dickson

			In February 2019, an email appeared in my inbox inviting me to edit a collection of essays by Trinity graduates. It was not my first time hearing about the Trinity Tales collection – I had leafed through a copy of the 1970s edition I’d unearthed in my parents’ living room a few months before, interested in reading a snapshot of what life on College Green was like three decades before I stepped through Front Arch.

			Neither of my parents attended Trinity (although my dad did dream of going but missed out on the scholarship despite travelling from London in the spring of 1966 to sit the exam), and I didn’t give it much thought during school. My plan was to study drama, become an actress and make it as a star on the Abbey, Gate and West End stages. This ambition did creep into my college years – I was never far from Players’ Theatre during my time at Trinity – but I ended up studying for a degree in European Studies. For a curious, overly excitable, eager-to-do-everything-and-anything nineteen-year-old, it was the perfect choice.

			Admittedly, Lilliput Press’ request that I co-edit the latest collection of stories from former students gave me mixed feelings. I adored Trinity. I fell in love for the first time on the cobblestones of Front Square; I met fascinating, kind and talented people I’m lucky to still call my friends; I jetted away to Seville for a sun-soaked Erasmus programme in the south of Spain.

			I also struggled with depression for the first time in my life during the whirlwind of First Year; I fell out of love and shed many tears over my on-again, off-again college boyfriend; I pitted myself against my highly intelligent classmates in European Studies only to fall to pieces, questioning my ability to do just about anything. I thrived off the unpredictability and erratic nature of college life. 2006–10 was an impulsive, intense and beautiful period in my life.

			However, it took time for me to realize just how lucky I was to have this kind of university experience. The truth is, I have come to reflect on my undergraduate years with a tinge of unease. It was only after graduating, and leaving Dublin, that I started to properly appreciate the privilege I had enjoyed at that time.

			I had been a middle-class Dublin girl, living at home, working as a waitress on the weekends in a popular Temple Bar restaurant, acting in plays, gigging and busking with friends, dining in apartments at Botany Bay, popping into the library for an occasional quick flick through a tome on the Spanish Civil War or the French Revolution. I didn’t have to pay bills, and our annual fees – the so-called student ‘contribution’ payment – were a meagre €700 when compared to the €3,000 plus Irish students pay today for ‘free’ third-level education.

			I wasn’t involved in student politics and only briefly dipped my toes into student journalism in my final few months before graduation. I was aware of the financial chaos unfolding in the world around me but chose to hide away in the comfort of Players’ front of house.

			I knew I was the stereotypical Trinity student and became uncomfortable with that label, particularly given the route my work took in the years that followed, meeting and interviewing people from some of Ireland’s most marginalized and forgotten communities. I reflected on my college years with great fondness, but a big part of me wanted to go back and give my 21-year-old self a good talking to. A reminder to open my eyes and take stock of the diversity all around me.

			Because, contrary to popular belief, Trinity was slowly but steadily diversifying in the first decade of the 2000s. Yes, it was still predominantly white, and its student body included some of the wealthiest people I’d ever met. But I also had classmates who relied on scholarships to make it through to Final Year and who worked long hours to cover rent and food. I met students who had made it in through the invaluable Trinity Access Programme (TAP) which, as you will read from this collection, really does transform people’s lives.

			And so I embarked on editing this collection in large part to give a platform to these voices – the people in Irish society who may not immediately connect to the privilege associated with Trinity College. The finished book is a fusion of voices – male, female, black, white, gay, straight, middle-class, working-class, Irish, Nigerian, Welsh, Iraqi, Canadian.

			I owe huge thanks to my co-editor Katie Dickson for the brilliant contributors she sourced from the early years of the 2000s, and, more importantly, for her support and friendship as we worked through this project. When we first started on the book, we met in bustling coffeeshops to chat through plans, blissfully unaware that these real-life catch-ups would abruptly come to an end in March 2020. The bulk of the work on this book was done remotely, via Zoom and email, at a time when we were both struggling emotionally and psychologically with the burden of COVID-19. I think we held each other together on this project during that time, so thank you, Katie.

			Most importantly, thank you to the writers. Your willingness to generously give up your time to reflect on your college years and bring your voice to this collection is hugely appreciated. Thanks to your hard work, we have produced what I believe to be an original and insightful chronicle of how it felt to study at Trinity during the first decade of the twenty-first century. Go raibh míle maith agaibh. 

			Sorcha Pollak
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						Katie Dickson. Photo credit: Lee Carroll.
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			THE FUTURE WAS INFINITE • jarlath gregory

			It was a new millennium, and nothing had changed – yet. The academic year at Trinity began the same way it always did. As you approached the great wooden gates, the hustle and bustle of city-centre living fell away, only to be replaced with the rush of new faces at Freshers’ Week. You passed through Front Arch, its wooden floor littered with flyers, as representatives of the various student societies thrust drinks vouchers, membership cards and goodie bags in your bewildered face. A mixture of conservative, trendy, plain, extravagant, avant-garde and downright weird-looking young people went about their business, flurrying along in a whirl of scarves and satchels, boots and bicycles, cliques and camaraderie. Being in Trinity always felt as if you were a world removed from the commerce and commotion of Ireland’s capital city. The clamorous bodies belonging to the Phil and the Hist were always up early, bagging the best booths right inside the archway, and clobbering the fresh crop of unsuspecting youth with promises of the biggest events and most extravagantly wine-soaked after-parties, all of which were true. Still, the most important thing was to find your tribe, and there were plenty to discover – faultlessly polite Christians and Muslims; enthusiastic foodies and impassioned environmentalists; Trinity Players and rugby players; the long-standing Literary Society and the recently revived Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Society, which was constantly in the process of debating a name change. 

			Pre-social media, debates about transgender inclusion or reclaiming the word ‘queer’ had not yet hit the toxic court of public opinion. While it was generally felt that we should provide the widest possible rainbow umbrella for all those who weren’t straight and our allies, the LGB Society had plenty of earnest discussions in House 6, where we shared a room with the Socialist Workers’ Party, about whether becoming the LGBT or Queer Society would help or hinder our chances of acquiring student funding or drinks sponsorship. We might not have been the largest society, but if we weren’t throwing the coolest parties, who were we?

			Although it was a watershed time for queer identities, the closet was deep and solid. My friend Ronan, as well as being in the LGB Soc, was also a member of Young Fine Gael, and was particularly impressed with two other students making waves in the party at the time. ‘Leo Varadkar and Lucinda Creighton, watch out for them in the future. They won’t be joining the LGB Soc any time soon, though.’ Meanwhile, we were more concerned about garnering publicity for National Coming Out Day than dreaming about same-sex marriage, and more worried about winning the on-campus debates – for example, ‘Is camp holding back gay rights?’, with a strong turn by Panti Bliss – than wondering if we should be debating our rights as opposed to demanding them. There was groundwork to do in both raising awareness and winning the argument about gay rights in our own personal lives before we could even imagine the debate reaching national proportions. I did a year as the LGB Rights Officer, and although I only dealt with a few incidents of students struggling with their identity, the Students’ Union Council did spend hours debating whether or not access to information about abortion services should continue freely, largely due to a duly elected but fervently Catholic minority opinion. Although it felt as though the arguments around queer rights were at a tipping point of wider acceptance, the activism was nascent and slipped easily between the personal and political. Other debates, although no less fiercely contested, were up against more entrenched views, with rather more organizational opposition.

			It was also at this time that I signed a book deal for my first novel, Snapshots, which I’d been working on with more dedication than I gave to my actual studies. The first draft was rough in some places and highly polished in others, the result of many all-nighters in the twenty-four-hour computer labs in the Hamilton building, where I could be sure of enough privacy to turn hastily scribbled passages in notebooks into something resembling chapters. As befits its name, the novel was a patchwork of scenes from various perspectives, dropped into place to make overall narrative sense. 

			The novel gradually took shape in the underbelly of a gloomy concrete building lit by sickly strip-lighting and fuelled by vending-machine caffeine. It was a work in progress without direction for the longest time, existing somewhere between scribbles on foolscap and bytes on a floppy disk. My characters were real. Their voices were true. But, ultimately, what story were they living through? 

			I didn’t have what you’d call a plot. 

			One night, when I’d emerged from the subterranean hum of the labs to walk home alone through campus on a cool, clear night, the end scene came to me with the clarity of mind that only materializes when you allow yourself to stop overthinking whatever problem it is you’re working on. I paused outside the Berkeley, scratched the bones of it on a page and went home content. With the ending in sight, I could work backwards, follow the narrative thread from action to consequence to what was now, with an obviousness that made me wonder why it had taken me so long to see it, the only, inevitable conclusion.

			I’d been to some Lit Soc events, mostly for the free booze. The smart money was on Belinda McKeon, who as well as being a famous beauty on campus was also known to be serious about her writing. Still, amongst the various literary types I’d met a friendly girl called Sharon who’d told me that Lilliput Press were actively looking for edgy fiction, so why not send my manuscript to them? At the time, it felt urgent to write queer voices. In a mainstream environment brimming with stories of how the boom was affecting the marriages, mortgages, kids and careers of straight couples, queer lives were still considered edgy, and were largely underexplored in popular culture. The challenge then was that queer voices were rarely recognized or promoted at all. The challenge now, in a culture in which being queer is no longer remarkable, is that queer voices are not often recognized as being distinctly different from the mainstream, or promoted as worthy of celebration in their own right. For better or worse, we’ve largely returned to being the supporting characters in straight drama.

			It was also a world in which the internet had not yet become ubiquitous. The only people who understood internet culture were nocturnal geeks who played violent online video games in twenty-four-hour net cafés. The computer rooms in Trinity were constantly host to classes for those struggling to make the leap from handwritten to printed essays. There was never a queue for the Mac labs, as Apple technology, in a world before iPhones, was as mysterious and unfathomable as the rules of a foreign country. Other people were at home there, you could stick your nose in the door and you might even clumsily pass an afternoon there yourself – but you could never truly be one of them. It was not unusual to see queues for a payphone, with one frantic student thumbing coin after coin into the machine, while others stood behind her, resigned to waiting or ostentatiously checking their watches. Mobile phones were only just beginning to make the transition from overpriced status symbol to workaday necessity. I remember sitting outside the Arts Block with my friend Vinnie, a successful web entrepreneur, who confidently predicted that the next generation of mobile phones would have built-in cameras. 

			Built-in cameras! I almost spat out my coffee.

			Pre-social media, books went out into the world off their own bat, as did students, for the most part. There was less awareness of having a personal brand, and very little chance of either building a devoted following or being widely vilified online. Print media held all the sway, as alternative routes to success were so far largely theoretical – in fact, some would have said heretical, as the highly canonized establishment of Sunday supplements and glossy magazines seemed inalienable. Reputations, popular opinions and received wisdom rose and fell on the say-so of journalists, not Twitter followers or Instagram likes. We spent an inordinate amount of money on CDs, and – perhaps because you invested so much spare cash in keeping up with pop culture – the music you bought really mattered. Music was your tribe, and dictated the clothes you wore, the haircut you sported, the pubs you frequented – in short, your clique.

			In the 90s, you couldn’t go wrong with Radiohead. Everyone desperately wanted to like the abstract new direction of Kid A but couldn’t quite manage to, so you had to pick the background soundtrack to your impromptu student dinner parties wisely, mindful of the tribes you found yourself having to accommodate. It was either pasta, pesto and a few cans if you’d been caught off-guard and had to throw something together at the last minute (in which case, someone always came armed with a copy of Coldplay’s Parachutes, an inoffensive crowd-pleaser), or Thai green chicken curry and a bottle of wine looted from your last drinks reception if you wanted to impress (in which case, P.J. Harvey’s Stories From the City, Stories From the Sea was both credible and accessible, and wouldn’t upset your guests – at least, not until Thom Yorke’s guest appearance). Either way, your Britney Spears single of Oops … I Did It Again stayed safely hidden until everyone was drunk and you wanted to go out, or, worse again, everyone remained sober and you wanted to get rid of them.

			When I think back to Trinity in the noughties, the one thing that stands out more truly than anything else is the lifelong friendships made and forged there. Perhaps because it was pre-social media you had to make an actual, physical effort to keep up with the people with whom you wanted to stay in touch. No matter how hungover the morning, no matter how late the day’s lectures began, lunchtime was sacrosanct. A gang of us – Colin, Arlene and me – would scrape ourselves together and meet our friend Trish in the Arts Block. It was the best place to people-watch and peruse the posters for upcoming events, and then make our way to Trish’s rooms to dissect the latest Belle and Sebastian album, last night’s drunken shenanigans or Samuel Irons’s hair (he was a big deal in the Arts Block). There were sandwiches in greaseproof paper and endless pots of tea. There was gossip about who kissed whom, and where. There were afternoon pints in the Buttery and days upon days to regret it afterwards, after throwing up in someone else’s sink, and somehow crawling in to your 9 am seminar – rude – to at least show your face for the compulsory subjects.

			Crucially, and in a way that is possibly different to student life today, there was optimism for the future. It was a time when decent jobs were relatively easy to come by, whether you’d been to college or not. Positive progressive politics were on the rise. Rent had not become crippling. The world was not on fire. It was possible to chuck in a job that had become stale or move abroad without much of a plan, simply to try something new or see what happened next, because making things up as you went along was a valid life option, and there was room for failure along the way.

			My happiest memory is walking through the grounds of Trinity after lunch with Colin, Arlene and Trish, wrapped up against the springtime chill, drifting by the Campanile, the buildings of Front Square crisply cut against the radiant blue sky. There was nothing special about the day, save a deep contentment with my lot in the world, and a feeling that the future was infinite.

			But like the ending of novels, and the rise of technology, and the songs that come to define an era, and the vagaries of the ever-changing political landscape, some things only seem inevitable in retrospect. The future was ours to be written, and Trinity was offering us permission.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Jarlath Gregory (centre) with Trish Brazil and Arlene Crummy at The Buttery Bar during the Trinity Ball, 2000. Photo credit: Colin Crummy.

			Jarlath Gregory (TCD 1997–2001, Sociology and Social Policy; 2016–17, MPhil in Creative Writing) is from Crossmaglen, Northern Ireland, and lives in Stoneybatter, Dublin. He is the author of Snapshots, G.A.A.Y., The Organised Criminal and most recently What Love Looks Like, his first Young Adult novel, released March 2021 by O’Brien Press.

		

	
		
			ROCKING THE DELICATELY BALANCED CHARADE • sallay matu-garnett (loah)

			‘And there was nothing to fear, and nothing to doubt.’

			Radiohead’s lyrics reverberating throughout the Trinity Exam Hall, a frisson of tense expression right the way up my back, the sound waves emerging from my mouth. The year of Our Lord 2010. This was the moment I decided I would turn my back on all I had promised to my future and become that most commonplace of rudimentary magicians: a singer. 

			I spent four years in the late 2000s studying pharmacy at Trinity College. By anyone’s standards, I had made the most sensible choice any bright-eyed millennial could make. I grew up with two parents from different countries and cultures, always travelling between the suburbs of Kildare and two capital cities in West Africa: Banjul and Freetown. By eighteen, I wanted stability, responsibility and a useful body of knowledge. I wanted to stay put! 

			I had loved biochemical sciences in school but missed the marks for medicine by a hair’s breadth due to unforeseen chaos during my Leaving Cert year. Pharmacy reared its head as the obvious choice, one line of a CAO form above music. After a post-school ‘gap year’ (a term now made infamous by the supposed ludicrous privilege needed to take one, and the stereotypes that have been created by those who do), I walked through the College Green archway and into those hallowed halls ready for all my wildest expectations to be fulfilled. 

			Let me be clear and profoundly honest: those expectations were by no means modest. I never intended to go to Trinity and not become a ‘Trinner’. On the contrary, that was my primary aim. I wanted every scrap of Trinity prestige going. I had always been academically ambitious and I wanted to win at everything. I had also sacrificed a social life as a teen to achieve those academic capabilities, so I wanted to fix that by being present everywhere and being friends with everyone. I wanted the glamour of all things genteel to rub off on me. I wanted to sit hungover in drab rented rooms or grand, fabulous ones watching old movies. I wanted my vistas filled with cobblestones, columns and gothic windows. I wanted to speak in modernist poetic cadences and I wanted to get wasted at the Pav. I wanted to join 101 societies and I wanted to fall in love 101 times. I wanted to play jazz and I wanted to play classical music. I wanted to do yoga and I wanted to be carried home. I wanted to sing at student balls and I wanted there to be enough chaos to cry at parties. I wanted to never need to sleep. I wanted to be wealthy, successful and free. I wanted to be happy. I wanted to have a great future. 

			I did a great deal of those things, a great many more, and attempted to do them all simultaneously. Those years were a gift. And, like any gift from the gods, it could not be returned. In the doing of everything under the College Green sun, I lost myself. I was a student living on grants that my patient, loving, single mother had helped me secure, so that her daughter – born into poverty but reared through hard work into the middle class, and who was fiercely demanding of life and greedy for every experience – could fill her appetite for knowledge. I worked several jobs in the summers, at home and abroad, collecting savings and languages. In the winters I went snowboarding with my fabulous friends and tried to keep up on the slopes while simultaneously trying to keep up with pharmaceutics. 

			In the first year, I tried to leave pharmacy, knowing I probably, maybe, didn’t really want to be a pharmacist and therefore ought not to waste everyone’s time. I wanted to be an artiste, experience everything and then write about it all. However, there was no plan of how I’d go about doing this. I did, after all, want to be a useful citizen, and an artist with no plan is not very useful to anyone, least of all themselves. So, a friend and my college tutor talked me out of my storm-out, and I reconsidered. I committed, renamed as what I felt was the more suave ‘Apothecary’ class, made football team names like Bend It Like Benzene and just got on with it. (At no point in my life since have I ever regretted this decision, though I did leave pharmacy eventually. The stability and sense of confidence that comes from being of service has been profoundly necessary to my character and indeed my mental health.) Like any half-decent committed footballer, I knew if my jersey was still clean by the end, I hadn’t played hard enough.

			I failed an exam for the first time in the midst of the maelstrom of heartbreak. I went to a therapist for the first time when I kept crying for ‘no reason’ in laboratories and libraries. There were club nights. There were choral masses. Front Square was the scene of many a Trinity Ball crime, many a term-time conversation and the ultimate moment of anticlimactic release at graduation. I lived in a Georgian house on Raglan Road with my best friend and I sang jazz standards every week on Westland Row with the best musos. I played the violin and surfed and read and ate Tesco frozen pizzas. My sweethearts made me mixtapes to soundtrack our ferocious, possessive, youthful love. The fervour and ecstasy, combined with a wild swing from unbounded joy to total despair, exposed deep inner anxieties from a childhood of uncertainty and a fearful dread that all good things must end.  

			And end they did. Bang smack in the middle of my degree, the 2008 financial crisis occurred. We heard of older siblings or parents of people we knew having salaries slashed and losing their jobs, business and homes. The dark cloud of the burst economic bubble moved across the waters of our collective consciousness. Suddenly the prospects of a life that sounded as breezy as the chorus of every Thrills song was no more. Bertie Ahern went from being ‘the Taoiseach who drank at the Quill pub in Drumcondra near our mates’ flat’ to the sinister overlord of our generation’s demise. We were waking up to the end of an era of excess and the end of the Twilight novel series. What was to become of us all?

			Even though the pandemic of recession was changing the fabric of society, I felt strangely cushioned by the institution surrounding me, along with also getting to spend a semester of my third year on Erasmus in Montpellier. The dream persisted: I had a minuscule and totally lovable rectangular pod room in a student dorm. I drank rosé, sang in the labs, sang in the jazz clubs and learned that French pharmacies at the time sold the highest number of antidepressants and slimming products in Europe. Being transported to a city with one of the oldest European medical schools and one of the youngest age demographics was the best and arguably most sensible form of escapism for a still-green young’un. Not yet ready to fully fly the Trinity nest, I found a semester to be more than enough time to soak in cosy, reassuring French bureaucracy, education and the Beaujolais festival. Not enough time to miss home. Enough of a break from the growing tension of approaching the educational finish line in the midst of an economic downturn. Alors, on danse.

			Returning home after those few months in France, I resolved to squeeze every last blessing I could out of the remaining time. I had not shaken off that strange, unresolved dread but was determined to move forward through hyperactivity and the deranged pursuit of everything that made me ‘happy’. I can only presume, from the biased view that is memory, that to everyone near to me – family, friend and foe – I was both utterly charming and utterly unbearable.

			Be that as it may, by the end of Third Year, the inner gnawing of being out of place and the fear for our collective future was getting louder. I was so involved and so present, yet sometimes I would secretly sleep for days and tell everyone that I was with other people. Flaky was my student name, number and address. I was popular, yet the crippling loneliness I felt regularly drove me at best to write terrible poetry, or at worst to seek help from dangerous thought patterns. 

			The one thing that persistently grounded me in those years of ferocious overactivity (covering this vague, growing sense of inadequacy to enter an uncertain world) was music. The orchestra rehearsals where I’d sit calmly in a second-violin desk quite literally soothed my nervous system. The gigs with the lads and our dear, sweet soul–funk–jazz band Jazzberries (oh, the frivolous titles of youth) hunkered me back to the moment and a sense of fleeting purpose and FUN. To this day, there are chords we sang in a Polish choral piece in Singers that I play to myself when the dung is really hitting the fan. 

			I am by nature cheerful, but deeper psychological issues were beginning to surface and affect the delicately balanced charade. My colour, this ‘blackness’, and how I interacted with the world because of it, was leading to uncomfortable questions, in brief moments of mental quiet, for which I had no answers. Womanhood and the sometime prison of its meaning was becoming undeniable: it was allowing me to start allowing myself to fail. By the time my final year came, it was clear that I was existing for what music was giving me and tolerating everything else. I was an exhausted, hyper-stimulated, undernourished life-junkie. That spring in 2010, I had friends asking whether I was OK, as I hadn’t been to class in a couple of weeks. Enter, Radiohead.

			When Rob Farhat and Brian Denvir, my dear friends in the orchestra, asked if I would put the violin down and sing two Radiohead songs at the concert of homegrown arrangements they were organizing for us, I set about immediately to find a singing coach. I might have been in final year, I might have been clinically malnourished and depressed, but I wasn’t screwing up Radiohead. And then I discovered Judith Mok. A friend’s mum, her reputation preceded her. Legend had it she had coached the Thom Yorke during the recording of the album Hail to the Thief. Completely out of my price range or my professional capabilities, I nonetheless convinced her to take me on for a few weeks for this most crucial of engagements. 

			Suddenly, I had a reason to wake up in the morning. That eleven-beat long note wasn’t going to learn to sing itself. I needed to start meditating again, because how else would I convey the depth of transcendence of Yorke’s phrasing? I felt I should probably start eating properly too because vocalists couldn’t faint onstage, it hadn’t been in vogue for centuries. 

			The lessons with Judith were (and still are) intense, focused and purposeful. Everything I had always wanted and sought, but for the exact end I had been lacking all that time: to create the perfection of the sound wave emerging from one’s body. Around lesson 3, I had the fabled ‘cry’ many of her early students experience, the surrendering to what feels like life’s real work. Those few weeks set in motion a sea change. 

			Though I trained fully and worked as a chemist, it wasn’t long before I left my first job to dream and to plan a life in music. Though I had always written songs, there was now a sense of meaning and momentum. I could comb apart each line with Judith and excavate profundity in the most humble of lyrics. To surrender to the arts is to hold hands with the humility of the beginner’s mind. There is always more to know and to express and always someone better than you. Infinite homework for the rudimentary magician. Yet in that, there is the potential for infinite satisfaction. 

			Ten years later, when I watch back over the grainy footage from that 2010 Radiohead show, I find holes in my technique, I hear mistakes. It is not necessarily as magical as it felt. I can see my discomfort in myself. I remember the nervousness beforehand in the side room of the Exam Hall chatting to Pats (now I Have a Tribe). I had done so many gigs and been tested in that Exam Hall so many times, but I knew this was different. I knew I had found, or rather accepted, my calling in the most roundabout of ways. The future was finally starting. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Photo credit: Abe Neihum.

			Sallay-Matu Garnett (Loah) (TCD 2006–10; Pharmaceutical Sciences) is an artist and performer of Irish and Sierra Leonean origins who grew up between Kildare and West Africa. She has worked and performed with Lisa Hannigan, Kíla, Hozier, Cassandra Wilson, the Wainwrights, Paul Brady and Bilal. In 2019, Garnett starred as Mary Magdalene in Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice’s Jesus Christ Superstar at the Barbican in London, and she has multiple television and film appearances to her name (Striking Out, Finding Joy, Girl from Mogadishu).
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