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For Ann Louise









Prologue


May 2018


I glance out the study window of The Shanty, my home in the Dublin mountains. August, my golden retriever, lies on the floor close to my desk. She sleeps quietly in the emptiness of the house. It’s just the two of us now, after Ann Louise’s passing eleven months ago. I have been hunched over the desk for most of the morning, working on the text of my next Dáil speech as minister for children. The birdsong outside interrupts my concentration, which is why I look out to the small enclosure, filled with wooden tubs of late-spring flowers. The magnolia tree has begun to bloom magnificently again, a gift from our solicitors to celebrate the initiation of the case we took against the Irish state because it would not recognise our 2003 Canadian marriage. Fifteen years ago. My stare freezes. Grief enters, and slows me down, again.


Eventually I pull my attention back to the desk and notice an unopened envelope. It is likely another sympathy card – I am lucky enough to have received many from people across the nation, each one easing the pain, at least for the moment. I open it to find a beautiful letter from a colleague who worked with me to save Seanad Eireann from abolition, a referendum put before the Irish people in 2013. He had met Ann Louise a couple of times, witnessing the playfulness and fidelity of our love. His letter concludes by quoting F. Scott Fitzgerald, from a letter in which he spoke about his wife, Zelda: ‘I love her, and that’s the beginning and end of everything.’


I put down my pen. I cannot work anymore.


I see Ann Louise running to class in high heels, at Boston College, where we met in 1981. We were going to be late because our squash game had run over, she defeating me yet again, as one of Ireland’s champions in the sport. Her spirit held exuberance so naturally. Her beauty blew my mind. How magnetised was her power. My life would never be the same. We would begin a life journey together, looking for social change based on love.


This study where I work used to be part of the learning space for women from Tallaght West who were determined to get a second chance at education. We had transformed our garages into a community education centre – right outside our kitchen door. I see Ann Louise standing in front of a flip chart, the paper covered with the words ‘feminism’, ‘imagination’ and the French feminist philosopher ‘Luce Irigaray’ in her vigorous script. Her face fills with an invitation to each woman to step on to the path of finding her own life dream. Much later it is these same women, and their families, who join us to line Dublin’s streets as we march together for marriage equality. What solidarity we feel. They are not afraid of difference. They rejoice in our love and a referendum that represents the heart of a nation opening towards us, and people like us.


And that was only part of it. In 2011, she gave up a dream that the two of us would start some new work so that I could pursue politics. I tried to do politics differently. Time and again she showed me how to be collaborative: ‘Be kind, Katherine. Trust your team.’ Before a challenging cabinet meeting she’d ask, ‘How can they be your companions in what you want to achieve? And how can you support them?’ Her petite frame appears in my memory as she listens to how I find allies in the politics of modern Ireland. My drivers, political and constituency teams, civil servants, neighbours and family. We did change the world. But mistakes were made and the opposition and media wore me down at times, calling me to rethink who I am and how to keep going in the midst of a torrent of public criticism.


August still sleeps. I stare into the future, realising even more deeply that Ann Louise is no longer here. What does ‘everything’ mean now? I am heartbroken. A couple of minutes pass. Maybe writing will help me to live with grief and heartache, and to find meaning again. Remarkably, Ann Louise herself stretched towards new meaning in the last year of her life by writing. But her book remains an unfulfilled intention, because something happened to her and she was not able to complete it, despite her best fight. Maybe I can take up the mantle and do it for both of us. To make a record of our last years together and reach for the new.


I pull out a drawer to find an empty journal. I crack the spine and write one line:


Somewhere between grief and joy …


And I am transported back to a time, before politics or illness or grief, when our home was filled with the happiness of our forever love.









CHAPTER 1


The Phone Call


It is May 2011 and Ann Louise and I wake up to the sunshine coming through the back window of our upstairs bedroom in The Shanty. I love lying next to her. We have both slept well. The room feels cosy and safe. I think it is because our home is made of cedar. It was one of the features that so attracted me to the house when we first set eyes on it in April 1985. I am ‘originally American’, as I often say, and we make wooden houses there, not too many concrete ones. An English hotelier from Liverpool, Major Gamble, had built The Shanty in the late nineteenth century as his hunting lodge. He may have hunted in the Dublin and Wicklow countryside on visits from England, but ‘lodge’ is a bit too grand for this small wooden house with a sagging apex. A leaking conservatory fronts The Shanty, and shabby cedar shingles line its sides and cover its roof. But as soon as you enter the sitting room, the warmth of wood cladding from top to bottom envelops you, especially when the copper-hooded canopy over the fireplace casts its heat. Outside is always two degrees colder than down in Dublin, and the snowdrops, daffodils and tulips bloom late in the big garden. We have a small paddock attached to the home property, where we delight in raising various types of hens, tending an organic garden, harvesting berries and finding solitude and silence in a one-room log cabin for painting and writing.


Brittas, in the foothills of the Dublin mountains, showers well-being on everyone when the sun shines. The air is crystal clear. I slip out of bed to open the bedroom windows and gulp the breeze. I remember the day in 1991 when President Mary Robinson arrived at our front door to help us celebrate the fifth anniversary of The Shanty Educational Project. She announced, ‘The air is so pure!’ I felt both happy and awestruck in her regal presence.


In her inaugural speech, Mary appealed to Mná na hÉireann, the women of Ireland, and it was like the opening of a new era. Ann Louise and I were part of this flourishing, though we were often slowed down by barriers held solidly in place: what a family was supposed to look like; how women were told to behave. In the mid-1980s times were bleak, with little or no educational opportunities for those who left school early, especially women. They worked in factories or bakeries or whatever jobs could be found to bring money into a household. Inner-city communities, characterised by an architecture of greyness, were monuments to poverty. Housing estates on the outskirts of Dublin, Tallaght being a primary one, were originally designed to remove unwanted sights from the urban middle classes, intended ghettos that became communities. At that time, only the privileged had places in third-level colleges, and ‘second chance’ education was almost non-existent. There were few women in public life, and childcare was only for the wealthy. Rural poverty was extensive, though hidden.


But we were young and full of energy for something better, imagining that Ireland could be a different place if only people had equal access to education. Our dream was to found an educational centre for those – especially women – who wanted a second chance at learning, and we finally located The Shanty as a place to do so. We wanted to form a small community of committed people and to share our home with them as a way to begin. We believed that we could help to dismantle sexism, classism and other forms of social inequality. Ours was a spiritual as well as an educational venture, and our table would be open to all – for food, drink, compassion, merriment, visioning, storytelling and decision-making. Idealism filled our bodies and spirits, and it seemed to become magnetic. More and more people wanted to join us, and there were few bad days in the beginning.


Over the next fifteen years, at least one hundred women, and a handful of men, entered our property each week to take another chance at their education. Their children were minded in the community centre in Jobstown. Women and men, inside and outside Tallaght, worked side by side with us to ensure that more and more people could access their right to education.


While often exhausted by the non-stop work (including our respective teaching positions in St Patrick’s College and Trinity College Dublin), Ann Louise and I were following our dream together. People related to us as a couple, though we were only ‘out’ to close friends. It sometimes felt like a high-wire act. We did not want to deny our relationship in the workplace but we knew that we risked negative consequences if it became public knowledge, especially from those with the most power. We carried on, though, because we had each other and a growing community of friends and colleagues. And we believed, somewhat naïvely, that the good would always win the day.


We worked with adults and young people from the Tallaght regions to plan a ‘community forum’. Maria Jordan-Kelly, from Brookfield, Tallaght West, and Ann Louise published a report entitled The People Speak. This led to a plan to build a community education learning centre – for adults and children – within Tallaght West. Friends lobbied politicians. Community leaders raised awareness, held fundraisers. We travelled to America to garner financial support. Together we managed to raise one-third of the money we needed, with no commitment yet coming from the state.


Early in June 1997 the people of the community took a vote. Their decision was final. It was communicated to all local politicians, two of whom were members of the Irish cabinet. Women, men and children would spend the evening celebrating their graduation from Shanty courses, and then leave the Jobstown community centre. They would bring tents and sleeping bags and march to the Dáil, hand in a letter of protest, march back and put up their tents. They would camp out until the government gave us the balance of the money, £600,000.


Just as the graduation ceremonies were ending, the doors of the community centre burst open. The minister for local development and one of the TDs in our constituency, Chris Flood, strode in, virtually jumped onto the stage and said he had an announcement to make. That afternoon in a special meeting, the cabinet members had agreed to subvent our project by a once-off capital grant of £600,000. It went towards building what has now become the largest independent community-based education centre in Ireland. The roof came off the community centre that night. The people had spoken and the government had heard. The tents were put away for another day.


Over the course of the next year we built An Cosán, a centre for learning, leadership and enterprise, with a large number of dedicated and generous people from the Tallaght communities and beyond. Located in the heart of Jobstown, one of Tallaght West’s four villages, An Cosán opened its doors in 1999.


So, it was calmer these days at The Shanty. Ann Louise had retired early from St Patrick’s College in Drumcondra, where she had been a professor of education for thirty-five years. We had started a consultancy together to help respond to social and economic challenges. And with close colleagues and friends, we were building a campaign for marriage equality, to support our legal case to get the Irish state to recognise our 2003 Canadian marriage.


Ann Louise starts to run her morning bath, and I descend the spiral stairs. In the kitchen our beautiful Siena is stretched out on the wooden floor, waiting for her morning rub. We brushed the long-haired Lassie dog just yesterday, and what a job that always is. But it’s worth it. She is gorgeous. Siena, named after St Catherine, is our fourth collie – succeeding Habermas, Julian of Norwich and Paulo Freire. They were all special and loved the activity of the women coming and going.


I begin to prepare breakfast, casting my eye over the empty egg-holder. I’ll get Ann Louise some fresh eggs, I think. It’s the day for it. This morning four eggs have been laid by our hens. I feel like a gleeful child as I scoop them up. While Ann Louise is the real genius as a natural chef, I at least can cook a good breakfast. We talk about the day over delicious scrambled eggs and the brown bread Ann Louise baked the day before.


She is preparing to give coaching sessions to a couple of her clients. I need to go into Dublin. We are preparing to go to the Supreme Court with our marriage equality case. We lost in the High Court, but we are appealing it. I want to meet with our solicitor, Kevin Brophy, to talk about strategy before a consultation with our barristers in a couple of weeks. At least things are moving again. I feel satisfied and hopeful. When we started preparing to take a case in early 2000, never did we anticipate that it would last so long! Just as well, or we may never have started.


Ann Louise is more philosophical about how time has lengthened our legal journey. She has been reading several Buddhist texts and has discreetly taken up a disciplined meditation practice each day. She lives in the present considerably easier than I do. Her meditation often fills The Shanty with a peaceful yet vibrant energy. While it seeps into me a little bit at times, I rarely find that kind of peace within myself. My restlessness comes from my father. As a businessman and charitable leader, he spent his life looking for ways to make a major impact, and it rarely happened for him the way he wanted it. He was a deep thinker, though, and that also influenced his efforts to improve the lives of others. Maybe I am taking up his mantle. I do feel driven to do something great. Followed by doing something else great. That’s not to say that this is my sole motivation for the way I live my life and forge a professional path, but it is always there. Right alongside my deep desire to make things right and good for others. This I feel at my core too. But the pursuit of greatness is stuck in my gut, where a feeling of never being good enough lies. Because I am female? Because I am lesbian? Probably.


*


After breakfast I dress, leaving aside the country clothes for something a little more smart yet casual. I step into Ann Louise’s red Renault van, the only transport we have – but useful for carrying animal feed and whatever is needed for the flowers in the long bed at the front of the house and the vegetables we grow in the paddock.


I drive the long distance to town and park in the city centre. I have the morning to do shopping before meeting the lawyers. The late-spring sun on Grafton Street warms my face and I welcome it. I have started to worry about the Fianna Fáil government’s enactment of civil partnership legislation in 2010 and its potential negative impact on our future court proceedings. ‘Why do the gays need marriage equality if they get all those rights in civil partnership? Why do these women need more?’ ask many in Irish society. I am worried that this legislative change could influence the Supreme Court to rule that civil partnership is enough, and that it is allowed within the constraints of the Irish constitution.


My head starts to feel heavy, as it often does when such thoughts swirl in my mind. Where did the peace of the early morning go? I walk past the street corner where newspapers used to be sold and my mobile rings.


‘Hello, Katherine. This is Mark Garrett’ (Tánaiste Eamon Gilmore’s political advisor). ‘I wonder if you would be free within the next forty-five minutes to take a phone call from the tánaiste?’


‘Of course,’ I respond with, no doubt, a stunned voice.


While I had been a member of the Labour Party for a brief period when Pat Rabbitte was its leader, I let my membership expire when his leadership came to an end. Why did his successor want to speak with me?


I start to look for a quiet place to take the call and slip into the Carmelite church on Clarendon Street. Such serenity amidst the lighted candles, each one lit for a special cause, slowly energises my spirit as I wait. I decide that I’d better head into a stairwell, though, so that I won’t disturb those at prayer. When the phone rings, I answer immediately.


‘Hello, Katherine. This is Eamon Gilmore.’


I admired Eamon’s courage to form a government at such a challenging time. We are still in the midst of the bank bailout by the International Monetary Fund and the European Union, and subject to all the conflicting austerity programmes initiated by the previous Fianna Fáil-led government.


‘I would like to recommend you to Enda Kenny as one of his appointees to the Seanad,’ says Eamon after the pleasantries. ‘As partners in government with Fine Gael, we have agreed that I may recommend a certain number of people to take up the seats of “taoiseach nominees” mandated in the Irish constitution under Article 18.’


Eamon is asking me to become an Irish senator, without going through the convoluted process of getting elected to the upper house! I am astonished. I have spent the last decade of my professional and personal life knocking on the doors of those who held powerful political positions – those on the ‘inside’. Now I’m being invited in! For a moment, I can’t find my breath. And then unexpectedly my voice says, ‘It would be a privilege, Tánaiste.’


Oh my God – what will this be like? Between my various work commitments and our legal case for marriage equality, I am kept more than busy. But this will be an opportunity to try to change things from the inside. Will it be easier? I hope so. Will I know how to do it? Not right away. But it still feels as if I’ve just won the lottery!


I start to phone Ann Louise and then this huge sadness descends. My father had passed away just two months before. I spent the month of January with him in Seattle, where I grew up and where all my family still live, to cook for him, mind him, take him to a basketball game or two. He was grieving, deeply, for my mother, his beloved wife. She died six months before he did. I spent a lot of time just with my arms around him in his favourite chair. I came home to Ireland in early February, only to return again to Seattle to lay him to rest on 17 March. We did not have any unfinished business.


But now, suddenly, I’m looking for him. Where is my father? Do you know, Dad, what has just happened? Why can’t you be here? I go back into the church and sit quietly for a few minutes. The sadness ebbs as I light candles for my parents. A soft joy visits me; a sense of well-being I have never experienced before.


Ann Louise is so thrilled when I ring her. Love, as St Paul says, is not jealous. Though we traverse a similar professional and advocacy territory, Ann Louise is never jealous of me. Her strong sense of self, she says, comes from her father. How about that? Dads and daughters. ‘Katie, that is remarkable news,’ she exclaims. ‘I am so happy for you.’ And then she says something I will never forget: ‘This job will allow you to bring together all you have learned, and all your experience, so that you will be able to make really important public contributions. You will soar.’ The Seanad would provide me with an opportunity to comment on the happenings in Ireland and our world in ways that might make a genuine difference. I wanted to develop law that would advance human rights and argue for government policies that could make our people’s lives better, especially those people whose opportunities had been restricted because of social circumstances and conditions, like those who worked with us and for themselves in An Cosán, and especially people like me whose gender or sexual identity was still considered to be second class. Critics of the Seanad say that ‘all the senators do is talk’. Well, I love public speaking. I love to craft words in order to engage the listener, to inspire action or offer meaning. I couldn’t wait to get started.


*


About a week later, the news was out about Taoiseach Enda Kenny’s nominees. Going through the gates of Leinster House as a new senator was like walking on air. Leinster House was built in the mid-eighteenth century as an exquisite town house, reflecting the wealth and status of its owner, James Fitzgerald, earl of Kildare. The staff at the gates and inside the house knew my name, were exceptionally respectful and full of congratulations. It just kept raining sunshine. Over the years they became like family, always there to assist in whatever way possible, without judgement and with an earnest desire to serve. The aura of the house was filled with power, a power to be drawn on, to use as a basis on which to think and act. It felt, at times, like being clothed in sparkling status when everyone addressed me as ‘senator’. Never could I have imagined that title on myself.


The first order of business was to meet other senators and to decide where my political allegiance lay. As a neophyte, I offered to act as a Labour senator because of Eamon Gilmore’s role in my appointment, and I was looking forward to working closely with Senator Ivana Bacik. At the time, she was acting pro bono as junior counsel in our legal case – Zappone and Gilligan v. Revenue Commissioners and Others (2006) – and was awesome at that job. She was also leader of the Labour Party in the Seanad. I initiated discussions with her on the first day. Later that afternoon I was directed to the Seanad antechamber to take a phone call. With high ceilings, a chandelier, large windows, a fireplace and some fine art, it provides a luxurious setting for senators to work or meet in before entering the chamber itself. I picked up the phone and to my surprise, for a second time, it was the tánaiste.


Eamon said, ‘Katherine, we want you to be an Independent senator. There are enough Fine Gael and Labour senators in the sixty seats in the Seanad for us to win most votes with the whips. So we want to demonstrate our commitment to a new approach to politics. With a good portion of Independent senators, we hope that this will allow the deliberations to be more robust and thoughtful. Be free!’


I will always hold admiration for both Eamon and Enda for that decision. At the time, Enda Kenny was known for his religious conservatism, carrying strong views against abortion and with little openness to marriage equality. Early on in my tenure, I remember giving him a copy of Our Lives Out Loud, the memoir Ann Louise and I wrote in 2008. Afterwards I met him in his taoiseach’s office at the end of the corridor on the second floor of Government Buildings. We sat down in sitting-room chairs between his sizeable antique desk and a gorgeous marble fireplace, and he began by quoting, from memory, several paragraphs from our book. I was dumbfounded.


Entering the Seanad chamber for the very first time during that same week bedazzled me. Used as a ballroom when owned by the duke of Leinster, its historic Georgian ceiling plasterwork and elaborate crystal chandeliers embody an extraordinary grandeur. Because visitors are not allowed on the chamber floor proper, to cross its threshold lifted my sense of responsibility then and every time afterwards, requiring perfect posture and often solemn speaking. I found my voting seat on the left of the cathaoirleach (the chair of the Seanad) in one of the last rows because I was an Independent. While you are required to sit in the designated seat to vote, you may sit anywhere else at other times, as long as it is on the correct side of the chamber. I would soon learn that this would be the easiest procedural rule to understand and follow. Otherwise, Seanad protocol was extensive and complex, and it helped to have an experienced (and friendly) senator share the intricacies of the rules from time to time. There was no rule, however, against sitting back in my big Seanad chair and gazing at the exquisite blue and white ceiling to collect my thoughts before speaking. It was my prime meditative technique, and also helped me separate the wheat from the chaff of other senators’ contributions.


While we were the chamber with less weight than the Dáil, there was always an undercurrent of an intoxicating feeling of power. How would I negotiate such a feeling? I had so much to learn. It was the opportunity of a lifetime, and I did not want to waste it. After the last Seanad vote I would return to my office, respond to emails or more likely read some research or policy documents that would help me to craft a speech for the next day. Often that meant I would get home late at night. By the time I drove through our gate, Ann Louise would have cooked and ate her dinner, watched the nine o’clock news and headed to bed with a good book. She always left me a plate of gorgeous food in the kitchen, though, putting my eggs-on-toast to shame. As much as she adored me, she was fiercely independent and self-contained. And, above all, generous. If I were really lucky, she might be still awake, and I would tell her minute details from stories of my day. It was like writing a diary entry – only better, because I had a lover’s audience. Her eyes would close then, and she would say, ‘See you in the morning, Katie.’












CHAPTER 2


Save the Seanad


Feargal Quinn had steely blue eyes, a suave cut of whitish-grey hair and gentlemanly manners. He had founded the national supermarket chain Superquinn in 1960, and built his successful business empire on the philosophy that ‘the customer is king’. He possessed celebrity status from his television series Retail Therapy, and had been a senator for many years. I had seen him in the corridors of Leinster House a few times, and had listened to him often in the chamber. He was funny and serious, kind and considerate – with the commitment of a patriot. He was prodigious in his approach, and could comment on just about anything with practical as well as legal know-how. I was in awe of him.


One day at the beginning of Seanad business, when I was six months into the job, Senator Quinn’s voice sounded more unsettled than I had heard it before. He was talking about Enda Kenny’s intention to abolish the Seanad. As ‘father of the house’, the longest-serving senator, Feargal was not happy. I was riveted by his words. While I had heard talk of the taoiseach’s proposal, I hadn’t paid too much attention, because it seemed unlikely that it would come to pass. But Feargal sounded pretty clear: this was a serious threat to the Seanad’s existence. And he didn’t like it. Neither did I.


Doing away with the Seanad, I thought, would extinguish a diversity of voices that might never otherwise be heard. At times, its chamber allowed for more considered views than the speed of the Dáil, and its debates could be a litmus test for the government on certain issues. I had diligently trained my own mind in graduate and postgraduate work over the course of eleven years. It required enormous discipline every day, but I learned how to analyse issues critically, taking account of how others before me had done so. I adopted a human rights lens and a belief in the moral agency of every individual to judge what is right and what is wrong. I always tried to take account of the social and economic circumstances of individuals, alongside their diverse characteristics, in order to envisage the different ways in which law affects our citizens and residents. How can our laws and public policies support our citizen and residents, so they can live a life of well-being and flourish? What do we need in the laws of today, in light of how the social context has changed over time? How can we train our ears to listen to the experiences of others, so that we can incorporate their needs and dreams into the laws we make? These were the questions I started to ask myself, and tried to answer, as I became familiar with my new surroundings and the opportunities they presented. The Seanad allowed me space to do so. I observed how Dáil deputies lived in a different environment. They breathed the cut and thrust of the raw power of politics, of the competition to govern or to take down those who govern. There was less time for considered thinking, less time to discern the right thing to do.


Nevertheless, I had certainly experienced some of the Seanad’s impotence. Days begin with a session entitled ‘Order of Business’ and most senators use it to try to get media coverage on something topical. It has little function other than that. And if we wanted to sponsor a bill, it could not have any financial implications for the exchequer. Senators cannot spend money – that’s only for the TDs! But I had participated in enough sessions critiquing bills and proposing and passing amendments to know that we could influence decisions made in the Dáil. Take that away, and the government would have even more power to ram through legislation. The Seanad needed true parliamentary reform to strengthen our democracy. Abolishing the upper house, however, would only copper-fasten the interests of a tiny elite. The Seanad had room for people with dissenting voices or for those living a minority experience. As the first open lesbian in either house, it had room for people like me.


In early December 2011 word went around that Feargal Quinn had invited former minister for justice Michael McDowell to an early-morning ‘private’ meeting in Leinster House. Topic – ‘Save the Seanad!’ I certainly needed to be at that. While still learning the ropes, I wanted to be at the heart of everything significant. And to get closer to men like Michael and Feargal, to study how they operated and what they thought, seemed like the perfect way to become more familiar with the political system. Michael was a big man, in both persona and height. I was hungry for intellectual stimulation and, as one passionate about being Irish, I longed to learn more of the island’s history in ways that brought it alive. The meeting was packed with Independents, those nominated and those elected, and several other party-political senators attended, including a few from Fine Gael. McDowell was on fire. He argued that abolishing the Seanad would mutilate our constitution, and he put forward strong arguments for a two-house Oireachtas. The adversarial nature of the Dáil needed the ‘check and balance’ that the Seanad provided. Little money would be saved by eliminating it. Everyone listened with rapt attention. Senator Quinn, the meeting’s chair, concluded the gathering by putting out a call to prepare for a civic campaign to say ‘No!’ to the Seanad’s demise.


My Independent group met soon after. Jillian van Turnhout (former chief executive of the Children’s Rights Alliance) was our leader, and Fiach Mac Conghail (director of the Abbey Theatre), Martin McAleese (dentist and husband of President Mary McAleese), Mary Ann O’Brien (founder of Lily O’Brien’s Chocolates), Marie-Louise O’Donnell (communications lecturer in Dublin City University) and Eamonn Coghlan (Irish Olympian) were the other members. Enda had appointed us all, so we had that in common. It provided a good base to support each other through learning about politics, and finding ways to make an impact. Our differences, and there were many, did not often get in the way.


We all felt fired up by the abolition debate and started talking about proposals that we could put forward, things we could do collectively to influence a campaign. As we had all been appointed by Enda, media commentary often covered how we could and would be deferential to the taoiseach because of that – not real Independents, in other words. Someone coined ‘Endapendents’ but I couldn’t stand that. I felt exceedingly grateful for the opportunity to serve, and I would write a letter to Enda at the end of each Seanad year over the course of the five-year term to express my gratitude. But having been an outsider, and still feeling that I wore some of that cloth, I believed that Independent meant independence. While not ruling out compromise – as I had often done as an activist – being an Independent meant that I had to think things through for myself, engage in lots of conversation with my colleagues, study some of the theory behind the issues, get expert technical help when I felt I needed it and finally make a decision about how to proceed.


I relished this opportunity. A lot of it was thinking about how best to present my opinions but it was also about entering into real dialogue with others. Good conversations are quintessentially about acknowledging our relationships with one another. The best conversations happened as we built trust, even if we disagreed. When it came to action for saving the Seanad, though, for various reasons some of those conversations broke down with other senators. I felt there was competition for the limelight in what would become a defining moment for our time. Could we save the Seanad? Would Ireland change its form of democratic governance or not? How could ‘the people’ be better represented? These were, and still are, weighty topics. Emotions were bound to run high. Ideas for a proposal began to develop in my Independent group. Feargal Quinn continued to drive a way forward, looking for people to join him. Other members of the house, such as the oncologist consultant and Independent senator John Crown, developed their own bills to reform rather than to abolish the Seanad.


As I listened to the various proposals for moving forward, and considered who was making them, I eventually discerned my way. I chose to support Feargal Quinn’s efforts. I judged that his would be the most effective, and had the greatest sense of urgency and savvy, especially with Michael McDowell on board. His involvement would ensure that Seanad reform could be substantive even within the confines of the constitution. Others wanted me to go with them and were angry when I did not, but to me their proposals were less developed and they didn’t contain the legal heft necessary to engage the electorate. However, I regret that I did not entertain longer discussions about those choices then. I am guilty of at least that.


I was eager to help Feargal Quinn’s efforts and to push back against the abolition of the Seanad. We needed allies for such a momentous task. Eamonn Mac Aodha, my friend from the Irish Human Rights Commission, had insisted that as a new politician I must connect with one of his best buddies, Noel Whelan. Could Noel help us? I wonder. Eamonn introduces us by email and we agree to have lunch in One Pico, a fine restaurant on Molesworth Place in Dublin, close to Leinster House. I feel a bit nervous, wondering if I will get on with the big burly man I am about to meet. A barrister, journalist and tallyman/political nerd, Noel is keen to meet up; he’s intrigued with the new senator on the block. I love him immediately. He is generous, kind and hugely intelligent. He calls things as he sees them, respectful, albeit straight-talking.


I mention that Senator Feargal Quinn wishes to meet him: as Noel is aware, Enda Kenny is preparing to keep his promise to the Irish people to abolish the Seanad and Feargal is gathering folks he thinks might be interested in saving it. Noel immediately says he is eager. Passionate about parliamentary reform, he insists that getting rid of the Seanad is not the way to do it. His great grasp of Irish history hovers behind his strong words. The Irish sought freedom for everyone, and it is up to the next generations to ensure that we find ways to protect it. That we look to extend democracy for the people, and not let any political party take control from the people. Three hours later Noel and I shake hands, and I leave with a feeling of excitement and a touch of mischievousness.


*


The number 65 bus serves seventy-eight stops, departing from Poolbeg Street in Dublin city centre and ending at Main Street, Ballymore, County Wicklow. It was the only form of public transport between The Shanty and Leinster House at the beginning of my Seanad term. From my home, it took me twenty minutes to walk to the closest bus stop on the N81, then a fifteen-minute interval because I did not want to miss the bus, at least an hour to get to the Liffey Quays and another twenty minutes to walk to Leinster House. Including waiting for the bus, and traffic, it amounted to an approximate two-hour commute on a good day. We had only one vehicle in the family at the time, and no excess cash to buy a second one. Starting a small training and consultancy business after the 2008 crash took any extra resources we had.


Most days I ended up using Ann Louise’s Renault. She worked mostly from home at this stage. But it was far from an ideal arrangement. We started to talk about getting a car loan for another one but were concerned about meeting the repayments. And I loved cars so much that it would be hard for me not to be extravagant. We were stuck. I hated that feeling, especially at this point in our lives. Both of us wanted to change the world, together, but I couldn’t even get around efficiently! Yet some days we were full of hope, especially after returning from a board meeting of the organisation that we had helped to found: Marriage Equality. Gráinne Healy and Denise Charlton – warrior women individually and together – co-chaired the board and were fortunate to find Moninne Griffith and Andrew Hyland as its executive leaders.


Marriage equality in Ireland was conceived in the late winter of 2007. Ann Louise and I had lost our High Court case in December 2006 to have our Canadian marriage recognised in Irish law. Justice Elizabeth Dunne had said, ‘No!’ We did not have the right to marry in Ireland under the constitution because that right was confined to the union of a man and a woman. It took 138 pages to say that our marriage was not valid in Ireland. What a terrible day that was for us. We were shattered. Not that we really expected to win, but we were crushed by the immeasurable weight of such a solemn rejection. We had prepared ourselves over the previous five years for this moment, always bringing our upbeat and hopeful vision of an equal world that would reach to us, and others like us.


Actually, maybe that was it. This day, of all the days, felt personal. As we left the courtroom, we looked at each other, and, without saying anything, we held our heads high, knowing our hearts were low. It showed on our faces. I know it did. Ann Louise rarely, if ever, looked beaten. But traces of defeat slowly crossed her face. I turned to her and whispered, ‘Darling, we’ll be okay. So many people are with us. Our day will come. Just not today.’ She continued to look forward as the cameras appeared. A little startled by the first flash, her features softened and we both did our best to smile. Because we had agreed to comment on radio, we did not say anything to the reporters there, and just kept walking. As we reached the lobby of the Morrison Hotel to take a private break before heading out to RTÉ, she linked her arm in mine and brought me to the first couch to sit. It was only then that we let the tears come.


Later that day we were shown photographs of the hundreds of friends, colleagues, union organisers, LGBTQ+ groups and people we had never met who were protesting outside the entrance to Leinster House. They had cleverly decided to go to that location, rather than to the courts, to hear the judgment. I can still see Ailbhe Smyth with the blowhorn, and so many of Ann Louise’s colleagues from St Pat’s, alongside a big crowd of friends from Tallaght and An Cosán. It was such a sunny day, and most of the photos were taken before the judgment came out: ‘our’ people were beaming. They really believed in our right to joy.


Solidarity is something you can feel, a deep connection, a physical energy between and among those who gather for a purpose. And it travels. It is not bound by physical proximity. A couple of weeks later, Ann Louise and I sat one night in front of our wood-burning open fire with Siena and Paulo at our feet. It was the warmest place in the sitting room, and their favourite spot! I picked up a piece of wood, one I had split in our paddock on a carefree day earlier in the year. As I tossed it in the fire, I turned to Ann Louise and said, ‘Let’s plan a bigger campaign.’


Over a series of dinners for various friends, human rights activists and lawyers, we laid out a number of strategies. These included a legal strategy to appeal the High Court decision, communications to build public awareness about the rationale for equality through access to civil marriage, mobilisation to engage supporters from all sectors, a political strategy to work with public representatives, and a funding strategy to sustain the organisation. Great excitement and some dissonance filled the air as the conversations progressed. Some wanted to go softly, softly – an incremental approach – while others forcefully stated that we had waited long enough, and we should go straight for marriage, without the ‘stepping stone’ of civil partnership. We wanted the straight path, so we rolled up our sleeves together. In early 2008, the organisation Marriage Equality was formally launched in the Mansion House on Dublin’s Dawson Street to a packed audience.


When I took up my senatorial role, Ann Louise began to put more time into the Marriage Equality work than I did. She attended most, if not all, the board meetings, and often visited the office to assist the few staff there in whatever way she could. They all wanted her around for her wisdom, creativity and courage. They knew she would always speak her truth, graciously, even if it was hard to hear at times. So much was at stake for all of us. Yet her tone was never harsh, nor did her words sound critical. Above all, the staff loved her creativity. She always had a solution to the problem at hand, and she knew when not to interfere. We would discuss everything when she got home from meetings I was not able to attend. It took a lot out of her, though, and it would have been easier if I could have been by her side more frequently. At least I could take up a role in my senatorial capacity. The government had promised a constitutional convention – a forum of citizens and parliamentarians – to consider a possible referendum on the marriage of same-sex couples. I got one of the assigned places for the convention. I was hopeful, then, that we could still fight this together, albeit on different fronts.


Sometimes I felt selfish or self-cherishing by keeping my prime focus on my work in the Seanad. This rarely bothered Ann Louise when it came to the task of cooking, and I loved coming through the kitchen door to the smells of roasted chicken, vegetables sprinkled with cumin, tarragon or dill. It was the brown bread and the scones that were my favourites. Ann Louise was famous for those scones, served most days during Shanty courses. ‘What is the recipe for your scones, Ann Louise?’ she was often asked. ‘I love swirling the bowl!’ she would respond. But she was not happy about being left with all the cleaning. Rarely was I excused from those domestic duties no matter what was going on in Leinster House. I can see now that she was right and I was wrong. There were probably not enough ‘sorry’s on my part. I just felt my work was so important. But that did not wash at all with her. I eventually learned that teamwork outside of professional activities is at the heart of an equal relationship. (Thank you, Ann Louise.)


One day, out of the blue – and with a touch of magic – our car problems were sorted when a close friend kindly offered to lend us their blue Volkswagen Beetle, for as long as we needed it. Memories of a twenty-seven-year-old me driving from the Bronx to Manhattan in a vintage orange Beetle came to mind. Though I could feel every bump, the tyres responded with precision as my hands turned the wheel and I easily learned the rhythm of the unwritten rules of the road. But the heat didn’t work and the Beetle showed its cracks. This one would come with all the mod cons – I couldn’t believe my luck.


I put down the phone and sprinted out the door, through the paddock gate, and across the field to Ann Louise’s log cabin. ‘Annie, Jenny is loaning us … well, me … a car!’ And that was that. I just delighted in driving that sharp-looking little bug through the big gates of Leinster House.


Ann Louise was all for anything that made my Seanad duties easier. She had expected that by taking early retirement in 2009 we could build again a way of working together. We had put a lot of time into the establishment of our consultancy, the Centre for Progressive Change, founded in 2009 as a response to the enormous economic and social upheaval Ireland was undergoing post-crash. We ran leadership programmes, offered executive coaching, governance advice for non-profits and seasonal ‘retreats for change’. We started from scratch on all this, and my work included everything administrative (marketing, financial accounts, website) as well as teaching in the programmes with Ann Louise. It was a heavy burden. I really did not want to do this any longer, but she was so happy, freed from the drudgery of academic life. It had become more about raising funds for the next research project than about teaching undergraduates and advising postgraduates about philosophies of education and the imagination, which Ann Louise loved.


When I was appointed to the Seanad, she could see that things would change and that, eventually, she would have to let go of this dream we had started to build together. She kept at her executive coaching, and planned to offer retreats with Anne O’Reilly, a former academic colleague. She never complained, but she did ask me to continue to keep the accounts, and run the website and the emails. I really did not like that, albeit minor, work, but I did it. Of course I would do anything for her. I felt the heavy-heartedness of her loss, though it was not my loss. I still have my Centre email address and every year I pay a small fee to continue to host the server for the website. It is over a decade since we closed the business, but I haven’t been able to let this go. Ann Louise’s generosity in our life-partnership taught me, because I felt it at my deepest core, the true generative nature of a love commitment. She never failed to support me in anything I tried, even if it cost her something she wanted for herself. Because of this, I have thrived at times, and survived at others. Perhaps that is why I hang on to a website and an email that are essentially redundant. They represent the dream she was willing to let go of, for me.


*


January is a forbidding, damp and dark month in Ireland. Though the light starts to come back, it struggles to do so on most days. Both houses of the Oireachtas are still asleep, and the ushers begin to unlock the doors only during the second week. Senator Feargal Quinn is keen to get going on his crusade to save the Seanad, though, and so early one morning he invites Michael McDowell, Noel Whelan, Joe O’Toole and myself to attend the first meeting of what we eventually dub ‘the Seanad Reform Group’.


Three men. Actually four, including Feargal. And one radical feminist lesbian. I know I do not look or sound like that. What is ‘that’, though? Often someone who is super creative and edgy with the clothes she wears. She does not fit the mainstream. I never wanted to experiment with clothes. I was aware that a woman’s choice could be integral to her resistance to the norms of patriarchy, but I really like much of traditional female design. My favourite professional outfit at the time is a light grey fine woollen tailored jacket and skirt, with a white cotton shirt. I wear it for my Seanad photo. Although it makes me look like part of the establishment, I am clearly an outsider, and get in only through the intriguing actions of powerful insiders.


But it does matter what people wear. Some of the effort to don ‘proper’ clothing comes from what I thought my mother wanted. My father loved the way she dressed. He always talked about her ‘New York style’ and how it had first caught the eye of a boy from Montana. So, maybe what I heard is how her feminine style was integral to his attraction for and love of her. One day, she gave me an extraordinary gift. In her last decade, on one of my many trips back to Seattle, she said to me, ‘I always knew you were different, Kay. We are so proud of you.’ I wish I could have felt more of that in my earlier and even middle years. While I was eventually public about my lesbian identity, and my love for Ann Louise, I still struggled to love myself ‘regardless’, as Alice Walker once said. Most days I carried the contradiction well. Its resolution happened slowly, through the bestowal of a long life-partnership with Ann Louise.


I was about to enter Leinster House 2000 (the new wing erected in 2000) on a drizzly and dreary January night. The newer wing is to the left side of Leinster House, as one faces the majestic entrance, and it was built with an architectural design that combines modernity and a Georgian ambiance. Home to several offices for deputies and senators, and a suite of rooms for the main opposition party, it also houses the parliamentary committee rooms down a modern, sleek stone staircase. There’s a comfortable coffee dock, opposite an enormous open-space, cathedral-ceilinged room with agreeable couches. Journalists hover there too. If you want to be seen with the person you are meeting – to pique interest in what you might be up to – the coffee dock is the place to go. It’s also conveniently close to offices and committee rooms. But as I walk through the entrance that quiet night, there isn’t a soul to be seen.


Feargal, already in Room B – behind a thin wall at the entrance – must have heard me enter and so he walks out to greet me with the gait of a happy man. We shake hands, and I spontaneously brush his right cheek with my right hand, as I do with those I am fond of. He thanks me for coming, and then we both turn as we hear Joe O’Toole and Noel Whelan arrive. They had met each other at the gate, no doubt joking with the ushers there who wanted to know what they were up to. ‘Always tell a good secret!’ I imagine is what Joe might have retorted. Former Independent Senator O’Toole, a great friend of Feargal’s, having served for several years together in the Seanad, is very expressive, often erupting in laughter or employing a stern and billowing voice. A teacher by training, he became president of the Irish Congress of Trade Unions and then secretary general of the Irish National Teachers’ Organisation. Ann Louise loved the INTO, admiring the canny way it dealt with various governments over the years. She really liked Joe too.
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