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One of Ireland’s best-loved broadcasters, Mary Kennedy’s career in RTE has spanned more than three decades, including presenting the Eurovision Song Contest in 1995. She is co-presenter of Nationwide and author of the best-selling books Lines I Love, Paper Tigers; and Lines for Living. A mum of four, she lives in Dublin.
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‘The scariest moment is always
just before you start.’


Stephen King
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1.


Nothing to It!






‘There is nothing to writing.


All you do is sit down at a typewriter and bleed.’


Ernest Hemingway
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And so, as I reach another milestone in life by turning sixty, I take my seat at the laptop once again and embark on a further chronicle of all the joys and sadnesses, the good and the not so good aspects of this mortal coil that have made me what I am. I know from talking to people as I travel the country for Nationwide that I am not unique. The things that make me happy and sad, the things that matter to me, are also the things that matter to most people: relationships, family, friends, home, health, work. It is my earnest wish that the people who read the stories that unfold between the covers of this book will feel consoled, inspired and, above all, comforted by the fact that we all strive to do our best in life, and in work, and aim to knock a lot of fun out of it as we travel the road together.


Ernest Hemingway has a point, you know. The hardest part of this exercise is the physical act of sitting down at the writing machine, in my case a laptop – I do type using the correct fingers, having learned that skill in secondary school under the tutelage of Sister Bernadette, a kind, saintly woman who deserved better than a bunch of giddy teenagers sitting behind a row of typewriters at the end of a long school day. She never allowed us to refer to the skill as ‘typing’. No abbreviations for her. It was not a class that we took too seriously, I regret to say as there were no exams at the end of it. We were philistines. The only classes to which we gave our full attention were the ones that would be examined. I am very grateful to Sister Bernadette now for her perseverance because it is very satisfying to type using all my fingers in the right places. I enjoy the physical act of pressing the keys. I wonder will I still feel the same way when I’m halfway through this book and want to get away from the laptop and the ‘typewriting’!


The late, great Irishwoman and author Maeve Binchy shared Hemingway’s view of writing. I heard her taking questions from an audience following a talk she’d given on creative writing. Her answer to the query about the most difficult aspect of writing was short and pithy:






‘The hardest part is sitting down at the computer and pressing the On button.’








Great minds think alike, obviously. Hemingway’s reference to bleeding is a bit off-putting, admittedly, but I know what he means. There will be days when the juices will flow and the words will gallop out of my heart and onto the page, and there will be days when it will be like pulling teeth or getting blood from a stone. That will not be pleasant. I will persevere, though, because I want to do this. I am grateful that I have been invited, for a fourth time now, to write a book. I appreciate that there are many people who love to write and find it hard to get their work published. They have a passion for writing, for telling their story, that is undiminished by the difficulties of publication. They are undeterred and I hope their perseverance pays off and they get the opportunity to present their work to the public eventually because it is a moment of great satisfaction when the finished product comes through the letterbox and the endless hours spent staring at the screen seem worthwhile all of a sudden.


I am humbled by the reaction I have had to the previous three books that I have written. People come up to me and say they related to something I wrote – they went through the same turmoil or adventure. It’s nice to realise we are not alone, that other people feel the same way as we do about things, that we all have our struggles and our achievements and that we all do our best to live our lives fully and to take encouragement and consolation from each other.


I have established my work station so that when I have a spare minute or a moment of inspiration I can just sit down and write immediately. The way I’m feeling now, at the very start of this adventure, I think ‘a spare minute’ will be a more likely scenario than the latter ‘moment of inspiration’.


I’m at the stage of thinking I have nothing to say. My friends and family would disagree. I am not behind the door when it comes to giving my opinion and I have got to the stage in life where I have to be true to myself. All through life, my default position has been that of a pleaser, which is not always the best way to be – doing things to keep others happy. I was painfully shy as a child. I wouldn’t even ask for things in a shop. My mother got fed up of me saying to her, ‘Will you ask for me?’ when I’d be spending my few bob to buy Christmas presents for the family years ago. And if it was a case of having to return a purchase which didn’t fit, for instance, I would die of mortification, blush bright red and want the floor to open and swallow me up. I have moved on from those days but the underlying shyness is still there. Now, I take a deep breath and say what I have to say.


I have dealt with a lot of life’s issues in my previous books. I have spoken of the heartbreak of losing my parents and I have been overwhelmed by the number of people who were reminded of their own parents’ lives and deaths by reading Lines I Love. I have broached the thorny subject of body image and ageing and a lot of women seem to have taken consolation from the fact that we all go through the same dilemmas – trying to hold on to youth and finally coming to terms with the fact that we cannot turn back the clock and that every age has its beauty. This is as good a place as any to give you my favourite quotation about this subject. I included it in Lines for Living and if I had a euro for every woman who has said to me that she has adopted it as her mantra, I’d be a wealthy bunny!
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‘First you are young,


then you are middle aged;


then you are old;


then you are wonderful.’


Lady Diana Cooper
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These are the words of Lady Diana Cooper, a member of the British aristocracy, born in 1892 and widely regarded as the most beautiful woman in England when she was young. Obviously her head wasn’t turned by this adulation. She acknowledges in those lines that we are the sum of our parts and that it takes a lot more than a pretty face and smooth skin to make a person wonderful and beautiful.


My description of menopause certainly struck a chord in Lines for Living. I wrote quite candidly about my experiences and, I have to admit, I was surprised by the number of people who told me I was very brave to do so. Hello? What is all that about? Is menopause something that middle-aged women should only whisper about among themselves? Is it indelicate to talk about it? I have two thoughts on this. First, people who feel it is ‘brave’ to discuss menopause are often caught up in the delusion that it heralds the end of a woman’s allure in the eyes of the opposite sex. A shallow mindset, I think. Second, it’s a bonus to go through it because it means you are still alive. I have lost friends before the middle stage of life and it is a heart-rending tragedy for their families and friends. So let’s hear it once more for the big M and the symptoms, affectionately referred to as the seven dwarfs of menopause: Itchy, Bitchy, Wrinkly, Sweaty, Sleepy, Bloated, Forgetful.


My workstation is the dining-room table. There will be no meals served in this room for the foreseeable future. The table is facing the garden so that I can look out through the conservatory and contemplate the trees and the flowers and feel inspired by the beauty of the great outdoors. That’s the theory anyway. The weather has been so bad recently that I feel I might be better pulling down the blinds and forgetting that there is an outside. I have a scented candle that I will light whenever I sit here to write. I will push the On button and hope I will not bleed. I will look forward to the process of sharing my thoughts and hoping that they bring a bit of comfort or a smile to the reader.


As I set out on this adventure, one difference I notice from the previous three occasions is that I am enthusiastic about it. Four years ago when I began writing Lines for Living, I had to drag myself to the computer on occasion. I would wash floors, clean windows, iron clothes and make unnecessary phone calls rather than sit down on the chair and write. I was not confident that I could write anything of substance that people would want to read. Perhaps that was the effect of the menopause on me. There’s no doubt it can gnaw away at your self-confidence and it’s only when you come out the other side that you realise what you’ve been through.


Turning sixty last year was a real watershed for me. I regained a confidence that had been in short supply. This is the first time I have started a book without agonising over what people will make of it, whether they will adopt that who-does-she-think-she-is mentality. I have lived long enough now to be happy in my own skin and in my own life and to realise that we are all in this together and we can support each other in lots of ways.


So it’s once more unto the breach for the next while. I will take every opportunity to write. I will take the laptop with me when I travel – I have two trips planned already. They might shed some light on certain aspects of life. That’s the joy of travel. It broadens the mind and opens the heart. The twelfth-century Persian poet Rumi, one of my favourites, throws a positive light on this:






‘Travel brings power and love back into your life.’








That’ll do nicely. I will reflect on things that have happened in the four years since Lines for Living was published – the experiences I have had, the people I have met, the happy occasions I have enjoyed and the losses I have endured, and the change in family life as my children have grown up and moved on with their adult lives.


I wrote about the empty nest in my last book. Little did I know that was just the tip of the iceberg. A child leaving home to move in with a friend about five miles away was a huge jolt to my world. I didn’t know it then but within twelve months my youngest child, my baby, would move a bit further than five miles away. Off she went to Korea and Australia, leaving a very sad mammy behind. That’s a tale worth telling.


I will write honestly, from the heart, about what matters to me in life. Invariably this will revolve around people and relationships, emotions, struggles, challenges, joys, because these are the things that make up the rich tapestry of life for me.


I have been impressed by other people as I have navigated my way through the last four years of life. Their stories will pop up between the covers of this book, I’m sure. I will recount some of the adventures that I have had in recent times and I will look forward, as always, to putting the finishing touches to the work and writing with satisfaction, hopefully, the words ‘The End’ on the final page.


Another sociable aspect to writing a book is the anticipation of the launch. I have been very lucky and privileged to have had my previous three books launched by people whom I admire, who accepted my invitation to send my efforts out into the big world. Mary Harney launched my memoir, Paper Tigers. She was Minister for Health at the time and extremely busy, but she took the time to come along and reminisce about our time in school in Clondalkin. Mary was a year ahead of me in Coláiste Bríde and her future commitment to service could be seen even then when she insisted that we should have the opportunity to study honours Maths. This did not go down too well with the Presentation Sisters, who didn’t have the staff to provide honours Maths to us girls and, truth be told, really didn’t see the point of it either. Mary put her foot down, however, and insisted it was our right. The problem was solved by allowing girls from the convent to go to Moyle Park, the boys’ school, for honours Maths a few times a week. As you can imagine, the class was highly subscribed!


Book number two was Lines I Love and Pat Kenny did the honours on that occasion. His mother and mine were friends. Connie Kenny was one of a group of my mother’s women friends who would come to our house regularly for tea and sandwiches and cakes and a catch up, occasions on which my mother would pull out all the stops: the fire lit in the good room, china tea set, starched tablecloth and napkins. There was a lovely warm feeling about those evenings. The ladies were always eager to hear how we were getting on and see how big we were getting, and we always looked forward to the following day when we’d get to eat the leftover sandwiches and cream cakes. Pat remembered those days too and it was nice to hear about those gatherings from a different perspective.


Lines for Living was published four years ago and on that occasion Martin McAleese spoke at the launch. He and I have been part of the same walking group for a long time now and we have had good chats as we pounded the paths along the Camino de Santiago de Compostela and on other occasions over the years. He has an encyclopaedic knowledge of GAA and a mischievous sense of humour, so the slagging quite often divides along county lines. He is also incredibly fit so, as well as thinking of a witty answer to his ribbing, you have to keep putting one foot in front of the other at breakneck speed. I love those outings – we have them a few times a year and they are always memorable for the walking.


As well as the Camino de Santiago, we have walked in the footsteps of St Francis of Assisi, followed the paths of Celtic spirituality on the Aran Islands and taken on beautiful mountains and valleys all around Ireland. This year’s Camino will see us all gather for four days in the Burren, another gem of the Irish landscape that will remind us of our rich and ancient heritage. The trips are also memorable for the kindness and gentleness of the people who make up the group. They are open, friendly, thoughtful, incredibly loyal people who would bend over backwards to help a friend in need. They are good company and good fun. I enjoy spending time with them and I always return feeling positive and focused about what matters in my life.


At the launch of Lines for Living, Martin picked up on some of the themes in the book that show how similar our aspirations are, and I was delighted because that, as I have said before, is one of the joys of writing these books. The fact that somebody realises they are not alone in their fears or anxieties and takes comfort from that realisation makes it worthwhile. Martin made reference to one particular quotation from the book which is a favourite of mine and sums up the basic premise by which I try to live life:






‘There is no hope of joy except in human relations.’


Antoine de Saint-Exupéry








I had made up my mind that Lines for Living was going to be my final foray into the world of writing. Therefore the launch was followed by a party at my house. I was surprised by a wonderful cake with the cover of the book in icing. Friends gathered and we ate, drank and sang – and I breathed a sigh of relief. Last book finished. Never say never, though. Here we go again. I’m looking forward to looking inside my heart once more and extracting the feelings and the concerns I have at this milestone of my life. I will share the happy moments and the challenges that have come my way and my sincere wish is that those who read them will feel a sense of belonging, with me, to a community that cares for us and wants us to negotiate this life in a meaningful and compassionate way, surrounded by those we love and those who love us.


And so to work.


I had it all planned. It was a Monday, the start of the week, a time of resolution and new beginnings, the perfect time to get started on this new book about what matters to me at this stage of my life. Things didn’t quite work out the way I had envisaged.


Monday seemed full of hope and promise as I anticipated it from the safe distance of the weekend. I had a busy enough morning but arrived back at the house at lunchtime with the afternoon clear of everything but the book. I knew what I wanted to start writing about: the female line in my family and the fact that I come from a strong band of resolute, hardworking, determined women. By that Monday lunchtime, though, I reckon those qualities had got diluted on their journey through the generations to me. I’m definitely hardworking but the strength and the resolution and determination come and go. That Monday, they were in short supply. I felt small, confused, indecisive, unsure. I don’t remember feeling the extent of that insecurity as deeply as I have in the past few months.


I was always so full of energy and enthusiasm for any and every kind of project. Years ago, when my children were small and in bed, happily asleep, if I didn’t have any school work to prepare, I’d embark on a bit of spring cleaning. Sure what else would you be doing at half eight on a Tuesday night, for instance? I remember the great satisfaction of getting up on a chair, dressed for battle in an apron and a pair of rubber gloves, armed with a damp cloth and a ton of Jif to scour the tops of the cupboards. The tops of the cupboards, if you please! That nobody would ever see. I just needed to know they were clean. Why? I really can’t answer that question now. It seemed like a good idea at the time.


There was no talk back then of obsessive–compulsive behaviour. In fact, the first introduction any of my peers got to that was Jack Nicholson collecting endless bars of soap and washing his hands every few seconds in As Good As It Gets. And we all laughed at the good of it. I know now that my working my way around the kitchen in the evenings instead of relaxing or chatting on the phone or reading a book or watching TV, was just ridiculous and more of a negative reflection on my ability to relax and enjoy life than any badge of domestic honour. For me, reading a book or watching TV was something that could only be justified when all the work was done and that work included cleaning places that would never see the light of day.


The good news is that I stopped that nonsense of cleaning everything that moves and everything that doesn’t – though not all that long ago. I still like my house to be tidy and I think a good spring clean is therapeutic after the dark and dusty days of winter. It’s nice to go through wardrobes and boxes and cupboards and throw out things that don’t owe us anything. I’m left with a light, airy feeling that I value and look forward to, and which sets me up for a good energetic summer ahead.


When I’ve done the annual sorting of the house, I concentrate on the garden. But I haven’t had that light airy burst of energy this year. I feel no different to the way I did all winter because, this year, I haven’t tackled the house. And I regret that. My home is my sanctuary and my castle, I suppose, but there are moments when I find it very hard to bother about it. There’s a feeling of ‘what’s the point?’, which is very new to me and which I don’t like. I try not to give in to it but sometimes it’s overwhelming. I just don’t seem able to summon the motivation as easily as I once did.


I’ve examined my mindset and tried to come up with answers about why this should be the case. What has happened to make me, that person who has always had great regard for homemaking, indifferent in this way? For goodness sake, I’m the mammy who used to get up at an ungodly hour when I was travelling early to some far-off location to film for Nationwide. And why did I get up even earlier than I had to? So that I could make fairy cakes that the children would smell as they were getting up and ready for school and college, so that they would have warm, fresh buns for their breakfast. Making memories! The reality is that time has moved on. The college days are over and the children are adults. They don’t have their own homes yet but they’re definitely moving in that direction. So there’s nobody to bake those buns for. And when that enthusiasm wanes, it’s hard to maintain it for the other aspects of homemaking like the spring clearout and the garden. I have come to the realisation that I was doing it for others to a large degree and now that those others are otherwise engaged and focused, I am quite definitely less enthusiastic about home. I find it hard to focus on a particular project. I can spend a lot of time vacillating, telling myself I will do it later, but later doesn’t always come.


And that brings me right back to that fateful Monday and my determination to start writing a chapter about the womenfolk in my family and the way they have influenced my life – and the procrastination and lack of words written on the subject. It’s not that I hadn’t thought about it in depth. It had been toing and froing in my conscious and subconscious mind all weekend. I had made notes about significant memories of my grandmother and read again some details of her family tree that my cousin Barry had unearthed and which make for very interesting reading.


On that Monday, though, I just could not get going on that positive track. I lacked focus. I told myself I didn’t know where to start. I felt quite insecure and totally lacking in confidence. I read back over a chapter in the last book I’d written, Lines for Living, and convinced myself I would never be able to write like I had done four years earlier. I stared at the screen that had one line written on it: ‘Woman is the light of God’, a lovely quotation from Rumi which you would think would be inspirational as a starting point.
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